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                          ABSTRACT 
 

Educational change has been a dominant feature of the educational landscape nationally 

and internationally whereby schools have been ‘subjected to constant and ubiquitous 

pressures to innovate’ (Priestley, 2011). Whilst the key objective is to enhance 

educational provision and to ensure more efficient and effective outcomes it is the 

strategic positioning of teachers as agents of change that is deemed to be integral to the 

success of innovation and its enactment in practice. Physical Education (PE) has not 

evaded this reform agenda as evidenced by the growing trend towards the adoption of 

movement orientated programmes. In Northern Ireland (NI) the implementation of one 

such programme, Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) (STEPS Professional 

Development) provides the backdrop for this study and a platform through which to 

interrogate educational change within the context of primary Physical Education. The 

study explores the ways in which teachers enact and engage with a specific PE 

movement initiative, the FMS programme (STEPS PD) and utilises the lenses of change 

agentry (Fullan, 1993a) and Priestley et al.’s (2015a) ecological conception of teacher 

agency to provide insight into ‘the dynamic process through which change and 

continuity occurs in educational settings’(Priestley et al., 2012b, p193). The study 

specifically examines the influence of the macro level environment on how schools 

respond to educational change, how the school context shapes teachers’ agency and the 

factors that influence teacher agency at an individual level in the enactment of the FMS 

programme. 

A qualitative, interpretivist research methodology was employed as a means of 

understanding the experiences and multiple realities of teachers as they enacted 

curricular change in their own schools. Qualitative data were gathered by interviewing 

principals, PE co-ordinators and teachers in three primary schools involved in the 

piloting and subsequent implementation of the STEPS PD FMS programme. A 

specialist group of FMS experts was also purposively selected to provide a more 

detailed deconstruction of the policy context pertaining to FMS in Northern Ireland. All 

data was analysed thematically. 
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Findings suggest that teacher agency is temporally orientated, highly situative and 

dependent upon existing cultures of thinking, working and doing which are specific to 

individual schools and to individual teachers (Priestley et al.,2015a).Findings also 

demonstrate that change is mediated by the macro policy context where competing 

policy imperatives distort and skew the objectives of schools away from the holistic 

development of the child to towards academic outcomes and performance. The 

infiltration of neoliberalist ideology which permeated school cultures undoubtedly 

created challenges for teachers in their enactment of a child-centred PE initiative like 

the FMS programme. However, despite this, analysis of the data revealed that individual 

teachers and leaders were able to challenge these prevailing macro level policy 

prescriptions and contradictions around PE to achieve agency in their own contexts. The 

findings of this study therefore present new perspectives surrounding the influence of 

neoliberal technologies and their impact on teachers’ constructions of change. 

This study provides valuable insights into the implementation of curricular innovation 

within the context of primary PE. It sheds light on the outworking of the FMS 

programme as a key PE initiative and presents new knowledge surrounding the ways in 

which teachers play out their roles as change agents in enacting this innovation. The 

study therefore provides a new interpretation of the FMS programme within the context 

of NI schools that has previously not been made. It applies existing theories to bring 

about new evidence to the existing knowledge surrounding educational change (Phillips 

and Pugh, 2010) within PE and raises important questions for policy and practice in the 

quest for transformational and lasting change. 
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                        CHAPTER 1 
                                             
                                   INTRODUCTION 
 

Change. It happens. Why should we care or try to understand its 
nature? Change surrounds us; we are immersed regularly in its 
process. Each day we encounter new information and experiences that 
affect our perceptions of the world. The advent of an information - 
based society has precipitated change at a rate never before seen 
before. We are now recognising change as a regular part of our lives- 
and often questioning how to deal with it (Ellsworth, 2000, p12). 

 

1.1 Background to the study 

Schools and teachers are consistently faced with calls for change and are ‘subjected to 

constant and ubiquitous pressures to innovate’ (Priestley, 2011). Frequently the pressure 

to instigate change stems from the need to respond to societal and economic demands as 

Cuban (1992, p216) notes, ‘when society has an itch, the schools scratch’. Physical 

Education has not escaped the reform agenda. In recent times, concerns surrounding 

public health have dominated the political and educational landscape at a global level. 

Consequently, the context of Physical Education (PE) as an intervention site for 

addressing health concerns has gained significant momentum in recent years. 

Specifically, the emphasis placed upon the importance of promoting physical activity 

for health has initiated an explosion in the number of movement orientated programmes 

being introduced into schools where there has been a growing trend towards the uptake 

of what Luke (2003, p104) describes as ‘add on and pull out programs’, many of which 

are centred around the importance of developing Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) 

in young children.  

FMS have been described as the building blocks of movement and are considered ‘the 

foundation movements or precursor patterns to the more specialised complex skills used 

in play, games, sports, dance, gymnastics, outdoor education and physical recreation 

activities’ (Hands et al., 2004a). Pickup et al. (2007) advocate that the importance of 

building on children’s natural propensity for movement is crucial for young children in 

helping them interact, explore and make sense of their environment as well as 

supporting learning in later childhood, adolescence and into adulthood. The 
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development of FMS has therefore become a dominant feature of physical education 

policy and pedagogy nationally and internationally. 

In the context of Northern Ireland, the Northern Ireland Curriculum (NIC) (CCEA, 

2007a) statutory requirements for Physical Development and Movement (PDM) at the 

foundation stage (years 1 and 2) specifically address the importance of nurturing the 

development of FMS ‘not only because they are important for the child’s long-term 

health and well-being, but because they support the child’s physical development’ 

(CCEA, 2007a, p6). Whilst there is a substantial body of literature and government 

policy which documents the importance of acquiring FMS in early childhood, a low 

prevalence of FMS mastery in young children and adolescents is also a phenomenon 

widely reported (Okely and Booth 2004). Jefferson-Buchanan (2010) posits that the 

need for high quality, research-led, movement programmes during this critical period of 

motor development in young children is crucial as the early years are deemed to be ‘the 

optimal time to introduce FMS because movement patterns are not entrenched’ (Hardy 

et al.,2010, p2).  

This study focuses specifically on one such movement programme, the Western 

Australian Fundamental Movement Skills (STEPS Professional Development) which 

sets out to support children in the development of basic movement competence. 

Presented in chapter two, the FMS programme was marketed internationally in 2003 

and was introduced into NI primary schools in 2006 to support the delivery of the 

Physical Education area of learning within the then, Revised NI Curriculum (CCEA, 

2007). However, despite backing from the Council for Curriculum, Examinations and 

Assessment (CCEA) and the Education and Library Boards (ELBs) the FMS 

programme has largely been under researched in the context of its introduction to NI. 

Research that has been conducted in relation to the FMS programme has been limited to 

examining the FMS abilities of school aged children and teenagers. Delaney et al. 

(2008) for example explored the use of research tools to measure FMS competence in 

primary aged children and Breslin et al. (2012) looked at the effect of teachers trained in 

the FMS programme on children’s self-perceptions and motor competence. Little 

empirical research however exists in relation to examining teachers’ experiences of 
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delivering the FMS programme and how it has been enacted in practice. The current 

landscape of FMS pedagogy and practice in NI is therefore largely unknown. 

1.2 The Research 

In order to gain a more informed insight into the context of the FMS programme in NI 

and how it has been implemented in practice this research hopes to explore the debates 

surrounding innovation and change in Education with a focus on examining the role that 

teachers have played as ‘agents of change’ (Priestley et al., 2013) in the process of 

implementing this initiative. In implementing a curricular initiative like the FMS 

programme teachers are increasingly required to act as agents of change where they are 

expected to exert leadership in taking change forward and yet existing change models 

underplay and misconstrue the role of teacher agency in educational innovation 

(Leander and Osborne,2008). Whilst the volume of literature pertaining to educational 

change is overwhelming there is a paucity of research as to how teachers enact their 

roles as agents of curricular change (Carse, 2012) and particularly change in relation to 

physical education (McCaughtry et al.,2006). As there is little research explicitly 

addressing the process of change regarding the FMS programme and the role of teachers 

within this, it would seem pertinent therefore to explore how teachers have experienced 

and responded to this initiative particularly as Fullan (2001, p115) suggests the success 

or failure of curricular innovation ‘depends on what teachers do and think’. 

1.2.1 Research aims 

This study aims to provide insight into the process of curricular change but more 

specifically curricular change within the context of primary physical education. By 

exploring teachers’ social realities and experiences of implementing a PE innovation 

this study seeks to generate a deeper knowledge about the ecology of change through 

the lens of teacher agency. The following research questions have therefore guided the 

direction of this study: 

1.2.2 Research questions 

• How does the macro level environment influence how schools respond to 

educational change with respect to the FMS programme? 

• How does the school context shape teachers’ agency with respect to the 

implementation of the FMS programme? 
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• What factors influence teachers’ ability to act agentically at an individual level 

with respect to the FMS programme? 

1.3 Positionality 

The position of the researcher has been conceptualised as a central component within 

qualitative research as it is thought to impact on all aspects and stages of the research 

process as Foote and Bartell (2011, p46) identify: 

The positionality that researchers bring to their work and the 
personal experiences through which positionality is shaped may 
influence what researchers may bring to research encounters, 
their choice of processes, and their interpretation of outcomes.  

Sikes (2004, p15) therefore advises that it is important for all researchers to reflect on 

how their fundamental assumptions and philosophical positionings might influence 

their thinking and practice within the research process as it can provide a 

transparency regarding the perspectives brought to the inquiry as well as to the 

perspectives that serve to frame it (Throne, 2012). This section therefore conveys my 

positionality as a researcher in order to self - identify my own world view and the 

position I have chosen to adopt in relation to my own research.  

My passion for Physical Education and the teaching of fundamental movement skills 

alongside my interest in issues surrounding innovation within PE and educational 

change have provided the underlying areas of impetus for this study. As a PE specialist 

in primary education, a former teacher and currently a teacher educator, I have a 

personal interest in primary PE practice and pedagogy and I am a strong advocate of the 

teaching of FMS. My interest in the teaching of FMS has accrued through my 

involvement in the planning, delivery and teaching of Fundamental Movement Skills 

(FMS) modules (which essentially comprise the FMS programme (STEPS PD) within 

my Teacher Education institution. I am a trained FMS facilitator and I was involved 

with one of the first cohorts of PE practitioners to be trained in the facilitation of the 

programme in Northern Ireland. To date, I have delivered numerous FMS training 

courses to undergraduate and postgraduate student teachers within my University 

College in addition to courses for serving teachers and early years practitioners in the 

context of continuing professional development. The FMS programme is also strongly 

embedded within the teaching of current physical education modules across years 1 - 3 
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of the BEd Physical Education programme on which I teach as well as the PGCE Early 

Years degree programme at my University College. Students explore the concept of, 

and approaches related to the teaching of FMS through the main components of the 

statutory Northern Ireland Curriculum (CCEA, 2007b) for PE, which comprises games, 

dance, gymnastics and athletics. Through my training and teaching experiences I have 

gained a sound practical and theoretical understanding of the programme, its 

background, content and delivery and have developed an awareness of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the programme as well as the opportunities that it presents for student 

teachers in delivering curricular PE. My current research and reading around the 

concepts pertaining to FMS have further underscored its importance to me and the 

important role that it plays in delivering a quality Physical Education experience. I have 

experienced the enormous benefits that teaching FMS can have on pupil learning, but I 

am also cognisant of the fact that student teachers’ engagement with the principles and 

strategies inherent within the programme has improved their pedagogy and enhanced 

their confidence in delivering PE. The strength of the programme lies in its accessibility 

for the generalist teacher of PE and therefore I have found it to be a beneficial resource 

for most of my students who are not PE specialists. It does however also provide a 

comprehensive toolkit for main subject PE specialists and PE co-ordinators in primary 

schools in supporting teachers in the delivery of curricular PE. Consequently, my active 

involvement in the FMS programme has fuelled my interest in it as an area of research 

particularly as I train teachers and PE specialists to deliver it in schools. In addition, 

through my work in primary schools it is apparent that the profile of primary PE and PE 

initiatives like FMS are gradually diminishing despite a more global recognition that 

curricular physical education has an important role to play in addressing public health 

concerns. My ongoing dialogue with serving teachers and students has served to 

underscore for me the challenges that a subject like PE faces in a polity that is 

dominated by neoliberalist ideals particularly around the area of performativity. The 

profile of FMS within this context and its sustainability as a PE initiative was therefore 

of interest to me so my motivation was initially based on wanting to acquire an 

understanding of the extent to which the programme was being enacted in practice 

particularly in the pilot schools that had strong coordination and direction from a range 

of experienced PE specialists. My reading identified that the implementation of the 
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FMS programme has largely been under-researched in NI but also highlighted a gap in 

relation to how teachers engaged with it and enacted it in practice. Acquiring an 

understanding of teachers’ perspectives regarding the FMS programme directed my 

research towards looking at the enactment of the programme through the lens of teacher 

agency, an area of research that is also under-researched and misconstrued. This 

research, therefore, set out to provide much needed insight into teachers’ constructions 

of a PE initiative that had been in existence for just over ten years.  

Before my current role as a teacher educator I was also a primary teacher for eight years 

teaching within Key Stage Two (KS2). My experiences as a classroom teacher and the 

various roles that I held as a subject co-ordinator have provided me with insight into the 

complexities of dealing with educational change at the chalk-face. As a classroom 

teacher I was involved in the implementation of many educational changes throughout 

my teaching career and developed insight into the intricacies, issues and opportunities 

that change presents. As a subject co-ordinator I was also involved in instigating and 

managing change within my own subject area. My Masters dissertation focused on the 

management of change within a primary school context, tracking the process of 

implementation of new pedagogy over a one-year period further developing my 

interests in the school curriculum and in the processes of educational change. My 

experiences have provided me with various contexts of commonality upon which an 

investigation into how teachers respond to and enact educational change within the 

context of PE would therefore seem logical and appropriate. 

My experiences as a classroom teacher, my role as a teacher educator and my prior 

engagement and belief in the value of the FMS programme have afforded me with an 

insight into and familiarity with the research that Berger (2015, p224) argues carries the 

risks of ‘blurring boundaries’, imposing personal values and beliefs and projecting 

biases. Indeed, Sword (1999, p277) argues that neutrality in qualitative research is 

impossible to achieve ‘as we cannot separate self from those activities in which we are 

intimately involved’. However,  through adopting a reflexive approach I was able to 

acknowledge my own attitudes, values and biases by turning the researcher lens towards 

myself as a means of ‘taking responsibility for my own situatedness within the research’ 

(Berger, 2015, p220) its effect on the setting, the people being studied, questions being 
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asked and the data being collected and its interpretation. This enabled me to acquire a 

deeper insight into the research, but also ensured that the focus remained on the research 

and its participants (Patnaik, 2013, p100). A fuller discussion surrounding my 

subjectivities as a researcher are addressed in Chapter four. 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

The dissertation comprises seven chapters. Chapter one provides a background to and 

rationale for the study. In Chapter two the key literature pertaining to the area of FMS is 

contextualised within the wider context of Physical Education. The pedagogical context 

and content of the FMS programme (STEPSPD) is presented to provide the platform 

through which the process of curricular change is to be explored.  

Chapter three interrogates the main themes surrounding educational change within the 

broader context of education and within the narrower context of Physical Education. 

There is a specific focus on Fullan’s (1993a) concept of change agentry and Priestley, 

Biesta and Robinson’s (2015a) model of teacher agency which provide the theoretical 

lenses through which to explore the experiences of individual teachers and their 

enactment of the FMS programme. This chapter also draws on literature related to 

neoliberalist ideology and the influence of managerialism on the context of Physical 

Education. 

The methodological framework used to answer the research questions is presented in 

chapter four. It presents the research design and the philosophical influences that 

underpin the structure of the study. The sampling strategy, and methods of data 

collection are outlined, and the ethical dilemmas are acknowledged. The chapter 

concludes with an overview of the process of data analysis. 

Chapters five and six provide the main analyses of the empirical data ascertained from 

the interviews with school principals, teachers and FMS specialists. The data were 

analysed utilising Priestley, Biesta and Robinson’s (2015a) ecological model of teacher 

agency in conjunction with the theoretical perspective associated with Fullan’s (1993a) 

concept of change agentry. These conceptual lenses enabled an explicit analysis of the 

factors that influenced teachers’ achievement of agency in their professional contexts 
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and provided insight into the processes that occurred as the FMS programme was 

conceptualised in different school settings.  

Chapter seven provides the conclusion to the thesis and discusses the key findings of the 

research considering the research questions. The chapter discusses the significance of 

the research and the contribution the study has made to understanding surrounding the 

process of educational change within the context of PE and teachers’ roles as agents of 

change within this.  
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                                                         CHAPTER 2 
  
Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) within the context of Primary 
Physical Education 
 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter contextualises some of the key literature within the context of primary 

physical education as a backdrop to tracing the development of the concept of 

Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS). At the outset of the chapter, the current 

landscape of Physical Education is discussed with a focus on its contribution to health, 

physical activity, motor skill development and physical literacy. An account of the 

evolution of FMS within the context of Physical Education is provided and an 

exploration of the historical and political landscape that pertains to FMS from 

international, national and local perspectives is discussed. The latter part of the chapter 

contextualises the pedagogical context and content of one FMS focused movement 

programme, the STEPS PD FMS programme (developed in Western Australia but 

introduced into Northern Ireland in 2007) which focuses on the development of FMS in 

young children. As previously, mentioned, there has been a scarcity of research 

regarding the implementation of this programme in practice and teachers’ responses to 

it. The presentation of the FMS programme provides a platform through which the 

process of curricular change in the context of Physical Education will be addressed in 

chapter three. 

2.2 The context and purpose of Physical Education  

Since the inception of the National Curriculum in 1991 Physical Education has been an 

integral feature of the educational landscape and has enjoyed an almost privileged 

position as a statutory subject across primary (pupils aged 5-11) and post primary 

(pupils aged 11 to 16) schools within the UK (Rainer et al., 2012). However, despite its 

statutory status, PE frequently assumes a marginal position in the curriculum and is 

often considered as an addition to the ‘real work’ of the school (Pickup and Price, 

2007).The educational legitimacy of PE has remained an area of on-going ‘animated 

debate’ and controversy (Smith and Parr, 2007; Bailey, 2005; Green, 2008) as the 

teaching profession struggles to establish a definitive purpose for the subject (Bailey 
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and Kirk, 2009; Whitehead, 2010). Houlihan (2006) postulates that the subject’s 

‘fundamental insecurity’ within the curriculum has developed as a result of 

philosophical incoherence surrounding the plethora of potential aims and outcomes for 

PE (Capel and Whitehead, 2015). Sparkes, Templin and Schempp (1990) posit that 

Cartesian perspectives which focus on a mind-body divide have created a 

‘compartmentalisation trap’ (Jess et.al.,2013) whereby PE is considered in terms of 

children’s physical development with little or no attention given to the more holistic 

cognitive, social and emotional aspects. This compartmentalisation, Gallahue and 

Donnelly (2003, p11) argue, ‘is a root cause for the difficulty that physical education 

has experienced historically in establishing itself as a legitimate aspect of the school 

curriculum’.  

Within the UK, the last decade has also experienced an increase in pressure being 

placed on school principals to meet the demands of national testing frameworks where 

achieving government targets in literacy and numeracy is often perceived as a measure 

of a school’s success. This apparent shift towards academic accountability has 

subsequently resulted in the peripheral positioning of PE as a low priority subject 

(Morgan and Hansen, 2007) and consequently has had a detrimental impact on the 

status of PE within the curriculum across the UK and further afield. In more recent 

years, the ‘academicisation’ of PE as an examinable subject, has attempted to address 

this ‘marginality’. The introduction of high stakes examinations most significantly at 

those critical junctures that decide on entry into post-mandatory and tertiary level 

education (Casey and O’Donovan, 2015) has provided a medium through which PE has 

attempted to ratify its position as a legitimate subject with equal standing to other 

curricular areas (Brown and Penny,2013). 

Despite these debates there is a global affirmation that PE has an important contribution 

to make to the development of the whole child (The World Health Organisation, 2011) 

(WHO) and an acknowledgement, whilst not wholly conclusive that when effectively 

delivered PE can involve a complex interaction of children’s cognitive, affective, social, 

emotional and physical learning (Ennis, 2011; Bailey et al., 2009). The holistic nature 

of PE is something that has been widely documented within the literature and is 

identified by the European Commission (2007/2086NI) as ‘the only school subject 
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which seeks to prepare children for a healthy lifestyle’ focusing on ‘their overall 

physical and mental development, as well as imparting important social values such as 

fairness, self - discipline, solidarity, team spirit, tolerance and fair play’. It is 

increasingly recognised that ‘Physical Education is the most effective means of 

providing all children and youth with the skills, attitudes, values, knowledge and 

understanding for lifelong participation in society’ (MINEPS V, 2013).  
 

The discourses around the importance of PE have been varied and frequently disputed 

however there is evidence in the UK and across other parts of the world to suggest that 

primary PE is experiencing an increase in political, professional and academic attention 

(Jess et al.,2013) fundamentally because there is a growing perception that PE 

experiences during the primary years have the potential to address various agendas 

related to health and wellbeing, sport participation and physical activity levels (Petrie 

and lisahunter,2011). Expectations around the role of PE in the promotion of health 

have gained momentum particularly in light of the guidance provided by the WHO 

(2011) which recommends that ‘all sectors and all levels within governments, 

international partners, civil society, in governmental organisations and the private sector 

have roles to play in shaping healthy environments and contributing to the promotion of 

physical activity’(p,20). More recently, PE has been articulated and positioned as ‘the 

entry-point for lifelong participation in physical activity’ (UNESCO, 2015, p6). 
 

2.3 Physical Education, health and physical activity  

Currently there is a worldwide public health concern about the physical inactivity levels 

of adults and young children and the implications of this for long term health and 

wellbeing (Goodway, Famelia and Bakhtiar, 2014). There is a significant body of 

evidence which suggests that childhood and adolescent physical activity levels are low 

and that current generations of children are now less active and more overweight than 

previous generations (WHO, 2011). Indeed, Armour (2015) highlights that physical 

inactivity has been positioned as the fourth leading cause of death worldwide and has 

recently been elevated as the fourth pillar of the World Health Organisation’s non-

communicable disease strategy (WHO, 2011). 

The importance of promoting physical activity as a means of reducing obesity and 

chronic disease in later life is now a dominant feature of public health policy on a global 
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scale.  The recent publication of both national and global physical activity guidelines for 

children is symptomatic of the growing recognition of the importance of daily physical 

activity for health. The WHO (2011) guidelines stipulate that 60 minutes of moderate to 

vigorous physical activity (MVPA) per day are recommended to help children maintain 

a ‘healthy cardiorespiratory and metabolic risk profile’(WHO,2011, p19).These 

guidelines present particular challenges for policy makers at a number of levels but 

particularly in the context of education as governments worldwide now tend to perceive 

schools as an important medium in the investment of public health (Allensworth et al., 

1997) and subsequently PE as a mechanism for increasing young people’s engagement 

in physical activity (Armour, 2010).This causal relationship between PE, health 

promotion and lifelong participation in physical activity is frequently articulated 

(Trudeau and Shephard, 2008; Evans and Davies, 2010) however there remains to be a 

‘dearth of evidence’ substantiating these suggested claims (Green, 2002, p1).Whilst 

Clark (2007, p5) propounds that ‘Physical Education is the best public health delivery 

system our nation has’, Armour (2010) contends that the assumption that PE has a role 

in promoting and delivering health benefits presents a somewhat narrow ideological 

stance particularly as PE is ‘not afforded the time within the school day to be a 

compensatory site through which to address children’s health needs’(Drummond and 

Pill, 2011,p180).Furthermore, Coe et al.(2006), McKenzie et al.(2000) and Pate, 

O’Neill and McIver, (2011) purport that physical education programmes alone do not 

provide enough MVPA to meet the daily health-related recommendations. This position 

resonates with research conducted on the global status of PE which highlights apparent 

shortfalls in allocated weekly curricular PE time (Hardman and Marshall, 2009) despite 

national policy guidelines and recommendations. A global average of 100 minutes of 

curricular PE time per week and a European average of 109 minutes has been reported 

(Hardman and Marshall,2009). Similarly, within the UK, a PE and Sport survey 

conducted in England in 2009-2010 revealed that the average weekly curricular time 

allocated to PE was 117 minutes. In the context of Northern Ireland findings from a 

baseline survey of timetabled PE in primary schools (Sport NI, 2008) suggests that the 

overall average time allocated to curricular PE is 90 minutes despite the 

recommendation from the governing body of Sport in Northern Ireland, Sport NI (2009) 

that government pursues a target of 2 hours of curricular PE and sport per week. Despite 
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international advocacy surrounding the importance of PE and the imposition of national 

policy which prescribes or recommends PE guidelines, the time allocated to curricular 

PE globally, appears limited. Evidently this presents challenges not only in meeting the 

WHO (2011) recommendations for physical activity but also in meeting the 

requirements of delivering the various PE curricula. 

 

Nonetheless, research suggests that the primary school years are viewed as a crucial 

period in establishing an initial interest and confidence in the concept of physical 

activity (James and Johnston, 2004; MacDonald et al., 2004) and PE is deemed to 

provide a critical setting for promoting health-related physical activity (McKenzie et al., 

2000) as well as inducting children into a lifestyle of ‘physicality’ (Corbin, 2002; 

Fairclough and Stratton, 2002). Furthermore, van Beurden et al. (2003) posit that, 

Although more evidence is required, failure to incorporate 
physical activity as part of daily life and failure to master a basic 
set of motor skills may prove a major barrier to participation in 
physical activity and to achieving recommended physical activity 
levels for the maintenance of good health (p.494). 

 

2.4 Physical Education and motor skill development 

A prevalent feature frequently highlighted in the lifelong physical activity (PA) 

discourse is the contention that PE should help all children acquire the basic movement 

skills or motor skills needed to access a wide range of physical activities across the 

lifespan (Jess and Collins, 2003). Proficiency in motor skills has been noted as one of 

the cornerstones of promoting and sustaining a physically active lifestyle (Bailey and 

McFadyen, 2000; Gallahue and Ozmun, 2006a) and has been acknowledged as being 

central to the development of physical competence in children (Rose, 1994) from the 

foundation phase to the more complex consolidation and extension activities of late 

childhood and early adolescence (Jess and Collins, 2003). Although the connection 

between physical activity and the development of motor skills seems apparent, 

Vandaele et al. (2011) warn that caution should be exercised when interpreting such 

data. Research conducted by Fisher et al. (2005) for example revealed weak 

relationships between habitual PA and motor skill acquisition in young children. Reilly 

and Peiser (2006) also contend that engagement in physical activities is not necessarily 
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a requisite for the development of motor skills although their research noted however 

that when intensity is sufficiently high significant improvements in motor skills are 

evident. Deli, Bakle and Zachopoulou (2006) and Zachopoulou, Tasapakidou and Derri 

(2004) emphasise that skill specific experiences are necessary if more positive and 

lasting changes in motor skill development are to be generated. Nonetheless, various 

writers have argued that increased physical activity tends to provide a greater number of 

opportunities to promote neuromotor development and this, in turn, has been credited 

with promoting the development of motor skills (Fisher et al., 2005; Okely Booth and 

Patterson, 2001).Whilst Clark (2007) posits that motor skill development has been 

marginalised within curricular PE, Hardman (2011) strongly advocates that developing 

physical competence and acquiring a range of motor skills is a key aim of physical 

education as it  provides a springboard for involvement in sport and physical activities 

throughout the lifespan so that all children are able to move efficiently, effectively and 

safely, ‘on their journey to becoming  independent, confident and responsible citizens’ 

(Talbot, 2009, p34).This journey has become more frequently articulated in the 

literature as ‘physical literacy’. 

 

2.5 Physical Education and Physical Literacy (PL)  

Around the world there is a growing advocacy in relation to the concept of physical 

literacy (PL) as a significantly important goal of physical education and ‘a disposition 

that establishes purposeful physical activity as an integral part of daily living’ (Castelli 

et al., 2014, p95). A variety of national interpretations of the concept have been 

embraced over the last decade however there is consensus that PL is an educational 

standard of PE (Mandigo, Francis, Lodewyk and Lopez, 2009) with one of the main 

outcomes of PE as the promotion of lifelong participation in physical activity as part of 

a journey towards achieving ‘physical literacy’. Whilst the arguments presented suggest 

that PL is the primary goal of Physical Education, Corbin (2016) posits that PL, 

depending on how it is operationally defined can also be developed in many different 

ways; through sport, recreational activities and family and is not exclusive to physical 

education alone. Castelli, Barcelona and Bryant (2015) also note, that even within 

schools, a comprehensive approach which is broader than physical education alone is 

necessary.  
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Margaret Whitehead (2013) has been credited as being one of the leading experts in PL 

and her conceptualisation of the subject is premised upon the idea that movement and 

interaction with the environment, whilst a critical challenge faced by all individuals, is 

essential in the promotion of  good health and lifelong physical activity (Keegan et al., 

2013).Whitehead’s (2010b, p5) definition of PL as ‘the motivation, confidence, physical 

competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the 

life course’ engenders the perspective that acquiring physical literacy is a lifelong 

process which involves the development of a disposition that enables individuals to lead 

a fulfilling life through enriching embodied experiences (Whitehead, 2010b). Hayden-

Davies (2005, p46) also supports this definition of PL by suggesting that to become 

physically literate, ‘a child needs to be able to perform basic movement competencies 

(within their own physical capacity), apply these in a variety of situations and activities, 

understand how they can learn further, independently and have the internal motivation 

to do so’. There is, therefore, an understanding that physically literate individuals 

should not only be able to move efficiently, but also move creatively, competently and 

enthusiastically and in socially responsible ways (Penney and Chandler, 2000).  

In a critique of perceptions of physical literacy, Almond (2013) identifies that these 

definitions taken together, would appear to prioritise the development of physical skills 

and abilities, and specifically the development of fundamental motor skills. While this 

version of physical literacy may serve the interests of the sporting sector, MacDonald 

and Enright (2013) argue that it de-emphasises the cognitive and affective learning 

domains and thereby a broader educative intent. This raises questions about the other 

characteristics of physical literacy which are apparent in some of the institutional 

definitions presented. Lounsberry and McKenzie (2015) have expressed concern about 

the “shift away from doing to knowing” (p. 141) and the apparent de-emphasis of the 

physical. Silverman and Mercier (2015) highlight the primary importance of motor skill 

development in physical literacy, including teacher training to promote skill learning. 

Ennis (2015), on the other hand, argues that “knowledge is at the heart of physical 

literacy and provides the foundation for knowing what to do and how and when to 

perform” (p. 119).Whilst Whitehead’s (2001)writings emphasise a holistic approach to 

PL the concept would appear to remain the centre of some debate. Lundvall (2015) 

postulates that this debate is nonetheless encouraging and has enlightened our thinking 
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around the concept of PL as well as our thinking about human physical activity and its 

meaning in our lives.  

 

In Northern Ireland much of the impetus surrounding PL has emanated from Balyi’s 

(1998) Long Term Athlete Development (LTAD) framework. The LTAD model, first 

proposed in the UK in 1998 (Balyi, 1998) has been adapted and applied by a variety of 

national governing bodies and practitioners to offer an approach to talent development 

and elite athlete preparation. Whilst the underpinning premise of this model is the 

development of PL through a ‘FUNdamentals stage’ and ‘Learning to Train Stage’ as a 

strategy to support future participation in recreational or performance sport, Ford et al. 

(2011) argue that the LTAD model is largely one-dimensional and lacks robust 

empirical evidence. Furthermore Ford et al. (2011, p.389) indicate that interpretations of 

the model are restricted because the data on which it is based relies on ‘questionable 

assumptions and erroneous methodologies’. More recently Sport Northern Ireland 

(2009), in conjunction with the Irish Sports Council and Coaching Ireland have 

collaborated to develop an updated conceptual framework to demonstrate the inter-

relatedness of PL, world class athlete development and Lifelong Involvement in Sport 

and Physical Activity (Sport NI, 2009). Building on Balyi’s (1998) previous LTAD 

model, The Lifelong Involvement in Sport and Physical Activity (LISPA) framework 

has evolved as ‘a more structured, progressive and research-inspired framework for 

sports development’ (Sport NI, 2009, p46) and has now become the preferred model for  

a significant number of sports development agencies in the British Isles and beyond. 

The LISPA framework is based on a significant body of research in sport and child 

development, offering important insights into the ways people develop learn and grow. 

The LIPSA framework suggests that an individual’s involvement in sport and physical 

activity progresses through a series of stages which can be used to indicate the kinds of 

experiences which individuals should be exposed to at certain stages of their 

development in order to allow the maximum opportunity to fulfil their sporting 

ambitions. The first three phases of the LIPSA framework, ‘Active Start’, 

‘FUNdamentals’ and ‘Learn to Play and Practice’ are deemed to be vitally important as 

they represent sensitive developmental periods for young children known as ‘windows 

of opportunity’ where PL is developed (Ford et al., 2011). At phase 1, ‘Active Start’ 
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focuses on providing children aged 0-6 with a variety of opportunities to engage in daily 

physical activity. The emphasis at this stage is placed upon learning fundamental 

movement skills and linking them together into play (Higgs et al., 2005). The key 

objective of the second phase, the ‘FUNdamental phase’ is to learn fundamental 

movement skills (skipping, running, jumping, throwing, catching, striking and kicking) 

building overall motor skills and to develop social and mental attributes associated with 

the enjoyment of physical activity. Higgs et al. (2005, p15) postulate that between the 

ages of 6-8 years ‘is a critical stage for the development of physical literacy as it is 

during this time that the foundations of many advanced skills are laid down. The 

objective of phase three, ‘Learning to Play and Practice’ is to learn overall sport skills 

and specialised movement skills. Higgs et al. (2005) posit that this stage is crucial for 

the development of sport specific skills as between ages 8-12 accelerated learning of 

coordination and fine motor control is evident. This period is also a time when children 

enjoy practising skills they learn and seeing their own improvement. One of the basic 

tenets of this model is that those who have experienced properly designed physical 

literacy programmes will be equipped with the tools they need to participate in a wide 

range of physical activity and sports (Sport NI, 2009). 

 

Whilst much of the literature on PL demonstrates a child - centred philosophy which 

‘entails a commitment to the holistic nature of the individual’ (Hardman, 2011, p.18) 

the early development of movement competency and FMS (as evidenced in the LIPSA 

framework) is clearly considered to be of central importance in supporting children in 

their journey to becoming physically literate. This association between PL and FMS is 

reflected in several national and international policy documents and resources. Canadian 

Sport Centre (2006, p3) indicates that ‘the most important step toward developing PL is 

mastering fundamental movement skills. In the same way, FMS and PL are the focus 

for guidance materials produced by Coaching Ireland (www.coachingireland.com) 

which contends that ’to develop physical literacy a child should first master the 

fundamental movement skills’(p6). The Australian Curriculum for Health and Physical 

Education (Lynch, 2014) has ‘Movement and Physical Activity’ as a core strand. It 

proposes that: ‘the content in this key idea lays the important early foundations of play 

and FMS. It also builds upon these to support lifelong participation and enhanced 
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performance in physical activities’ (p.7).The centrality of FMS is also apparent in the 

definition of PL provided by Sport NI (2007, p4) which states that PL is ‘the ability to 

use body management, locomotor and object control skills in a competent manner with 

the capacity to apply them confidently, through play and practice, in settings which may 

lead to sustained involvement in sport and physical recreation’. Edwards et al. (2016) 

argue that adopting a more pragmatic perspective to PL is needed which acknowledges 

that PL represents more than a solely physical concept. Edwards et al. (2016) suggest 

that PL and FMS should not be viewed as synonymous as FMS focuses on the 

progression of physical skills only whereas PL also considers the affective and 

cognitive domains. Further, Barnett et al. (2016) suggest FMS as consisting of one of 

several components that need to be addressed within the physical literacy construct and 

one that is most effective when it is integrated with multiple health behaviours and 

outcomes(Robinson et al., 2015).It can be argued therefore that FMS plays a role in a 

broader program of PL as a way of developing the physical competence element of PL. 

This implies that if the locomotor, stability and manipulative strands of FMS are 

completed in an applied setting, this could be one method of alongside others, to help 

develop the physical competence aspect of PL.  

The Northern Ireland primary curriculum (CCEA, 2007a) does not make explicit 

reference to physical literacy however the statutory requirements for PE specifically 

acknowledge the importance of developing FMS particularly in the Foundation Stage 

(FS) (years 1 and 2). The curriculum guidelines for this stage, referred to as Physical 

Development and Movement (PDM) emphasise the development of a range of FMS that 

will improve, balance, coordination, control, locomotion and manipulation. It would 

appear that many countries perceive FMS as central to PE and the foundation to 

competent and confident participation in a range of physical activities (Almond, 

2013).FMS has subsequently become an important concept in PE pedagogy in recent 

years and primary schools are now viewed as the most important setting for their 

delivery ‘as these offer a constant and reliable opportunity to reach every child (Keegan 

et al., 2013, p8). Further, the medium of PE is deemed to be one of the most influential 

factors in FMS development (Gabbard, 2011) where the quality of instruction and the 

time spent in practice are deemed to be crucial in improving FMS competence 

(Gallahue et al.,2012). 
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2.6 Physical Education and Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) 

It is a widely accepted perspective that movement plays an integral role in the lives of 

young children as Bjorkvold (1989) cited in Bailey et al. (2007, p2) postulates the ‘culture 

of childhood’ is denoted by an inherent desire to move. Pickup, Jess and  Haydn- Davies 

(2007) highlight the importance of building on this natural and inherent propensity for 

movement advocating that it provides an important starting point for young children in 

helping them to interact, explore and make sense of their environment as well as 

supporting learning in later childhood, adolescence and into adulthood. 

The primary or elementary years of education are therefore deemed to be one of the most 

important contexts for young children in which to build upon the ‘variety of rudimentary 

milestones’ (Pickup et al.,2007, p9) children experience as infants. Building a movement 

foundation and developing competence in a repertoire of basic body actions or movement 

skills more commonly referred to as fundamental movement skills (Pickup et al.,2007) is 

crucial therefore in providing the foundation from which children learn to move ‘with 

increasing complexity, variety and versatility in a range of activity areas’ (Pickup et al., 

2007, p9).  

 

Gallahue and Donnelly (2003, p52) present a commonly held definition of FMS as, ‘an 

organised series of basic movements that involve the combination of movement patterns 

of two or more body segments.’ FMS are thought to constitute the basic building blocks 

for the development of PL (Whitehead, 2013) forming the foundation for many of the 

specialised skills required in popular sports and leisure activities (Gallahue and Ozmun 

2006a). FMS are frequently categorised as comprising locomotor (e.g. running or 

hopping) manipulative or object control (e.g. catching and throwing) and stability or body 

management (e.g. balancing and twisting) skills. 

 

Discourses surrounding FMS often draw comparisons with developing the skills of basic 

literacy and numeracy. In the same way that learning the alphabet and phonics are 

acknowledged as the precursor skills required to read and learning to add and subtract are 

the fundamental skills necessary to become numerate, FMS are deemed to be critical if 

children are to apply these skills within or cross a range of sporting activities (Whitehead, 

2013). Research suggests that developing proficiency in FMS is deemed to be essential 
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for functioning successfully in daily life, for future participation in sports and for 

supporting and establishing a long-term commitment to physically active lifestyles 

(Lubans et al., 2010; Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway, 2012).  Barnett et al. (2016) argue 

however that the conception that FMS provides a diverse movement background should 

be challenged as each FMS skill only leads to a limited number of sports and/or physical 

activities and therefore skill transfer is more likely to be limited. Stodden et al. (2014) 

contend that isolating the skill of throwing for example, as only a “sports skill” with 

limited applicability and transfer to other types of movements or neuromuscular-related 

aspects of physical fitness promotes a narrow viewpoint of the complexity of these types 

of movements and a lack of appreciation of the broad applicability of the high levels of 

functional coordination and control demanded in many FMS. Furthermore, the 

psychological effects of perceiving oneself as competent, as independent of actual FMS 

competence, may have a tangible impact on an individual’s desire to engage in other 

physical activities (Robinson et al., 2015).   

 

It is also advocated that mastery of and competency in FMS among school aged children 

can be associated with some health benefits such as higher levels of physical activity, 

cardiorespiratory endurance, self- esteem and perceived athletic competence as well as 

lower levels of obesity (Hardy et. al., 2012; Lubans et al., 2010). Whilst it is argued that 

children may naturally develop a rudimentary form of fundamental movement patterns, 

research indicates that a mature form of FMS proficiency is more likely to be achieved 

with necessary practice, feedback and specific teacher instruction (Gallahue and Ozmun, 

2006b; Clarke et al.,2002). Opportunity to practice, instruction and modelling have been 

shown to be important to the development of FMS (McKenzie, Alcaraz, Sallis, and 

Faucette, 1998). A number of early childhood intervention programs (Goodway and 

Branta, 2003; Robinson and  Goodway, 2009) show that when young children are 

provided with well-equipped free play time, they do not significantly improve their FMS, 

and only in the instructed condition are significant improvements in FMS seen.  

 

Wulf (2007) however challenges this view that the method of learning a motor skill 

involves a skills and drills approach which focuses attention on each part of the skill and 

internalising proper execution. Instead, Wulf (2007) argues that the learning of new motor 
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skills suffers when attentional focus is on the coordination of movements. He postulates 

that the learning of skill is about external (movement – effect) focus as opposed to 

internal (body movement focus) and that a lack of contextual focus creates the danger that 

techniques are taught in isolation which could potentially impair adaptation. Barnett et al. 

(2016) suggest that FMS should be taught and practised within a game-like environment, 

where game play, either structured or non-structured can be integrated in the curriculum 

or practice environment. Others also emphasise that teachers who exhibit a deep 

understanding of game-centred pedagogy are capable of balancing the teaching of 

skills/tactics in a game play context (Dudley and Baxter, 2013). Simultaneous 

development of FMS and tactical skill has been demonstrated using such an approach 

(Miller, Christensen, Eather, Gray, et al., 2015).This implies that teachers and researchers 

need to move from seeing ‘skills teaching’ and ‘tactical instruction’ as distinct elements 

of PE to a position where the interrelationship existing between skills and tactics is 

paramount (Dudley and Baxter, 2009). Nonetheless, Almond (2013) propounds that there 

is a lot to gain from exploring how self - directed work can have a profound impact on our 

understanding of movement capabilities as an alternative approach to one that is focused 

on fundamental movement skills.   

 

Whilst the virtues of acquiring FMS are clearly extolled within the literature so too are 

the consequences of not possessing adequate FMS. Research conducted by Rose and 

Heath (1990) revealed that those individuals who lack FMS proficiency are more likely 

to experience frustration and difficulties in learning more advanced sport specific skills. 

In addition, Rose, Larkin and Berger (1997) advocate that ‘public failure’ is a potential 

social consequence of poor FMS that may also have to be endured. Almond and Afonso 

(no date available) contend that it must also be recognised that inadequate motor skills 

can often be the product of insufficient opportunities to engage in appropriate 

purposeful physical pursuits. This highlights that the development of basic movement 

skills cannot be left to chance and must become a focus of children’s programmes in the 

future (Jess and Collins (2003).  

As such the development of FMS has become a more dominant feature of physical 

education policy and pedagogy nationally as well as internationally. Early childhood 



33 
 

physical activity guidelines such as the National Association for Sport and Physical 

Education indicate that the development of FMS should be a key component of early 

childhood programmes (NASPE, 2009). Similarly, FMS competency is identified in 

National Standards as a primary goal of elementary physical education in the United 

States (NASPE, 2004). In the UK, The National Curriculum for Physical Education in 

England highlights FMS as a key indicator of achievement specifying that, ‘pupils 

should develop fundamental movement skills, become increasingly competent and 

confident and access a broad range of opportunities to extend their agility, balance and 

coordination’ (Department for Education (DfE) 2013 p.198).  

2.7 The Northern Ireland Curriculum and Fundamental Movement Skills 

The Northern Ireland Curriculum, implemented over a decade ago, aims to empower 

young people to develop their potential and to make informed and responsible choices 

and decisions throughout their lives (CCEA, 2007). Its introduction saw a significant 

shift from the previous knowledge-based curriculum (Education Reform Order [NI] 

1989) to a more aims based curriculum (Reiss and White 2013) which foregrounded the 

needs of young people and placed emphasis on the development of transferable skills to 

meet its core objectives (Emerson and Donnelly, 2019): to help young people to 

develop as individuals, contributors to society and contributors to the economy and the 

environment (CCEA, 2007).These curricular objectives place an onus on schools to 

engage young people with content that is relevant and appropriate to their needs 

(Emerson and Donnelly, 2019) and more specifically to guide the content for all areas 

of learning. Physical Education has an important contribution to make towards the 

fulfilment of these objectives.The purpose of Physical Education as a core area of 

learning within the Northern Ireland primary curriculum is to provide the opportunity 

for specific attention to be given to the physical development, health and well-being of 

children at the foundation stage(covering age four to six) and key stages 1 and 2 (ages 

6-11).  

Physical Development and movement, as part of Physical Education at the Foundation 

Stage, is one of the six Learning Areas within the Northern Ireland Curriculum. The 

activities in the Foundation Stage aim to enhance the physical development of children, 

their understanding of themselves and their relationships with others building upon the 
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child’s own experiences and understanding from home, pre-school and community 

(CCEA, 2007). Centrally, Physical Development and Movement focuses on 

experiencing and developing a range of fundamental movement skills that will improve 

co-ordination, locomotion, control, balance, and manipulation through using a wide 

range of small and large equipment both indoors and outdoors.The Northern Ireland 

Curriculum (NIC)(CCEA, 2007) statutory requirements for Physical Development and 

movement(PDM) at the foundation stage (years 1 and 2) specifically address the 

importance of nurturing the development of FMS ‘not only because they are important 

for the child’s long-term health and well-being, but because they support the child’s 

physical development’(CCEA, 2007, p1).  

As children progress to Key Stage 1(KS1) emphasis continues to be placed on regular 

and frequent participation in Physical Education with a focus on  developing and 

consolidating the full range of fundamental movement skills that will improve body 

management, co-ordination, locomotion and manipulation encompassing fine and gross 

motor skills. Knowledge, skills and understanding are developed through a  broad and 

balanced range of experiences across the activity areas of games, dance, gymnastics and 

athletics that will continue to be developed into Key Stage 2 (KS2). 

Whilst there is a substantial body of literature and government policy which documents 

the importance of acquiring FMS in early childhood, a low prevalence of FMS mastery 

in young children and adolescents is also a phenomenon widely reported (Okely and 

Booth 2004; Van Beurden, Zask, Barnett and Dietrich 2002; Hardy et.al,2012; Le Gear 

et.al., 2012).Given that children with low FMS competence are less likely to participate 

in and enjoy physical activity with their peers (Okely et al.,2001) emphasis is 

increasingly being placed upon the development and implementation of FMS related 

programs and interventions, particularly during the early years to address this issue 

(Hardy, King, Farrell, Macniven and Howlett, 2010). 

2.8 Movement skill intervention programmes  

The last two decades has experienced the release of a raft of specific movement 

programmes into primary PE within the UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand with 

the intention of promoting the development of FMS and basic movement competence in 

young children. The rise of a market philosophy in education has created a culture 
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whereby schools and teachers are increasingly bombarded with a plethora of market 

choices to enhance educational provision and to ensure more efficient and effective 

outcomes. Writers such as Macdonald, Hay and Williams (2008) and MacDonald 

(2011) have postulated that this is due to the influence of neoliberalist ideology whereby 

schools are pressured to complement and enhance current programmes and curricula in 

order to achieve a more ‘competitive edge’ in their attempt to ‘garner their market 

share’ in attracting quality teachers, new pupils and parents in a competitive market 

place (MacDonald et al.,2008, p7). Physical Education (PE) has been subject to the 

pressure of these market forces particularly in relation to the discourses surrounding the 

promotion of health and physical activity and more recently FMS. Proficiency in the 

acquisition of FMS has been aligned with these discourses in health with claims that the 

development of FMS is essential to ensure future physical activity levels and the 

maintenance of healthy lifestyles (Okely, Booth and Patterson, 2001). As children’s PE, 

sport and physical activity experiences are increasingly perceived as the basis for a 

lifetime of physical activity, and with the increasing centrality of FMS within physical 

education syllabuses globally (Jefferson- Buchanan, 2016) Jess, Dewar and Fraser 

(2004) argue that there is an urgent need for innovative PE and movement orientated 

programmes that address these issues. Jefferson- Buchanan (2010) posits that high-

quality research - led movement programmes can be valuable tools in promoting and 

nurturing holistic learning experiences particularly within the early years setting. 

Indeed, an emerging base of literature has documented evidence in relation to the 

positive effects of early motor intervention programmes, particularly on motor skill 

development in young children including those at risk of developmental delay (Zittel et 

al., 1996; Hamilton et al., 1999; Goodway et al., 2003; Goodway and Branta,2003; Deli 

et al., 2006; Jones et al., 2011). Much of the empirical research in this field has focused 

on the impact of programmes which utilise a variety of instructional approaches to bring 

about change in motor skill development. These approaches consist of direct 

instructional approaches to the teaching of motor skills (Connor-Kuntz and 

Dummer,1996); more indirect child – centred approaches (Valentini and Rudsill,2004) 

and approaches involving parents as teachers (Hamilton et al., 1999). In a recent 

systematic review and meta-analysis of the effectiveness of FMS interventions in youth 

(Morgan et al., 2013) 12 out of the 22 studies examined reported significant 
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intervention effects for overall motor competency. The interventions under review were 

varied in length commonly ranging from 6 weeks to 3 years in duration. On average, 

interventions were offering between 8 and 195 hours of instruction and ran for a 12-

week period (mean). Many of the interventions in the review followed a structured 

format and included a prescribed number of lessons per week (Morgan et al., 2013). 

Interventions such as those conducted by Kalaja et al.(2012) and McKenzie et al.(1998) 

focused more specifically on providing teacher development whilst others placed 

emphasis on providing additional teacher support (van beurden et al.,2003 and Barnett 

et al., 2009a).Whilst all the interventions targeted in the review (Morgan et al.,2013) 

were delivered in the primary setting the literature is also replete with interventions 

targeting early childhood and specifically the pre-school environment. In the US, 

research conducted by Goodway et al. (2003) ascertained that a 9-week direct 

instructional FMS program entitled ‘Skip’ was deemed effective in bringing about 

significant changes in both locomotor and object control skills of pre-schoolers at risk 

of developmental delay. ‘Children who received motor skill instruction in the form of 

best practice benefited greatly showing improved abilities to demonstrate skills with 

proficiency and efficiency’ (Goodway et al., 2003, p310). Similarly, a Greek study by 

Deli et al. (2006) reported a significant relationship between a 10-week movement 

programme and the development of locomotor skills in five-year-old children. Results 

indicated that the children who followed a structured programme incorporating 

‘different types of organised practice’ (Deli et al.,2006, p5) demonstrated significant 

improvements in running, hopping, leaping, the horizontal jump and skipping compared 

to those children who were engaged in free play activities only. Taking into account the 

fact that early childhood has been identified as ‘the optimal time to introduce FMS 

because movement patterns are not entrenched’ (Hardy et al.,2010 p,2) and considering 

the assertion that children achieve mature patterns of FMS by the age of seven (Deli, et 

al., 2006), it would seem logical to suggest that ‘investments in FMS programs during 

early childhood are important…..as they have the potential to enable children to 

participate successfully in games and sports during adolescence and adulthood, and 

once learned the skills are retained for life’ (Hardy et al.,2010, p,508).  

In the context of Northern Ireland, Steps PD FMS is an example of one such movement 

programme which sets out to support children in the development of basic movement 
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competence. It is this programme, and its implementation in primary schools over the 

last number of years provides the impetus for this study. 

2.9 The Steps PD (Professional Development) Fundamental Movement Skills 

(FMS) Programme   

The Steps PD FMS programme, originally developed in Edith Cowan University, Perth, 

Western Australia during 1995-1997 is marketed as a research - led movement 

programme developed in response to societal and political concerns about the 

development of FMS in young children (Jefferson- Buchanan, 2011). In the 1990’s 

several government reports (Senate standing committee on Environment, Recreation 

and the Arts, 1992; Report on the Review of Physical Education in Western Australian 

Schools, 1994) expressed concern about the development of FMS and the importance of 

acquiring movement proficiency for long term health benefits. Consequently, support 

for early years teachers was requested to help with the planning, delivery and evaluation 

of learning programmes focusing on the development of FMS. Initially an innovation 

referred to as the ‘Physical Steps’ Initiative, funded by the Western Australia 

Department of Education, involved the creation of an FMS support package for teachers 

of children aged 4 to 8 comprising 10 FMS skills delivered through a play-based 

pedagogy. During 1997 this resource was distributed across various education sectors 

throughout the state and teachers were provided with supporting professional 

development. 

Within the Australian context the emphasis placed on discourses surrounding health 

further highlighted the importance of the development of FMS in young children and 

adolescents (Jefferson- Buchanan 2016). This culminated in the Western Australian 

Education Department requesting STEPS Professional Development (Edith Cowan 

University Resources) to rewrite the ‘Fundamental Movement Skill Teacher Resource’ 

(Education department of Western Australia, 1997) to ensure alignment with the 

specific Curriculum framework for Western Australian Schools. Drawing on extensive 

teacher input and feedback the new FMS resource incorporated a broader range of 

learning, teaching and assessment strategies to maximise children’s learning of and 

development in FMS (Hands and Martin, 2003a). 
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In 2002 the FMS resource was produced and associated professional development was 

implemented across Western Australia. In 2003 the FMS resource and professional 

development was then marketed internationally by STEPS PD ‘showing how a state and 

research-led movement programme had become a valuable commodity within the global 

marketplace over a relatively short time span’ (Jefferson-Buchanan, 2016, p4). The 

resource was marketed in the UK by STEPS PD and was then introduced into schools in 

Northern Ireland.  

Within the FMS programme, its associated teacher resource is aimed primarily at early 

years classroom teachers who are not PE specialists its central purpose being to support 

‘early childhood teachers, assistants, workers and community helpers in designing 

learning and teaching programs that incorporate the development of children’s 

fundamental movement skills’ (Hands, Martin and Lynch, 2004a, p1). Specifically, it is 

marketed as a comprehensive cross-curricular resource that seeks to develop three 

categories of gross motor skill competence; locomotor skills, body management skills 

and object control skills through a pupil focused programme (Breslin, Murphy, McKee, 

Delaney, Dempster, 2012). The resource has associated professional development (PD) 

amounting to 12 hours of training over a two-day period. During this time, teachers are 

provided with specific input into strategies for learning and teaching, identifying and 

assessing children’s proficiency and interests in 22 fundamental movement skills. 

Whilst the focus on technical proficiency would suggest a strong sport discourse 

characterised by performance related and skill focused objectives Jefferson-Buchanan 

(2016) indicates that this is integrated with educational discourses that are underpinned 

by teacher intervention and the scaffolding of motor skills as appropriate. As an ‘add 

on’ programme it is marketed as providing multiple entry points for teachers to support 

the planning of learning and teaching programs that can be integrated into a school day 

(Steps PD, 2004). Jefferson - Buchanan (2016) suggests that this exemplifies 

educational discourses which focus on the cross-curricular, holistic and integrated 

possibilities for learning and teaching.  It is also underpinned by a child-centred and 

inclusive philosophy evidenced by the inclusion of information about children with 

movement difficulties and strategies which teachers can implement to address their 

needs within the normal classroom (STEPS PD, 2004). It is anticipated that teachers 

trained in the FMS programme return to school with a range of practical resources 
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which provide strategies and approaches for delivering the programme in their own 

school setting. 

 

2.10 The STEPS PD FMS Programme in Northern Ireland 

In the context of Northern Ireland, the Council for Curriculum and Examinations 

(CCEA) funded an FMS programme pilot in five schools in 2006, one from each of the 

five ELBs. Coinciding with the introduction of the then Revised Northern Ireland 

Curriculum in 2007, CCEA provided considerable assistance in introducing the 

programme to Northern Ireland primary schools. Whilst not a statutory requirement for 

schools, the FMS programme was introduced as a delivery tool to support the then new 

Physical Development and Movement phase of the Revised Curriculum (CCEA, 2007) 

(SNI, 2005). All five ELBs adopted it as a favoured programme for supporting the 

teaching of FMS ((Delaney et al. 2008). Three of the ELBs also employed Physical 

Literacy Co-ordinators (PLCs), funded by the SNI to assist already trained teachers to 

develop best practice in their classrooms. The PLCs were tasked with providing support 

for teaching, learning and planning as well as ‘advocating the development of physical 

literacy’ in all primary schools (SNI, 2010, p16). 

  

From 2007 onwards the ELBs offered in-service training for teachers wishing to  

adopt the programme in their schools and curriculum resource materials were produced 

locally to help teachers align the content of the FMS programme with the requirements 

of the Northern Ireland Curriculum (CCEA,2007) and individual school programmes. A 

two-day FMS training programme attracted over 2000 teachers and around 30 

individuals were qualified to offer the courses across Northern Ireland. FMS was also 

offered as a continuing professional development (CPD) course as part of the Northern 

Ireland Regional Training Unit (RTU) summer schools and is currently being delivered 

as part of Bachelor of Education (BEd) and Early Childhood Studies (ECS) degree 

pathways in several teacher education institutions within the North and the Republic of 

Ireland (Crawford et al., 2013). 

The FMS programme has been in existence, within the context of Northern Ireland 

primary schools, for over 10 years. Training has been on-going across this period and 

therefore primary schools are not all synchronised in terms of their FMS pedagogy and 
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practice. Whilst the FMS programme received support from the DENI and CCEA 

during the initial phases of implementation little research has been conducted in relation 

to its on-going implementation within primary schools in Northern Ireland and no 

empirical evidence appears to have been gathered or reported. An initial evaluation of 

the programme conducted by CCEA in 2006 was modest and relied solely on a focus 

group of 11 teachers from a small sample of schools. This research focused on acquiring 

teachers’ views of the programme but did not focus on how schools dealt with this PE 

initiative and how teacher worked to interpret and contextualise this in practice. The 

current landscape of FMS pedagogy and practice in Northern Ireland is therefore largely 

unknown. 

This study, therefore, seeks to address this gap by examining the in - situ experiences 

and perspectives of teachers involved in the delivery of the FMS programme. Teachers 

are deemed to play a pivotal role in the implementation of any school- based curricular 

innovation as Spillane (1999, p144) argues ‘it is they who will ultimately determine the 

potential success or failure of implementation’ however research has demonstrated that 

the perspectives of teachers has not always been sought (Ennis, 2013; McGrail, 2005; 

Harris, 2001). Taking cognisance of Fullan’s (2001, p. 115) view that ‘educational 

change depends on what teachers think and do’, this study seeks to explore how the 

process of change is experienced and constructed by teachers in their implementation of 

the FMS programme within the context of Physical Education. Chapter three will 

therefore embark on a more objective and sophisticated theorising surrounding 

educational change and how teachers are positioned within this. 
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                        CHAPTER 3 
 

                  Educational Change and Teacher Agency 
 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter interrogates the discourses surrounding curriculum change within the 

context of education and within that of Physical Education. There is a vast theoretical 

and empirical literature base on educational change however this review will examine 

some of the key themes which have emerged from national and international literature 

which are of relevance to the key objectives of the thesis rather than providing a 

comprehensive overview. The historical roots of educational change will be explored to 

illuminate the social and political pressures which have shaped and influenced the 

landscape of change within education generally and PE more specifically. The concept 

of change is further interrogated by drawing on the work of Fullan and the literature on 

successful change is examined. The latter part of the chapter explores the positioning of 

teachers within educational change and leads to a theorising of the concept of teacher 

agency and its role in successful educational innovation. Priestly, Biesta and Robinson’s 

(2015a) ecological model of teacher agency is presented as a theoretical and 

methodological framework for understanding how teachers achieve agency in their 

professional contexts. 

3.2 The nature of educational change 

The vast literature base on educational change is testament to the fact that change has 

featured as a somewhat continuous and dominant characteristic of the educational 

landscape for the last 25 years (Ellsworth, 2000; Fullan, 2007). ‘Hardly a year has 

passed without some reform being mooted, negotiated or imposed in the name of raising 

standards, increasing ‘user’ participation and pupil entitlement’ (Day,1997, p44). What 

seems to be quite pertinent in the literature however is that whilst reform attempts 

appear endemic and on - going (Priestley, 2011) in reality, these have also been largely 

unsuccessful (Christensen, 2005). Hargreaves (2003, p545) claims that schools are in 

fact continuing to decline rather than improve as ‘more and more school systems have 

become obsessed with imposing and micromanaging curricular uniformity….test 

scores, achievement targets and league tables of accountability’. Whilst there appears to 
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be some level of consistency within the literature that the rationale for educational 

change ‘is to help schools accomplish their goals more effectively by replacing some 

structures, programmes and/or practices with better ones’ (Fullan,1991, p30) there is 

also an acknowledgement that change is a challenging and an inherently messy business 

(Fullan, 2001). Consequently, Hoban (2002, p21) argues that this necessitates ‘a new 

way of thinking about educational change that acknowledges the complex nature of 

teaching, teacher learning and the change process’ itself. It is the purpose of this review 

to explore just some of the key themes that have arisen from the expansive change 

literature. 

3.3 Historical context of educational change 

In interrogating the concepts associated with change an exploration of its historical 

roots and perspectives provides a backdrop to understanding some of the social and 

political influences that have been instrumental in shaping the nature of educational 

change. 

The late 1950s heralded a period of radical and large-scale reform referred to by Fullan 

(2001) as the ‘adoption era’ where primarily, the intention was to bombard the 

educational system with a range of external ideas and innovations in order to bring 

about improvement. Top down curriculum reform attempts dominated the educational 

landscape across America and the UK and this led to the development of what was 

known as a ‘teacher- proof’ approach to curriculum change (MacDonald, 2003). The 

central premise of this approach was to minimise the influence of the teacher by 

allocating the control of curriculum objectives, curriculum content and assessment 

approaches to curriculum writers and educational administrators outside of the school 

context (MacDonald, 2003). 

However, by the 1970s there was evidence to suggest that, in terms of effecting change 

‘the yield was miniscule’ (Fullan, 2001, p5). Hopkins and Reynolds (2001) indicated 

that an apparent lack of change at the classroom level was a prevalent concern. In the 

late 1970s the ‘failure of implementation’ became more commonplace within the 

vocabulary of educational change. There was a growing recognition that educational 

change was, in fact, a more complex process than thinking had originally anticipated 

(Stoll et al., 2003). A pressure was exerted on schools to become more innovative in 
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their approaches and this subsequently resulted in schools engaging in innovations 

which they lacked the capacity to enact and sustain (Fullan, 2007). 

In the 1980s the pressure for reform increased and a renewed interest in large scale 

centrally driven reform initiatives ensued with a focus on accountability.  This period of 

external change led by central government firmly positioned teachers as recipients of 

change rather than initiators of change (Lukacs and Galluzzo, 2014). At this juncture, 

there was a recognition by educational theorists such as Foucault (1983) and Bourdieu 

(1990, 1998) that neo –conservative agendas of government driven, top –down change 

were failing ‘to account for the temporal, social, economic and cultural factors’ (Kirk, 

1988, p25) that had a major influence on change in specific school contexts 

(MacDonald, 2003). Curriculum researchers began to advocate the central role of 

teachers in curriculum reform and the need for teachers to assume ownership of change 

to enhance the ‘fidelity’ of innovations. Consequently, school-based curriculum 

development and action research emerged as approaches to implementing change and 

these approaches were perceived to position schools and teachers more closely at the 

centre of curriculum reform. Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s there was some 

criticism and concern expressed in relation to such school - based strategies for change 

and the role of teachers as change agents. The translation of policy into practice was 

noted by Fullan (1999) as problematic despite this teacher - centred ‘bottom- up’ focus 

employed. Consequently, a more collaborative model of change was mooted 

emphasising the importance of developing partnerships between administrators, 

curriculum developers, teachers, academics and parents. The plausibility of this dual 

approach meshing both top - down and bottom - up approaches was advocated as a 

more effective strategy for ensuring successful change (Fullan, 1993a; Fullan, 1999; 

Adams, 2000).  

Nonetheless, Day and Smethem (2009) posit that top down, government-initiated 

changes tend to dominate the educational landscape and caution that they are likely to 

continue for the foreseeable future. One of the reasons for this is because schools are 

increasingly perceived as one of the key drivers for economic development which, in 

turn, influences the nature and implementation of curricular interventions. Within the 
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In the last two decades an emphasis on sustained social and economic change within the 

UK has placed significant demands upon schools and teachers where obligations ‘to be 

demonstrably more accountable, efficient and effective in producing quality learning’ 

(Smyth, 1995, p55) are increasingly prevalent. Concerns regarding school effectiveness 

and improvement have initiated an ‘epidemic’ of education reform (Levin, 1998) which 

alongside the ‘terrors of performativity’ (Ball, 2003, p115) has created an educational 

discourse which is now largely dominated by the need for efficiency and productivity 

(Ofsted, 2005). However, the influence of this neoliberal ideology driven by a 

‘vocabulary of performance’ (Ball, 2003, p7) Day and Smethem (2009) argue has had 

an adverse effect where teacher autonomy has been eroded, ownership of curriculum 

and pedagogy has been removed and the actual processes of change and its 

implementation have been neglected (Harris, 2011). Consequently, ‘many innovations 

last no longer than warm breath on a cool window’ (Cuban, 1998, p457). 

3.4 Educational change in physical education and the influence of neoliberalist 

ideology 

The educational reform agenda of the last two decades has also impacted significantly 

on physical education. In the latter part of the 20th century discourses surrounding 

physical education called for substantive change regarding the purpose and aims of the 

subject as a means of ensuring its viability and positioning within the curriculum (Rink, 

1993; Lawson, 1998).Global concerns surrounding the status of PE have been on - 

going (Hardman and Marshall, 2005) and the marginalisation of PE as a curricular 

subject has tended to be persistent (Pickup and Price, 2007). Evans and Davies (2014, 

p870) highlight that ‘recent socio-economic change has compounded its long-standing 

subject – status concerns’. Increased emphases on meeting ‘performative ideals’ 

alongside providing demonstrable evidence of the ‘use value’ of the subject within the 

curriculum has exerted particular pressure on the position and legitimacy of PE within 

the curriculum (Evans and Davies, 2014). 

Notwithstanding, pedagogical change and shifts in the expectations around teaching and 

learning have been ‘a standard refrain’ (Cothran, 2001, p.67) within much of the PE 

literature (Penney and Chandler, 2000; Armour 2010). Calls for change in PE have 

however been increasingly related to addressing social and cultural concerns within 

society (Cothran et al., 2006). The rise of an open market philosophy in education 
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shaped by neoliberalist ideology which adopts ‘an approach to governing society in such 

a way as to reconfigure people as productive, economic entrepreneurs who are 

responsible for making sound choices in their education, work, health and lifestyle 

(Macdonald and Williams, 2008, p6) has been particularly influential in PE. A political 

shift towards sport and health- focused outcomes has resulted in the reconfiguration of 

the PE landscape as to what is accepted and recognised as PE in schools (Petrie et al., 

2014). In the UK particularly, public health concerns related to physical inactivity and 

obesity have placed an onus on PE as an important educational site to produce healthy, 

physically literate children (Macdonald and Williams, 2008). In turn, this has created a 

space for ‘an increasing commercialisation, commodification and marketisation of 

educational [PE] services and a proliferation of extra-educational interest groups seeking 

a stake in the development and delivery of these services’ (Williams et al., 2011). PE, as 

a field, has consequently been bombarded by market choices and schools and teachers 

are pressurised to take up these services as they seek to ‘garner their market share’ 

(Macdonald and Williams, 2008, p7) in a competitive marketplace. 

3.4.1 The marketisation of Physical Education 

Currently, within the UK there are a plethora of external providers offering their 

services and programs to meet perceived shortfalls in the provision of PE, resources 

and/or teaching expertise (Petrie et al., 2014).  Consequently, the policy and curriculum 

landscape in primary PE is becoming increasingly influenced by individuals and 

external organisations other than teachers positioning themselves to deliver PE within 

and beyond the school curricula (Macdonald 2011). This exogenous privatisation of PE 

(Ball, 2007) commonly referred to as  the ‘outsourcing’ of goods and services external 

to the school (Mol, 2007) has been ‘progressing apace’ despite being ‘untried and 

untested’ (Evans and Davies, 2015, p5) with many primary schools readily engaging in 

outsourcing their health, sport and Physical Education work to external private 

providers (Lavin et al., 2008). In this way outsourcing appears to be a practice that not 

only ‘re-agents’ education (Jones, 2003) whereby new players are inserted into the field 

of education service delivery’ (Ball, 2007, p16) but is a practice that ‘blurs the 

boundaries between privatisation in education and of education’ (Powell, 2015, p2).  
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The outsourcing of PE work to external coaches in particular, has become an 

increasingly normalised and widespread practice across the UK (Green, 2008; Blair and 

Capel, 2008; Rainer et al.,2012) and is just one response that schools are making to the 

conflicting pressures created by the expanding global networks in which neoliberalism 

dominates thinking about the delivery of education (Ball, 2013; Williams et al., 2011). 

In Northern Ireland the use of coaches to deliver curricular PE is prevalent and is 

largely dominated by the Curriculum Sports Programme (CSP) introduced in many 

primary schools across circa 2007. The CSP delivered by the governing bodies of the 

Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) and the Irish Football Association (IFA) in 

conjunction with the Department of Education (DE) continues to be delivered through a 

network of qualified coaches with the aim of developing the ‘generic physical literacy 

skills of young pupils through participation in enjoyable sports activities’ (ETI, 2010, 

p1). This outsourcing is deemed an attractive solution to the problems of inadequate 

teacher training in PE, a lack of confidence amongst teachers in teaching PE and 

pressures to prioritise other curriculum areas (Petrie et al., 2014) however the 

involvement of coaches has raised questions regarding the extent to which teachers are 

meaningfully involved in the planning and delivery of PE lessons (Smith, 2015). 

Macdonald (2011) and Keay and Spence (2012) warn that outsourcing has the potential 

to de-professionalise PE by removing ownership from teachers and as noted by Yandell 

(2010) runs the risk of increasing compliance and diluting opportunities for originality 

and creativity. The main strength of the FMS programme lies in its ability to develop 

the child holistically however the opportunities for young children to experience a 

holistic education would appear to be suppressed by an ideology which conveys a 

narrow view of human intelligence (Robinson, 2013). The process focused nature of 

becoming physically educated against the backdrop of a market-driven driven education 

system fundamentally would appear to contradict what is meant by physical education 

(Adams and Griggs,2005) as Wright (2012,p283) argues, neoliberal discourse actively 

limits ‘the possibility for alternative educational ideas and practices to persist’ however 

it is not clear as to how outsourcing, as a feature of managerial practice might affect  the 

implementation of PE innovations such as the FMS programme and teachers’ 

engagement with it. 
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3.5 Innovation without change 

A key theme in the literature concerns the extent to which innovation leads to 

substantive and lasting change within organisations. Whilst change is a ubiquitous fact 

of life (Storey, 2007) Priestley et al. (2012b) argue that educational change within the 

complex social and institutional settings of schools has been notoriously problematic. 

As previously discussed, the cacophony of innovations, policy developments and new 

approaches introduced into schools with the intention of raising standards of learning, 

teaching and achievement (Day and Smethem,2009) has been found to have had little 

impact ‘leaving many of the basic features of schooling unaltered’ (Levin, 1998, p64). 

Innovation without change is therefore a common discourse within the literature 

(Sarason,1990; Fullan, 1993b, Cuban, 1998) with many well- intentioned reform 

initiatives failing to achieve their intended goals (Elmore, 2004). Many reasons are 

proffered as to why reform attempts are ‘largely unsuccessful in changing the 

underlying structures and axioms of schooling’ (Priestley, 2007, p18) and these will be 

discussed below. 

3.5.1 Change is driven by policy- makers 

A central theme within the literature is that much of the change that occurs within the 

context of schools is centrally initiated and government driven (Day and Smethem, 

2009). Harris (2011) argues that the ‘top down’ nature of educational reform which is 

frequently imposed on schools creates specific challenges for schools and teachers as 

little attention is paid to the actual process of implementation and the realities of 

teaching (Hargreaves, 2004). This close regulation of teachers’ practices by government 

bureaucracy has caused many teachers to experience de- professionalisation 

(Macdonald, 1999) as ‘existing practices…are dismantled and replaced by pedagogical 

and structural changes that are experimental and untested’ (Johns, 2003, p360).  

Guskey (2002) has alluded to the uncertainty and anxiety that change heralds for many 

teachers as it ‘requires [individuals] to challenge and reconstruct deeply embedded 

practices and beliefs’ (Vetter,2012, p27) involving ‘a transition from old and secure 

practices to new and uncertain ones’ (Parker et al., 2015, p17). Whilst it is recognised 

that all change fosters some level of resistance, Harris (2011, p161) contends that 

imposed change ‘can encounter debilitating opposition’ from teachers. Consequently a 
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natural response for many teachers is to resist change efforts and maintain their existing 

approaches (Johns, 2003) as for many teachers ‘to change or to try something new 

means to risk failure’ (Guskey, 2002, p386) as their ‘occupational identity, sense of 

competence and their self- esteem’ are very much at stake (Fullan, 1982, p31).Doyle 

and Ponder’s (1977) Practicality Ethic suggests that teachers will only embrace change 

if it satisfies three conditions; firstly, the change must be congruent with the values of 

the practitioners; secondly the instrumentality of the change must be straightforward 

and easy to enact and lastly the benefits of the change must outweigh the costs. 

Subsequently Fullan (2007) argues that those leaders who have a responsibility for 

change need to take account of the human dimension of change by addressing the 

complex reality of teaching and learning and by recognising that the success of 

educational change is dependent on the individual and the context within which they 

operate. 

3.5.2 One size fits all 

There is also a belief the transferability of initiatives is a straightforward process and 

that programmes that have been implemented successfully in one country can simply be 

adapted and implemented in another (Harris, 2011). Harris (2011, p160) argues that ‘a 

lack of attention to cultural, social, and political differences between different countries 

has resulted in the abject failure of many well-intentioned, often adequately resourced, 

but wholly inappropriate borrowed interventions’. Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) note 

that whilst interventions can be borrowed the importance of context cannot be 

underestimated as replication can be much more challenging. This point is particularly 

compelling in relation to this study as the FMS programme originally developed for 

schools in Western Australia was adapted for use in the UK and Northern Ireland.  

 
3.5.3 The grammar of schooling 
The failure of change has also been attributed to difficulties in changing the ‘grammar 

of schooling’ (Tyack and Tobin,1994); the long standing and embedded structures and 

methods that are central to schools such as, classroom organisation, pedagogies and 

approaches to learning. Cuban (2002) argues that teachers’ practices are largely 

determined by the organisational structures of schools where compliance is prized over 

creativity. The effect is that teachers are positioned as technicians who adhere to 
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prescribed policy to ensure stability of the status quo rather than professional mediators 

engaged in enacting and shaping policy frameworks for themselves (Maclean et al., 

2015). Consequently, Tyack and Tobin (1994) contend that this ‘grammar of schooling’ 

has remained constant despite the continuous reform attempts made over the last 

number of decades. 

3.5.4 Teachers on the periphery 

Despite the growing recognition of the key role that teachers play in contributing to 

curriculum change (Kirk and Macdonald, 2001; Fullan 2003; Priestley, 2011) the 

teaching profession remains to be peripheral to the development of educational policy 

(Carse, 2012). As previously discussed, top down reform has frequently been shown to 

disregard the power of teachers in mediating change (Priestley and Sime,2005) by 

removing their ownership of the process by and positioning them as recipients and 

deliverers (Kirk and Macdonald, 2001) rather than active agents of curriculum 

development. Subsequently, Priestley (2007, p23) argues that the fundamental failure of 

many educational innovations is a consequence of policy makers ‘unsophisticated 

understanding’ that meaningful change must involve practitioners as Fullan (1982, p4), 

argues: 
a neglect of the phenomenology of change - that is, how people 
actually experience change as distinct from how it might have 
been intended- is at the heart of the spectacular lack of success 
of most social reform. 

Thus, it is contended that teachers require specific recognition as professional mediators 

engaged in enacting and shaping policy frameworks to fit with the cultural, social and 

material structures of the school Supovitz (2008, cited in Priestley, 2010) as they are 

deemed to be the ‘final policy brokers’ who ultimately determine the potential success 

or failure of educational change (Spillane, 1999, p144). 

 

3.6 Successful change 

As previously discussed, educational change is a complex and challenging phenomenon 

which Stoll and Fink (2005) observe is easier said than done. Given the fact that the 

process of change ’educational change is rarely easy to make, always hard to justify and 
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almost impossible to sustain’ (Hargreaves and Fink, 2003, p693) a closer examination 

of what makes educational change successful is worthy of further exploration. 

3.6.1 Leadership 

The importance of leadership in the promotion and sustainability of change has been 

widely addressed within the literature (Sarason, 1990; Leithwood, 1992; Fullan, 1993b) 

but specifically the skilful leadership of the school principal has been consistently found 

to be a key contributing factor to explaining the successful implementation of change 

(Hall and Hord, 1987). Whilst several conceptual models of educational leadership have 

been employed over the last 25 years, two major approaches have dominated thinking: 

instructional leadership and transformational leadership. 

Instructional leadership is characteristically a more directive and top-down approach to 

school leadership (Day et al., 2001) where the principal’s role is one of coordination 

control (Heck et al., 1990).Hallinger (2000) advocates that instructional leaders place 

emphasis on first order effects; the setting of school wide goals, direct supervision of 

teaching and close coordination of the curriculum to directly impact the quality of the 

curriculum and teaching delivered to pupils. However, this hierarchical system of top 

down communication has been shown to impact adversely on genuine engagement with 

innovation as suggested by Blasé (1998, p551): 

the failure of principals to let go of power and to facilitate the 

development of political power in others has been reported as a 

serious impeding factor in school restructuring efforts. 

In contrast, transformational leadership, a distributed leadership approach is deemed to 

be a more powerful lever for change as it stimulates change through bottom up 

participation (Day et al., 2001). In this model leadership is conceptualised as an 

organisational entity rather than the property of a single individual (Leithwood and 

Jantzi, 2000) and ‘is grounded in understanding the needs of individual staff rather than 

coordinating and controlling them towards the organisations desired ends’ (Hallinger, 

2000, p337). Transformational leaders have been shown to build the capacity of 

teachers to produce first order effects on learning (Lambert, 2009) by creating the 

conditions under which staff are empowered to work towards the improvement of the 

school without specific direction from the top. Transformational leaders organise and 
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provide a wide range of activities aimed at intellectual stimulation and development for 

staff working with others in the school community in order to identify personal goals 

and to link these with organisational goals (Lambert, 2000).  

Research recommends that effective leadership therefore requires the application of 

both instructional and transformational approaches to ensure teachers’ sense of efficacy 

and involvement (Blasé, 1998). Hallinger (2003, p345) proposes an integrated 

leadership model which ‘highlights the synergistic power of leadership shared by 

individuals throughout the school organisation’ which serves to elicit high levels of 

commitment and professionalism from teachers. Hallinger (2003, p345) posits that 

when principals work interactively with teachers in a ‘shared instructional leadership 

capacity’ then educational change is more likely to be effective.  

Whilst the importance of strong leadership for effective change is recognised, Stoll 

(2009) advocates that top-down capacity building strategies rarely build the internal 

commitment and teacher agency necessary to sustain improvement. The need for lateral 

capacity building is noted by Fullan (2006) to be instrumental in supporting teachers not 

only to acquire new skills and knowledge but to help teachers rethink their practice 

(Darling - Hammond and McLaughlin, 2011). There is a recognition therefore that long 

term change requires the active involvement of teachers as change agents which Barth 

(2002) suggests not only extends the Principal’s capacity for leadership but also ensures 

that change is authentic and appropriate to the context, is responsive to the needs of the 

teachers and pupils and is more likely to be sustained beyond the scope of an individual 

Principal’s tenure. Indeed, Davidson and Taylor (1999) suggest that strong teacher 

leadership can mitigate against the uncertainties associated with changes in Principal.  

In this respect the notion of teacher leadership has been exemplified as a powerful 

driver for promoting change that can strengthen practice and enhance learning (Blasé, 

1998). Lattimer (2012, p15) suggests that teacher leaders are uniquely positioned to 

promote change by working alongside their colleagues ‘to share the example of their 

own work, to build trusting relationships that open up space for conversations, and to 

dedicate the time needed to mentor colleagues in reforming practice’. This relational 

approach to leadership has been shown to exert the most powerful influence on teacher 

learning and, in many instances, has been shown to surpass the efforts of policy makers 
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in changing practice (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Spillane, 2006). The strategic 

positioning of teachers in the classroom means they can lead by example, sharing what 

they do ‘inviting feedback, acknowledging struggles and engaging with teachers as co-

participants in the process of on-going improvement’ (Lattimer, 2012, p17). Muijs and 

Harris (2003) purport that empowering teachers to assume leadership roles in this way 

enhances teachers’ self-esteem, promotes job satisfaction but also engenders 

collaborative working cultures that are more conducive to promoting change (Little, 

2000).  

3.6.2 Collaborative practice 

The importance of collaborative practice has been consistently addressed within the 

literature as instrumental for effective change (Doutis and Ward, 1999; Fullan and 

Stiegelbauer, 1991; Rosenholtz, 1991; Sparkes, 1998) and for the enhancement of 

teacher agency (Giacquinta, 1998). Archer (2000) suggests that shared strengths, united 

goals, collective action and collaborative decision making engenders a collective agency 

which helps teachers act strategically to enact change more effectively. The creation of 

space and time for teacher collaboration has also been shown to be integral in promoting 

the socio-cultural interaction necessary to instigate changes in practice (Priestley and 

Sime, 2005) and to provide the ‘cultural tools to mediate learning’ (Boreham and 

Morgan, 2004, p319). Opportunities for teachers to engage in generative dialogue 

‘provides a form of peer scaffolding that helps enable teacher learning’ (Priestley and 

Sime, 2005, p24) and provides an important resource, particularly for less experienced 

teachers who rely on colleague support rather than on their own reflexive deliberation 

(Kahn,2009).Collaborative practices such as peer observation of teaching, internal CPD, 

teacher conversation, shared plans and team teaching have been effective in providing 

these opportunities(Maclean, 2018). 

3.6.3 Professional development  

The ineffectiveness of CPD has been well documented within the literature (Guskey, 

2002; Armour and Yelling, 2004; Bechtel and Sullivan, 2006) and within this there has 

been criticism of isolated one-off workshops (primarily PE-CPD) as being fragmented, 

unrelated to classroom practice, (Armour and Yelling, 2004) and stifling teacher 

autonomy (Hoban, 2002). Instead, there has been a greater movement towards the 
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development of collaborative groups of teachers and researchers ‘engaged in 

contextually-based, co-constructed professional inquiry’ (Wallace and Priestly, 2011, 

p359) particularly within physical education(Wang and Ha, 2008).An example of this is 

the development of professional learning communities or ‘communities of practice’ 

(CoPs) which are models of professional development that are currently in vogue within 

the literature (Parker et al., 2015) and have been shown to foster lasting pedagogical 

change (Borko,2004). Within these models, teachers and researchers create groups 

based on similar interests to experiment with practices in their classrooms through 

active participation, collaboration and reflection between teachers (Atencio, Jess and 

Dewar, 2012).As a mode of professional development this form of collaborative inquiry 

has been found to empower teachers to view themselves as school leaders (Zellermayer 

and Tabak, 2006); has  supported teachers in using their knowledge of their colleagues’ 

teaching strategies to initiate changes in their own practice (Meirink et al.,2009) and has 

fostered a sense of ownership and direct changes to classroom practice (Priestley, 2010). 

Cowie et al. (2009) suggest that these professional learning opportunities are important 

in complimenting change initiatives and in encouraging teachers to engage in a process 

of development where they can confront and reflect on their own beliefs, values and 

norms. However, research conducted by Meirink et al. (2009) posits that whilst 

exchange of ideas and experiences is important it is not enough to promote pedagogical 

change. Vescio, Ross and Adams (2008) advocate that professional development needs 

to move beyond the acquisition of new skills and knowledge and should guide teachers 

to rethink their practice by providing opportunities ‘co-construct knowledge and revise 

conceptual frameworks through reflection on experience’ (Butler et al., 2004, p453). 

The need for personal experimentation in conjunction with exchange of ideas is thought 

to be more efficacious for deep rooted change to occur (Wallace and Priestley, 2011). 

Fullan (1993a, p107) believes that CPD must therefore be accompanied with 

opportunities for reflection and experimentation to ensure ‘reculturation’ occurs 

whereby teachers ‘develop new beliefs, values and norms’ about ways of teaching. 

Loucks-Horsley et al.  (2009) underscore the importance of viewing change as a 

continuous process rather than an individual event where continued follow up, support 

and pressure provide the impetus for change which is more likely to endure. 
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3.6.4 External support  

The importance of links with outside organisations also provides a crucial source of 

professional development for teachers (House and McQuillan, 1998).Research suggests 

that developing relationships that extend beyond the school can interrupt habitual forms 

of inward-looking practice that can enable teachers to engage dialogically with and 

make sense of new policy (Stoll et al., 2006; Coburn and Russell, 2008, p84). Many 

writers point to the importance of networking to engender trust within schools (Stoll et 

al.,2006; Lee, Zhang and Yin, 2011) to mitigate risk and reduce vulnerability that 

teachers may feel when implementing unfamiliar policy (Coburn and Russell, 2008). 

Stoll (2009, p12) highlights that the creation of ‘school-to school learning networks 

enlarge individual schools’ repertoire of choices, moving ideas and good practice 

around the system……where team members learn with one another, from one another, 

on behalf of one another, and learn more about their learning’. The provision of access 

to expertise and specialist knowledge (Vescio, Ross and Adams,2008) provided by 

external networks and partners also has the potential to support the  development of 

‘robust reflective, discursive, collaborative and inclusive teacher identities in 

practitioners ’(Kelly, 2006, p515) that can facilitate sense making and the generation of 

more complex ideas about new practice (Imants,2002).  

3.6.5 Teachers as agents of educational change 

Whilst it is apparent that a number of facets are integral to the success of educational 

change, the role of the individual teacher remains to hold particular significance (Fullan 

1993, 1999, 2007) as Vongalis-Macrow (2007, p436) contends, ‘what teachers do and 

how they react to educational change is significant in determining the outcomes of 

change’.  Recent curriculum policy in the UK and further afield has articulated a 

renewed vision of teachers as ‘agents of change’ (Datnow,2012; Priestley, 2011; 

Goodson, 2003), as individuals with critical and transformative roles to play in 

implementing and responding to reform (Nguyen and Bui, 2016) Thus, Priestley et al. 

(2015a, p. 1) argue that teacher agency must therefore be recognised as significant in the 

enactment of successful educational change. 

The conceptualisation of teachers as agents of change has therefore warranted some 

exploration within the literature (Fullan,1993a; Kirk and Macdonald, 2001; Priestley, 
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2011) and has emerged as a means of understanding how teachers might enact and 

engage with policy (Leander and Osborne, 2008; Priestley, Biesta and Robinson, 2013) 

however the role of teacher agency in educational reform has been underplayed and 

misconstrued (Leander and Osborne,2008; Eteläpelto et al., 2013) and few attempts 

have been made to investigate the concept explicitly (Simmons and Maclean,2016). To 

address this gap, this study utilises the concept of teacher agency as a lens through 

which to provide a nuanced examination of the factors that have influenced teachers’ 

agency in their enactment of the FMS initiative within the context of PE. This 

necessitates a more specific theorisation of the concept of teacher agency. 

3.7 Teacher agency and the perspectives of Fullan 

Fullan’s seminal work on educational change has extensively theorised the process of 

change drawing on examples from large scale change initiatives to proffer advice as to 

the key tenets of successful change. However, he has also consistently argued the 

importance of teacher agency as being critical to the process of implementing 

educational change as he notes, ‘educational change depends on what teachers think and 

do (Fullan, 2001, p. 115). Fullan (1993a) proposes that teachers require the specific 

tools of ‘moral purpose’ and ‘change agentry’ if they are to engage actively and 

productively in the process of instigating and implementing change. Fullan (1993a) 

purports that moral purpose plays a vital role in initiating the change process, as it is as 

it is closely aligned to the needs of children and is associated with the desire and 

commitment to make changes. In his view engendering the commitment of teachers is 

the catalyst to engage them in ‘change agentry’ which he suggests enables teachers to 

bring about change for the benefit of the children. Fullan’s concept of change agentry 

provides a useful theoretical lens for this study as it sheds light on the capacities that 

influence teachers to act as agents of change within their own contexts. 

3.7.1 Fullan: Moral purpose and change agentry 

In addressing the role of the individual teacher in educational change, Fullan (1993a) 

suggests that harnessing ‘moral purpose’ and ‘change agentry’ is essential for 

educational change to be successful and productive. He advocates that moral purpose is 

the underpinning motivation to make a difference and that change agentry is closely 

linked to moral purpose as it enables teachers to assert their moral purpose by 
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embracing and instigating change. Fullan (1993) also argues that teachers require four 

key capacities if they are to become change agents who can instigate change within their 

own contexts: ‘personal vision building’, ‘inquiry’, ‘mastery’, and ‘collaboration’.  

Firstly, Fullan (1993b, p14) argues that having a clear personal vision is central to 

teachers developing agency and is articulated as the ‘starting agenda’ and ‘route to 

organisational change’. Fullan (1993b) suggests that personal vision comes from within; 

it exemplifies teachers’ thinking and gives meaning to their work acting as a critical 

foundation to guide future action (Nguyen and Bui, 2016). 

Secondly, Fullan (1993b) reasons that teachers’ ideological formation and actions are 

not static but rather they are constantly evolving. He argues that change agents exhibit a 

desire to learn by engaging in inquiry orientated approaches that involve internalising 

norms, habits and various techniques which ensure a continuous approach to learning 

(Fullan, 1993b). This desire for self-renewal, and quest to establish professional norms 

underscores the importance of reflective processes and lifelong inquiry in supporting 

teachers’ ability to cope with and meet the challenges of change (Fullan 1993b). 

Thirdly, Fullan (1993b) argues that the achievement of mastery is a prerequisite for 

teachers to act agentically as it enables a much deeper understanding of the change 

process. Fullan(1993b) specifically emphasises the importance of teachers developing a 

new mind-set and expertise if change is to be successful however Senge (1990, p142) 

notes that the achievement of mastery is ‘a lifelong discipline’ that involves long-term 

processes encompassing sound teacher education, career-long professional 

development, and the skills that emerge from these processes. 

Lastly, Fullan (1993b) strongly advocates the importance of collaboration and 

connection in developing the change agentry of the teachers. Identified as one of the 

‘core requisites of postmodern society’ Fullan and Hargreaves (1991, p28) purport that 

collaboration is essential for promoting personal learning, cultivating teachers’ strengths 

and enhancing their professional working skills. Fullan (1993b) argues that teachers 

who are engaged in active collaboration, sharing and developing expertise with 

colleagues can interrogate their own roles and practices and are therefore more likely to 

shift their ideological and professional perspectives to instigate intended changes. Stoll 
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(2009, p12) also emphasises the importance of lateral capacity building and the 

importance of developing school-to-school collaborations that encourage and expand 

choices and ‘move ideas and good practice around the system’. 

Whilst Fullan(1993a) argues that teachers require moral purpose and change agentry to 

develop their capacity for change he acknowledges that having individual agency is not 

sufficient in itself to implement and sustain educational change. Priestley et al. (2015a) 

contend that an ecological conception of agency is required that not only acknowledges 

the importance of personal capacity but also pays attention to the cultural and structural 

dimensions of the professional contexts within teachers work.  

 

3.8 Teacher agency 

The concept of teacher agency has emerged within the literature as a means of 

understanding how teachers might engage with and enact practice (Lasky, 2005; 

Leander and Osbourne, 2008; Priestley et al., 2013).Agency has been broadly defined 

as ‘the socioculturally mediated capacity to act’ (Ahearn, 2001, p130) or as noted by 

Emirbayer and Mische (1998, p971) ‘the capacity of actors to critically shape their 

responses to problematic situations’. Bandura (2001, p2) has also stated that ‘to be an 

agent is to immediately make things happen by one’s own actions. Whilst these 

definitions are deemed to be useful in articulating a definition of agency, teacher 

agency, which refers to agency that is theorised in respect of the activities of teachers in 

schools, has been particularly under-theorised and ‘stands largely unexamined in 

educational policy’ (Vongalis-Macrow, 2007, p425). Consequently, Priestley et al. 

(2012a) suggest that the concept of teacher agency is problematic as there is a lack of 

clarity as to whether the term refers to an individual capacity of teachers to act 

agentically or to a more ecological phenomenon dependent on the interaction of 

individuals with their environments (Biesta and Tedder, 2007).  The merits of 

individualistic versus more holistic conceptions of social action (referred to as the 

structure-agency debate) have dominated educational discourse surrounding agency. 

Priestly et al. (2012) note that systematic attempts have been made over the last number 

of years to find some level of consensus in this structure/agency dualism however this 

has proved to be challenging. The literature suggests that teacher agency can be 

understood in terms of a spectrum encompassing three distinct positions; an internal 
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view, a centrist position and social deterministic view (Archer, 2010) and it is to this 

which the discussion now turns.  

3.8.1 The spectrum of teacher agency 

Calhoun (2002) (cited in Biesta and Tedder, 2006, p5) articulates an internal view of 

agency which advocates that teachers have ‘the capacity for autonomous action’ that 

operates independently of the ‘determining constraints of social structure’. However, it 

is argued that such an individualistic notion of agency is characteristically ‘one 

dimensional and socio - centric’ as it underplays the influence of societal structures and 

human culture on teacher action (Archer, 2000, p19).  

At the opposite end of the spectrum, social determinism as espoused by Archer (2010) 

advocates that engagement with new policy is a social process where structural and 

historical systems provide the context for human activity. This approach places 

emphasis on the influence exerted by society whereby individuals are thought to be 

shaped and moulded by their social context (Archer, 2000). Biesta et al. (2015, p. 626) 

argue that sociological perspectives such as this centre on ‘the explanation of social 

action’, rather than distinguishing agency as an analytical category in its own right and 

therefore prevents analysis of internal and external features that may impact on agency 

(Priestley et al.2012). 

In response to these debates Archer (1988, 1995, 2000) posits a middle ground, a 

centrist view of agency which seeks to reframe the structure/agency dichotomy 

(Priestley et al., 2012c) Archer (2000) strongly criticises over-socialised notions of 

agency where individuals are positioned as no more than society’s being and also rejects 

the idea that agency is an individual capacity that denies emergent powers at the societal 

or cultural level (Eteläpelto et al.,2013). Instead she calls for an analytical dualism 

which suggests that both individuals and society have their own individual properties 

and powers that should be understood as analytically separate. It is contended that this 

separation allows for judgments to be made regarding the interplay of culture, structure 

and agency, which can be useful for the identification of inhibitors and facilitators of 

change processes (Simmons and Maclean, 2016).Archer’s(1982) morphogenetic 

approach reflects this position and suggests that ‘courses of action are produced through 

the reflexive deliberation of agents who subjectively determine their practical projects 
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in relation to their circumstances’(Archer and Archer, 2003, p201).Thus Archer(2000) 

contends that human agents are reflexive and creative who are influenced by but not 

determined by society and who can act counter to societal constraints as well as with 

societal possibilities. 

Archer’s (1982) centrist perspectives surrounding teacher agency have provided a 

foundation for the ecological approach to exploring teacher agency which has gained 

prominence within the literature more recently (Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Biesta and 

Tedder 2007; Priestley et al. 2015a). The ecological view of agency conceptualises 

agency as an emergent phenomenon of the ecological conditions through which it is 

enacted (Priestley et al., 2015b) as emphasised by Biesta and Tedder (2007, p137): 

actors always act by means of their environment rather than 
simply in their environment (therefore) the achievement of 
agency will always result from the interplay of individual 
efforts, available resources and contextual and structural factors 
as they come together…. in unique situations. 

In this sense, agency is not something that people have but rather is something that 

people do or is ‘something that has to be achieved in and through engagement with 

particular temporal relational contexts-for-action’ (Biesta and Tedder 2007, p. 136). It 

places emphasis on looking at individuals and what they are able or unable to do in 

tandem with existing cultures, structures and relationships that shape their particular 

ecologies (Parker, 2016). Priestley et al.’s (2015a) ecological conception of agency is 

useful in this study as it makes it possible to generate rich understandings of how 

agency is achieved by teachers with respect to the implementation of a PE innovation 

and of the different factors that promote or inhibit the achievement of agency. This 

ecological approach to teacher agency provides a methodological and theoretical 

framework for this study and is presented and discussed in the following section. 

3.9 Teacher Agency - an ecological approach 

Priestley et al. (2015a, p.29) describe their approach as ‘both a methodological and a 

theoretical framework for empirical inquiry relating to the ways in which teachers 

achieve agency in their professional contexts’. Their model advocates that (ibid, p. 30):  

the achievement of agency is always informed by past 
experience – and in the particular case of teacher agency this 
concerns both professional and personal experience … the 
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achievement of agency is always orientated towards the future 
in some combination of short(er) term and long(er) term 
objectives, values and aspirations. And it … is always enacted 
in a concrete situation, therefore both being constrained and 
supported by discursive, material and relational resources 
available to actors.   

They posit a three-dimensional view of teacher agency that sees the interplay of 

teachers’ past histories, future orientations and current context as central to the 

achievement of agency. Grounded in Emirbayer and Mishe’s (1998) ‘chordal triad’ they 

argue that this ‘analytical separation’ into three temporal dimensions provides insight 

into those aspects which facilitate or inhibit the achievement of agency. Figure 1 

presents the three key dimensions of their teacher agency model; iterational, projective 

and practical-evaluative and the elements inherent within each dimension that are 

thought to influence teacher agency. Further explication of these dimensions is therefore 

required. 

 

 

Figure 1. Ecological model of teacher agency (source: Priestley, Biesta and 

Robinson, 2015a, p30). 
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3.9.1 The iterational dimension of teachers’ work 

The iterational dimension is premised upon the notion that agency must evolve from 

somewhere in that it builds on past experiences, understandings and patterns of action. 

Regarding teachers, Priestley et al. (2015b) advocate that teacher agency is informed by 

teachers’ professional habitus and evolves from prior experiences which are influenced 

by the cultures and structures of past professional contexts. Specifically, these 

experiences concern both the teachers’ more general life histories and their more 

professional histories (i.e. their education as a teacher and the accumulated experience 

of being a teacher). Teachers’ professional experience which comprises their 

professional education (teacher training) as well as their day to day experience in 

schools (i.e. dialogue with colleagues, exposure to school culture and professional 

engagement) is therefore deemed to be integral to the achievement of agency (Priestley 

et al., 2012a). Priestley et al. (2012c) also argue that teachers’ own schooling plays a 

role significant in the development of the capacity to question and innovate as 

exemplified in Morgan and Bourke’s (2008) research which revealed that personal 

school experiences within the context of PE provided teachers with a wide range of 

information that played an important role in the development of their attitudes, 

decisions and trajectories regarding PE. 

Professional experience outside education has also been shown to exert an influence on 

the ways in which teachers achieve agency (Priestley et al., 2015a). Priestley et al. 

(2012a, p6) argue that teachers who have significant experience of working in other 

professions, ‘have a wider repertoire for manoeuvre when faced with the challenges and 

ambiguities of the teacher’s day to day work’ and are therefore are able to ‘recognise, 

appropriate and refashion past patterns of behaviours and experience… in dealing with 

present dilemmas’(Priestley et al.,2015b, p7).The influence of having experience of 

different contexts, practices and ideas Priestley et al.(2015a) argues develops stronger 

orientations towards the future -the projective dimension of agency. 

3.9.2 The projective dimension of teachers’ work 

The projective dimension of teacher agency concerns teachers’ short and long-term 

aspirations regarding their work and acknowledges that agency is in some way 

motivated in that it is linked to the intention to bring about a future that is different from 
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the past (Emirbayer and Mische,1998). Priestley et al. (2015a) contend that regardless 

of the form and motivation that teachers’ aspirations assume, they are largely shaped by 

teachers’ prior experiences as well as their values and beliefs and are therefore thought 

to play a major role in providing their actions with a sense of direction. To illustrate, 

teachers strongly held beliefs about education and what is best for their children can 

potentially widen their aspirations and enhance their agency to engage with reform. As 

such, these aspirations may be positive relating to the development and well-being of 

pupils (Lasky, 2005) leading to agency that is protective of pupils’ interests. Conversely 

teachers’ prior experiences of a negative school inspection, for example, may make 

them more risk averse in their work causing narrower aspirations and more limited 

agency (Priestley et al., 2015b). The implication Priestley et al. (2015b, p5) purport is 

that individuals who are able to form ‘expansive projections about their future 

trajectories’ might be expected to achieve greater levels of agency than those whose 

aspirations are more limited. However, Priestley et al. (2015b) argue that this is largely 

dependent on the contextual conditions within which teachers act and is referred to as 

the practical- evaluative dimension of agency. 

3.9.3 The practical-evaluative dimension of teachers’ work 

The practical - evaluative dimension relates to the day to day working environment 

within which teachers work and is deemed to exert a ‘major influence on agency, 

powerfully shaping (and often distorting) decision making and action, both offering 

possibilities for agency and inhibiting it’ (Priestley et al.,2015b, p7). Priestley et al. 

(2015a) argue that the achievement of agency whilst dependent on the individual actor 

must also be viewed as an ecological construct that is subject to cultural, material and 

structural influences that are deployed in different situations.  

Priestley et al. (2015a p44) highlight that cultural aspects which comprise ideas, values, 

beliefs and discourses exert a strong influence on teacher agency as they provide a focus 

for engaging with the present; the concrete situations within which teachers act and as 

alluded to earlier provide a sense of direction towards the future- the projective 

dimension. The literature places emphasis on the significance of teachers’ beliefs as 

they are deemed to shape how teachers respond to and mediate policy (Merink et al., 

2009) and hence in the achievement of agency. Wallace and Priestley (2011, p360) for 
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example argue that ‘teachers transform reforms according to their beliefs’ and therefore 

are able to exert their agency in different ways to mediate the curriculum (Cuban, 1988; 

Spillane, 2002) however Priestley et al. (2015a) suggest that this is dependent on a 

range of influences, demands and pressures that frame the particular ecologies within 

which teachers work. Osborn et al. (1997, p57) purport that aspects such as gender, 

social class, previous experience in the classroom, professional training, historical and 

biographical factors act as potential filters through which teachers mediate change. They 

suggest various forms of mediation including: 

• protective mediation (where teachers endeavour to protect children from what 

they see to be the detrimental effects of new policy) 

• innovative mediation (developing new and novel approaches to working). 

• conspiratorial mediation (where teachers work together to undermine a new 

initiative). 

Priestley et al. (2015a) argue that such forms of mediation are indicative of a high 

degree of agency where teachers can see alternative courses of action however Priestley 

et al. (2015a) also caution that this is not always the case. Pajares (1992) for example 

contends that teachers’ beliefs are usually formed early in a teacher’s career and 

therefore mind-sets can often be entrenched and fixed by these early experiences. 

Consequently, Priestley et al. (2015a, p43) argue that teachers may then lack the ability 

to act flexibly and agentically to deal with ‘problematic dilemmas in their professional 

lives’. 

Teacher agency has also been shown to be highly dependent on the social structures 

within which teachers are situated as they form a significant part of the contexts within 

which teachers work. Coburn and Russell (2008) purport that the nature and quality of 

professional relationships with other professionals have the potential to impact 

significantly on teachers’ agency. Priestley et al.’s (2015a) research identified that the 

specific orientation of relationships within a school were influential in shaping the ways 

in which teachers achieved agency due to their power as relational resources which 

provided support, access to new ideas and a protective shield when undertaking 

innovation. Priestley et al. (2015a) found that relationships which were horizontal, 

symmetrical and reciprocal in nature generated cultures which were more collaborative 
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in nature and therefore enhancing teachers’ agency. Further research suggests (Armour 

and Yelling, 2007; Coburn and Russell, 2008) that when the social structure within a 

school places emphasis on collaborative practice teachers are more likely to engage 

dialogically with and make sense of new policy and are therefore able to embrace 

change more easily. Indeed, Archer (2000) contends that shared strengths, united goals, 

collective action and collaborative decision-making can not only enhance the individual 

agency of teachers but can lead to a ‘collective agency’ that fosters a climate of shared 

responsibility, confidence and positivity (Maclean, 2016).Conversely, Priestley et al.’s 

(2015) research identified that relationships which were configured as hierarchical, 

asymmetric and non -reciprocal and characterised by one way channels of 

communication were more likely to create a culture of dissemination rather than one of 

generative dialogue. As discussed earlier, the style of leadership, would appear to be an 

important variable in creating the conditions for teachers to engage with change as Daly 

et al. (2010) suggest that over - hierarchical systems of top-down communication have 

been detrimental to policy reform and are deemed to limit the extent to which teachers 

are able to achieve agency within their own contexts.  

Many writers also refer to the importance of external connections and participation in 

networks outside school as a catalyst for the achievement of agency (Stoll et al., 2006; 

Coburn and Russell, 2008). Coburn and Russell (2008) highlight how networks provide 

access to expertise, cultural and social and relational resources that can serve to mitigate 

risk, reduce vulnerability and build trust through mutual support. Consequently, Stoll et 

al.(2006) argue how external agents can interrupt prior ways of thinking about practice 

and have the potential to change teachers ‘habits of mind’(Vescio, Ross and Adams, 

2008) facilitating sense making, generating more complex idea about practice 

(Imants,2002) and enhancing teachers’ professional  confidence (Lieberman  and 

Grolnick,1996) particularly when faced with the unfamiliar. 

3.10 The policy context and teacher agency 

Whilst the above discussion highlights how the institutional logics of the school context 

influence teacher agency, the intrinsic logics of the external policy framework has been 

increasingly influential in the way schools operate (Priestley et al., 2015a). The 

introduction of a market logic within school systems has resulted in the imposition of 
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ideological constructs around performance targets, markets, competition and 

accountability. Such discourses, badged as neoliberalism and new managerialism 

(Donnelly and McKevitt, 2016; Ball, 2016) Priestley et al.(2015a) argue, has 

‘recultured’ schools and has created ‘new vocabularies of practice’ that have 

implications in relation to the exercise of power and leadership within schools and 

management of education as a whole. Apple (2001, p413) contends that schools have 

been subjected to a ‘subtle shift in emphasis…. from student needs to student 

performance, and from what the school does for the student to what the student does for 

the school’. This managerialism of education is thought to have contributed to the 

development of performative cultures within schools which is understood in its most 

basic sense as the demand on schools and teachers to perform and ‘generate 

achievements in a specified range of outcomes’ (Priestley et al., 2015a, p105) in 

response to externally defined agendas (Shore and Wright,2000). Whilst performativity 

has been described as the raison d’etre of educational institutions in that it is the school 

leader’s job to manage performance (Tolofari,2005) Evetts (2011, p407) suggests that it 

represents a ‘shift from notions of partnership, collegiality, discretion and trust to 

increasing levels of managerialism, bureaucracy, standardisation, assessment and 

performance review’. Priestley et al. (2015a) argue that performativity therefore is a 

phenomenon that has major implications for teachers and their agency as it has 

enormous potential to shape their everyday lives. 

Ball (2016, p1054) advocates ‘the first order effect of performativity is to re-orientate 

pedagogical and scholarly activities towards those which are likely to have a positive 

impact on measurable performance outcomes.’ At most levels in NI, the curricula have 

been reshaped into more measurable forms ‘with a focus on defining specific learning 

outcomes and enabling discipline - specific and employability-related skills’ (Holland et 

al., 2016, p1041).This focus on performativity metrics which places value on what can 

be readily measured rather than measuring what should be valued has resulted in 

narrower curricula which places emphasis on literacy, numeracy, and science and 

technology in the drive for increased competitiveness in a global market (Holland et al., 

2016). As part of the ‘inner sanctum of the primary curricula’ (Ward and Griggs, 2017, 

p8) literacy and numeracy tend to receive a disproportionately significant percentage of 

curriculum time during the school day, whereas subjects such as PE have been pushed 
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further towards the periphery of school and teachers’ planning regimes. Evans and 

Davies (2014, p3) purport that ‘subjects not considered ‘core’ (transparently, 

economically productive) have tended to become vulnerable luxuries and their teachers 

insecure in their responses to such pressures’. Ball (2003, p223) notes that on one hand 

teachers are concerned that what they do will not be valued within the ‘metrics of 

accountability’ but on the other, they realise that these metrics will distort their practice. 

The apparent positioning of the teacher as ‘a curriculum deliverer and deliver of 

performance statistics rather than a curriculum developer and an agent of change...…. 

calls teacher professionalism into question’ (Priestley et al.,2015a, p107) as the re-

engineering of practice into measurable outcomes displaces teacher judgement and 

highlights the existential tension between what teachers believe in and what they have to 

do (Gleeson and Husbands, 2003).How this managerialist agenda affects PE initiatives 

like FMS remains to be seen however as ‘policy demands that teachers exercise agency 

in their working practices, but then simultaneously denies them the means to do so, 

effectively disabling them’ (Priestley et al.,2015b, p2) potential challenges are therefore 

likely. The inherently physical nature of PE with its softer, child- centred objectives is 

deemed to limit its potential to contribute to academic achievement (Sallis et al.,1999; 

Kirk, 2005). For teachers the tension and uncertainty around the value of PE has the 

potential to limit teachers’ agency as they confront difficulties in reconciling the 

curriculum with other conflicting demands (Priestley et al. 2015b). Moreover, Priestley 

et al. (2015a) suggest that this erosion of teacher agency restricts the capacity of teachers 

to develop future orientations to their practice. The hard logic of a performance focused 

culture would therefore suggest that schools are unlikely to invest in initiatives that that 

are neither measured nor likely to contribute to accountability targets related to school 

performance (Hughes et al. 2016). Ward and Griggs (2018) argue that until policy 

makers reach a consensus about the role of PE within education, the dominance of the 

neoliberal context will not permit the subject to shed its instrumental reputation 

therefore implementation of a PE focused initiative like the FMS programme may 

experience challenges along the way. 
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3.11 Conclusion 

This chapter has interrogated the discourses surrounding curriculum change within the 

context of education and more specifically within PE to provide a platform for 

exploring teachers’ enactment of the FMS programme which, as highlighted in chapter 

two is currently under researched. In an attempt to explain how teachers respond to and 

engage with the FMS programme within their own schools and the extent to which they 

are able to achieve agency, this study has drawn on the literature surrounding successful 

change and more specifically on Fullan’s (1993a) interrelated concepts of moral 

purpose and change agentry, deemed as essential for productive educational change to 

occur. As Fullan’s perspectives (1993a) place emphasis on the role of the teacher within 

the process of educational change utilising the lens of moral purpose and change 

agentry allows the process of curricular change in PE to be examined from the 

perspectives of the teachers. In tandem with Fullan (1993a), Priestley et al’s (2015a) 

ecological model of teacher agency is also utilised as a complimentary lens to analyse 

how teachers construct and engage with the change process. It provides a more rigorous 

consideration of how the ecologies of teaching affect teacher decision-making and 

teacher actions (Priestley et al., 2016) shedding ‘a new light on the professional 

conditions that frame teachers’ work’ (Priestley et al. 2015a, p20). Like Fullan (1993a) 

Priestley et al.’s (2015a) model underscores the pivotal role that teachers play as agents 

of change in the successful enactment of policy and is therefore useful in acquiring a 

more in- depth understanding of how teachers construct change within their own 

contexts for action. 

Whilst there has been some exploration of teacher agency within the literature there is 

limited reference as to how the change agent role is translated into practice and the 

factors that enable teachers to act as change agents within their own contexts. Research 

on teacher agency within the context of PE is particularly scarce and therefore using the 

FMS programme as a site to explore teacher agency will go some way to addressing 

these gaps within the in the literature. Through an exploration of the perspectives of 

principals, teachers and FMS specialists this study provides insight into the context of 

the FMS programme as a PE focused initiative and examines the cultural, structural and 

individual factors that influence how teachers achieve agency in their enactment of the 

FMS programme. 
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The following chapter outlines the qualitative research design and methods that were 

used to investigate the perspectives of individual teachers, PE co-ordinators and 

Principals across three primary settings. The research also examines the perspectives of 

a group of FMS specialists who were central to the development and implementation of 

the programme in NI primary schools. 
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                         CHAPTER 4 
 

                                     METHODOLOGY 
 

4.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter examined existing empirical research in the field in order to 

provide a platform for this current study. This chapter provides an overview of the main 

aims of the research, an outline of the conceptual framework which provides the 

scaffold for the study, detail surrounding the sample of schools and individuals selected 

and a critical exploration of the methodological approaches that were employed as a 

means of addressing the research questions. My reflexivity as a researcher (see 

discussion on my positionality in chapter one) is further discussed and the challenges 

which encompass the trustworthiness of the research findings will be explored. Ethical 

dilemmas related to the research participants will be also be addressed. 

4.2 Research questions 

This study aims to provide insight into the process of curriculum change within the 

context of primary physical education. By exploring teachers’ social realities and 

experiences of change the study seeks to generate ideas, concepts and theories (Ritchie 

et al.,2013) regarding how teachers construct change and how they develop and exercise 

their agency in order to enact a specific curricular innovation within the context of 

Physical Education. The following table presents the research questions which guided 

the direction of this study and shows the methods selected to ascertain the relevant data 

in each case. 

Table 1 

Research question Methods 

How does the macro level environment 

influence the ways in which schools 

respond to educational change with 

respect to the FMS programme? 

• Semi -structured interviews with 

FMS specialists, Principals and 

PE co-ordinators 

• Analysis of policy documents 
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How does the school context shape 

teachers’ agency with respect to the 

implementation of the FMS programme? 

• Semi -structured interviews with 

Principals, PE co-ordinators and 

teachers 

What factors influence teachers’ ability 

to act agentically at an individual level 

with respect to the FMS programme? 

• PE co-ordinators and teachers  

 

4.3 Conceptual framework for the research 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggest that an important starting point for any researcher is 

to share the underlying philosophical influences that underpin the structure of a study so 

as to provide some sense of ‘the relationship between theories and the empirical world 

(Esterberg, 2002, p5). Such philosophical positioning entails an acknowledgement of 

beliefs about the nature of reality (ontology) the nature of knowledge(epistemology)and 

how knowledge can be acquired(methodological) (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). Crotty 

(1998) contends that this acknowledgement is crucial in terms of informing the research 

process and making assumptions explicit.  

The philosophical traditions of positivism and interpretivism underpin the 

methodological approaches adopted by social researchers. The epistemological basis of 

positivism advocates the application of the methods of the natural sciences to the study 

of social reality (Bryman, 2016).Ontologically, positivism ‘assumes that that reality 

exists “out there” and that it is observable, stable and measurable’(Merriam and Tisdell, 

2016, p9).This preoccupation with empirical testing(Hammersley, 2012) and ‘desire for 

objective, ‘verifiable, definitive and cumulative’ research findings’(Lather 2004, 

p765)suggests the use of quantitative approaches such as surveys and experimental 

methods (Bryman, 2016).  

The interpretivist paradigm presents an alternative epistemological view to positivism 

and as such lends itself to a qualitative research approach (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016).It 

is predicated upon the view that a strategy is required that acknowledges the differences 

between people and the objects of the natural sciences placing emphasis on the 

acquisition of subjective meaning of social action (Bryman, 2016).Characterised with a 

concern for the individual it sets out to understand interpretations individuals make of 
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the world around them (Cohen et al., 2011).Ontologically, interpretivism assumes the 

social construction of reality whereby there is no single, observable reality but rather 

multiple realities or interpretations of a single event exist (Merriam and Tisdell,2016). 

This construction of reality(constructionism)suggests that ‘social phenomena and their 

meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors’(Bryman, 2016, p33) and 

therefore the construction of knowledge as opposed to the ‘finding’ of knowledge leads 

the researcher to look for the complexity of views (Creswell, 2013) in an attempt to 

understand how individuals attach meaning to the world around them (Maxwell, 2013). 

As noted at the outset of this chapter this research seeks to explore primary teachers’ 

constructions of educational change and how individual teachers exercise their agency 

to interpret and respond to curricular innovation in PE. In seeking to provide insight into 

the meaning teachers attach to the FMS programme and how these meanings have been 

shaped within the contexts in which they occur it is argued that positioning this study 

within the interpretivist paradigm is therefore logical. Whilst positivism has 

undoubtedly made a valuable contribution to educational research generally its value for 

supplying legitimate knowledge of the social worlds of the participants in this study 

(Bryman, 2016) is contested. This study therefore assumes a constructivist perspective 

as it seeks to understand the social world of individual teachers, principals and PE co-

ordinators as well as the views of FMS specialists in order to understand the multiple 

realities that exist as teachers engage in implementing educational change. My role as 

researcher therefore is to ‘understand, explain and demystify social reality through the 

eyes of different participants’ (Cohen et al., 2007, p19) but also to provide an 

interpretation of their interpretations.  

4.4 Researcher Reflexivity 

Bryman (2016, p393) posits that if social research is going to be beneficial then 

researchers must consider and acknowledge ‘the implications of their methods, values, 

biases and decisions for the knowledge of the social world they generate’. This ability to 

be reflexive is deemed to be central to ensuring the integrity and dependability of 

research (Lichtman, 2013). As a researcher, acknowledgment of those preconceptions 

and lenses that guided the original research design was necessary (Janesick, 2002) as 

Wolcott (2010, p36) highlights ‘readers have a right to know about us… what prompts 
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our interest in the topics we investigate, to whom we are reporting and what we 

personally stand to gain from our study’. My aspiration for reflexivity is acknowledged 

by foregrounding my ontological position in section 4.3 of this chapter and by 

addressing my personal and professional positionality in the introductory section to this 

thesis. This self-reflexivity made a significant contribution to the validity of my 

research (Creswell and Miller, 2000) and allowed me to proactively address the issue of 

subjectivity which is frequently identified as a challenge within the qualitative tradition 

(Bryman, 2016). 

My love of physical education, my academic background and training in PE in 

combination with my reading of the literature associated with FMS heightened the fact 

that my beliefs were very much in tune with the principles of the FMS programme 

however this meant that I was initially open to bias regarding the value of the FMS 

programme. Consequently, there was a potential distortion of research outcomes due to 

my own subjectivities around its place. Buckner (2005) argues that researcher bias is 

often a criticism that is levelled at qualitative research therefore being aware of my own 

bias necessitated reflexivity so that I could legitimise, validate and question my research 

practices and representations (Pillow, 2003).  

Following my own training as an FMS facilitator in 2007 I have been immersed in the 

teaching of the FMS programme in my own University College. Through my own 

research and experience of teaching FMS I have developed a strong advocacy 

surrounding the programme and have strong beliefs in its value for the holistic 

development of young children. Through my experiences as a parent of three young 

children, a former primary PE specialist teacher and a teacher educator, I have 

recognised the importance of instilling an understanding of the FMS programme and 

up-skilling trainee teachers in its approaches to ensure that primary physical education 

is taught effectively so that young children are able to develop the necessary skills that 

prepare them to be active and confident contributors to society. Consequently, it was 

with a positive mind-set that I embarked on my thesis using the FMS programme as a 

medium through which to develop understanding of the ways in which teachers 

construct educational change.  
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Inevitably, my own interpretative framework ‘biases, predilections, preferences and 

choices’ (Yin, 2016, p40) (as outlined in the discussion around positionality in Chapter 

one) exerted a particular influence on the research process. I recognised that my 

experiences as a PE specialist and teacher educator with an interest and background in 

FMS positioned me as an ‘insider’ researcher where my social biography and 

relationship with the field constructed the lens through which I viewed the research 

(Emond, 2005). Vickers (2002) highlights how researchers will often engage in research 

that is connected to their personal history and interests which ‘allows for insights into 

processes, phenomena, and individual, cultural, or group dynamics that others cannot 

witness’ (Vickers, 2002, p 619). I recognised that my previous role as a primary school 

teacher, a teacher educator with a background in delivering and training teachers in the 

delivery of FMS clearly established a link between myself the participant teachers, 

principals and FMS specialists in the study. Having worked in a similar context I was in 

a position where I was able to understand the intricacies of teaching and therefore there 

was a common understanding between the participants and myself. Additionally, my 

background in the FMS programme, my experiences of the FMS training course 

teachers had received as well as my own experiences of delivering FMS to student 

teachers, created a shared understanding of the phenomenon and a knowledge and 

experience base that was similar. Sharing my previous experiences as a teacher, and my 

FMS background with the participants contributed greatly to my being able to gain their 

trust and respect. This knowledge and experience of the teaching profession afforded 

me with a degree of credibility (Robson, 2002) which ensured that conversations were 

more open and relaxed. While there were many advantages to this ‘insider’ role as a 

former teacher and now teacher educator researcher I also had to be aware of the 

preconceptions I would retain. In recognition of this bias I attempted to maintain an 

open and enquiring mind throughout the study by reflecting on my own subjectivity 

(Denscombe, 2007). I recognised that achieving neutrality in my thinking and approach 

was going to be challenging (Patnaik,2013) so I endeavoured to ensure that my focus 

remained firmly on the research and the participants rather than my own expectations. I 

was aware that my background knowledge and insight into the programme could lead 

me to filter out certain aspects of the data whilst being more sympathetic to others. This 

encouraged me to engage in a more critical reading of the literature but also facilitated 
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constructive discussion and debate with my supervisors regarding the direction of my 

study and the interpretation of my findings. I also endeavoured to take account of this 

bias through my engagement with a critical friend (a highly respected academic in the 

field of Physical Education) to enhance my self-awareness and to assist me in exploring 

my interpretations and explanations as a way of considering alternatives (Norris, 1997). 

My research therefore focused not solely on the place and value of the FMS programme 

but rather explored teachers’ interpretations and enactment of it. It became apparent 

through my reading that there was some critique of the programme, which I had not 

previously considered. My findings also alerted me to the fact that whilst the 

programme was inherently effective and pedagogically sound, teachers were 

experiencing a number of challenges that were inherently detrimental to their ability to 

deliver the programme, but more importantly, the quality of Physical Education was 

being negatively affected. Nonetheless, my conversations with teachers solidified my 

understanding that the teaching of FMS is inherently good, valuable and worthwhile. 

Whilst I acknowledge that my prior background may have desensitised me to some of 

the perspectives regarding the FMS programme and its enactment, I did, however, find 

it to be beneficial as it allowed me to access, appreciate and understand the experiences 

of the participants more easily (Mercer, 2007). 

 

4.5 Qualitative research and teacher agency 

Chapter three acknowledged how recent discourses guiding educational policy have 

emphasised the pivotal role that teachers play as agents of change in bringing about the 

effective implementation of educational innovation (Fullan,1991, 2007). As the focus of 

this study centres on acquiring an understanding of how teachers act as change agents in 

the enactment of a PE innovation the need to empower individuals to share their stories 

(Yin, 2016) is central and as such, requires a sensitivity that Bryman (2016) suggests is 

best served by employing a qualitative approach. This involves ‘talking directly to 

people and seeing them behave and act within their context or natural setting (Creswell, 

2013, p45). A qualitative strategy, therefore, makes it possible to ‘explicitly embrace 

the contextual conditions - the social, institutional, cultural and environmental 

conditions within which people’s lives take place’(Yin, 2016, p9) enabling the 

generation of rich data and ‘thick descriptions’(Geertz,1973) that, for the purposes of 
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this study, will illuminate the uniqueness of school settings in which teachers operate 

(Bryman,2016).  

Viewing the social world through the eyes of the people being studied (Bryman, 2016) 

is one of the main preoccupations of qualitative researchers. This demonstrates 

resonance with this study as it draws upon the voices of teachers and FMS experts as a 

means of revealing personal subjectivities and agendas that individuals bring with them 

to their own situation. A qualitative researcher assumes an empathetic stance (Bryman, 

2016) which, in this study will allow the hidden and perhaps taken for granted 

assumptions about how teachers interpret and construct change to be uncovered and will 

offer a platform for understanding how teachers enact their roles as agents of change in 

their own words, what they are actually doing in practice and will offer explanations as 

to why they are taking such actions. 

Semi - structured interviews are useful as a qualitative method as they allow for the 

construction of ‘patterns, categories and themes from the ‘bottom up’ by organising the 

data inductively into ‘abstract units of information’ (Creswell, 2013, p45). As this study 

seeks to generate theory regarding how teachers interpret change, the inductive nature 

of a qualitative approach is appealing as it provides a framework within which teachers’ 

perspectives can be understood and the research findings interpreted’ (Bryman, 2016, 

p20).Yin (2016, p24) also contends that the inductive nature of a qualitative approach 

has the potential to provide valuable ideas ‘that drive the development of new concepts 

and new insights’. As the focus of the study centres on exploring the processes 

surrounding educational change the generation of new concepts may potentially provide 

useful explanations and a ‘platform for new inquiries’ (Yin, 2016, p10).In this study the 

value of a qualitative approach is recognised as it not only offers a ‘richer image of what 

the research is about, but an image that is also closer to the experience of doing it’(Sergi 

and Hallin,2011, p192). The trustworthiness of the findings is therefore enhanced as the 

perspectives of the teachers, principals and FMS specialists who are interacting with the 

social settings is sought in order to understand the meanings they attach to these 

interactions (Bryman, 2016). 
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4.6 Sample 

Qualitative inquiry aspires to seeking and understanding ‘the meaning of a phenomenon 

from the perspectives of the participants’ (Merriam, 2002, p12). Consequently, samples 

need to be selected which ‘ensure the inclusion of relevant constituencies, events and 

processes that can illuminate and inform that understanding’ (Ritchie et al., 2013, p78). 

Three schools were used in this study that had direct involvement in the implementation 

of the STEPS PD FMS programme since its inception in 2007. These schools were 

amongst the first to receive the STEPS PD two-day professional development training 

course in FMS. The schools were also tasked with implementing the STEPS PD FMS 

programme in their respective contexts and were involved in producing FMS resource 

materials and activities for dissemination to other schools as part of this process. Within 

each school the PE co-ordinator and Foundation Stage (FS) teachers were also amongst 

the first in NI to receive the professional development training. Some of the PE-

coordinators also received additional training which equipped them to act as FMS 

facilitators. These FMS facilitators were then used to actively disseminate the two-day 

professional development training programme to other schools and FS teachers across 

Northern Ireland. Consequently, these schools were deemed as suitable as they had the 

potential to yield the most relevant and ‘information rich’ cases appropriate to the study 

(Yin, 2016, p94). In selecting the schools. I was also cognisant of providing variation in 

relation to geographical location, school management type, and enrolment size. The 

characteristics of each school are detailed in the table below. 

Table 2 

School  Management Type Location Enrolment 

A Faith- based, maintained rural 250 

B Grant –maintained, 

integrated 

suburban 400 

C Controlled urban 300 

 

In order to ‘produce the most valuable data’ (Denscombe, 2007, p17) and to ‘optimise 

the chances of identifying the full range of factors or features’ associated with this 

phenomenon (Ritchie et al.,2013, p79) a range of participants were selected from each 
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school that would provide different perspectives regarding how the FMS programme 

was enacted and construed. Yin (2016, p94) contends that ensuring the sample is as 

diverse as possible within a defined population goes some way to avoiding bias.  

Firstly, the Principals within in each school were asked for their consent to participate. 

As members of the senior management team, their fundamental role in charting the 

course and direction of curriculum change was deemed to be important in providing 

insight into the strategic direction and development of the FMS programme in their 

respective schools. It was also anticipated that Principals would be able to provide some 

insight into the level to which FMS had been enacted in practice and the processes that 

had supported and impeded teachers in doing this. 

Secondly, the PE- coordinators within each school were invited to participate because of 

their middle management role regarding the co-ordination of PE and their responsibility 

for the integration of the FMS programme as part of this. PE co-ordinators had also 

attended the two-day STEPS PD professional development training course. As members 

of the staff team in their respective schools, it was anticipated that they would be able to 

illuminate their role in leading the change process as well as providing insight into their 

individual role as an agent of change at the classroom level. 

Thirdly, Foundation Stage and Key Stage 1 teachers were targeted in each school based 

on the criteria that they had undergone the two-day STEPS PD professional 

development training course and had some experience of implementing FMS as part of 

their programme. As exploring the extent to which teachers were able to act as agents of 

change in the implementation of the FMS programme was the central aim of this 

research, gaining the perspectives of individual teachers was therefore crucial. Within 

each setting the Principal outlined the research to the staff and then invited the relevant 

teachers who fitted the criteria to participate. In school A four teachers consented to 

participate; three FS and one KS1 teacher; in school B, four teachers agreed to take part; 

two FS and two KS1 and in school C one FS teacher consented to take part.  

Reflecting on the characteristics of the sample, methodological limitations were 

identified in relation to the sample size ascertained in School C. Whilst it was my 

intention to recruit at least four teachers from each school to participate in the research 
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interviews this was not achieved. One teacher from School C participated because of 

teacher unavailability on the days that I had targeted for data collection and the school 

not being able to accommodate a follow up visit. I recognise that the absence of 

participants in School C undoubtedly affected the diversity of the sample and made it 

more likely that the perceptions gathered from this context would be more limited 

potentially biasing the results downward (Oppong,2013). Acquiring a deep 

understanding of teacher agency in this context may therefore have been compromised. 

Clearly, a larger more balanced sample from school C would have given a much deeper 

insight in to the mechanics of the school and the way in which change was enacted 

however, analysis of the transcripts from the principal, PE co-ordinator and FS teacher 

in School C revealed that important constituencies were in fact sufficiently well 

represented (Ritchie et al., 2013). Participants were open and their responses were 

expansive and more detailed than in the other schools therefore the richness and quality 

of the data ascertained allowed me to present a more balanced discussion. 

As there is a paucity of research on the STEPS PD programme within NI and teachers’ 

responses to this, acquiring the perspectives of those with a more ‘intimate knowledge’ 

(Newby, 2010, p257) of the programme was also deemed important as a means of 

unpicking the policy context further and providing additional insight and background 

into the processes involved in its introduction within NI. The perspectives of seven 

FMS specialists was therefore sought to provide specific insights into the introduction, 

training and dissemination of the FMS programme within NI primary schools. The FMS 

specialists were individuals who had been directly involved in the setting up, training 

and development of the FMS programme within NI. As there was a diversity in relation 

to their respective roles and involvement in the programme, 3 different interview 

schedules were devised to cater for these differences (see appendix 6 for interview 

schedules). 

The selection of the sample could therefore be described as purposive (Cohen et al., 

2011) whereby the schools and participants were chosen with a deliberate purpose in 

mind as Ritchie et al. (2013, p79) suggest ‘they have particular features or 

characteristics which will enable detailed exploration and understanding of the central 

themes and puzzles which the researcher wishes to study’. A purposive strategy allowed 
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access to ‘knowledgeable people’ (Cohen et al.2011, p157) (teachers, PE co-ordinators 

and FMS specialists) who had in - depth knowledge of and experience of the FMS 

programme. A more random sample would not have provided the answers the research 

was seeking to understand. The purposive sampling strategy employed in this study is a 

non-probability form of sampling that places emphasis on the ‘hand-picking’ (Cohen et 

al., 2011) of units in order to reflect the specific features of the sample population 

(Ritchie et al., 2013).  

4.6.1Negotiating access 

Gaining access to participants within the three schools required the approval of the 

gatekeepers - ‘those who control access ’to the research site (Cohen et al., 2011, p168). 

In this study the gatekeepers were the Principals of the individual schools and therefore 

at the initial stage of the research there was an ethical obligation to consult and seek 

their permission to undertake the research and to acquire access to the individual 

teachers in each of the settings. Bryman (2016, p151) purports that gaining access is 

inevitably a ‘political process ...requiring negotiation’ but as Lee (1993, p123) suggests 

it also ‘depends on establishing inter - personal trust’. Following initial contact, it was 

important to provide as much clarity as possible regarding the aims, nature and 

procedures involved in the research to garner the goodwill and co-operation of the 

Principals involved (Cohen et al., 2011). Copies of information letters, consent forms 

and interview schedules (see appendix 3 for copies of the information letter and consent 

forms for school Principals) were therefore e-mailed to Principals to ensure research 

purposes and expectations were clearly defined. Further contact was then made to 

discuss timescales, to identify the teachers that were to be involved in the study and to 

arrange dates to undertake the research. 

Seven FMS specialists were also invited to participate in the study. Initial contact was 

made with each one individually via e-mail, telephone call or social media to share the 

aims and objectives of the study and to obtain their permission to participate in the 

research. Information letters, consent forms and interview schedules were subsequently 

e-mailed to each and dates were confirmed to conduct respective interviews in each case 

(see appendix 2 for information letters and consent forms for FMS specialists and 

appendix 6 for interview schedules). 
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4.7 Methods of Data Collection 

This study seeks to understand the process of educational change through an exploration 

of the perspectives and worldviews of the teachers, Principals and FMS specialists 

involved in its implementation. The methodological framework for this study therefore 

calls for the use of research instrumentation which acknowledges the importance of 

‘human interaction for knowledge production’ (Cohen et al.,2011, p 409) and which 

captures the meaning of their experiences in their own words(Marshall and Rossman, 

2006).Research interviews were therefore employed as the primary method of data 

collection due to their ability to allow for an ‘interchange of views’, the gathering of 

facts, the accessing of beliefs, feelings and motives, and the eliciting of reasons and 

explanations (Silverman, 2011). Semi- structured interviews were carried out with the 

Principal, PE co-ordinator and a selection of FS and KS1 teachers within the three 

research schools respectively. Seven interviews were also conducted with FMS 

specialists as summarised in the table below. 

Table 3 

School Semi structured Interviews Total Interviews  

School A Principal 
PE Co-ordinator  
4 FS and KS1 teachers 

6 

School B Principal 
PE Co-ordinator  
4 FS and KS1 teachers 

6 

School C Principal 
PE Co-ordinator  
1 FS teacher 

3 

 FMS specialists 7 

 

A total of 22 interviews were conducted between February and May 2017. School 

documentation was also consulted to build a richer picture of school context, practice 

and provision within each school. School websites, school PE policies, handbooks and 

exemplar schemes of work and resources were examined to enhance my understanding 

of each setting.  
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4.7.1 Semi - Structured Interviews 

Within qualitative research interviews are one of the classic and most widely used 

methods of data collection (Bryman, 2016) mainly due to their flexible nature but 

particularly for their focus on interaction and their ability to explore what is ‘in and on 

someone else’s mind’ (Patton, 2015, p426). Whilst there is a proliferation of terms 

which describe the typology surrounding interviews the literature commonly proffers a 

spectrum of interview types ranging from unstructured to semi - structured and 

structured (Cohen et al.,2011; Punch 2009). For the purposes of this research a semi- 

structured approach to interviewing was employed as the most appropriate means of 

depicting ‘a complex social world from a participant’s perspective’ (Yin, 2016, 

p143).Semi-structured interviews assume a flexible structure whereby the interview is 

guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored but the wording and sequencing of 

the questions is not rigidly determined in advance (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016).This 

allows for a more conversational approach which enhances two way interaction between 

the interviewer and the interviewee (Yin, 2016). As this research was focused within  a 

number of different settings the fluidity and flexibility this presented offered 

opportunities to pose questions and respond according to the context and the setting of 

each interview (Yin, 2016) but also to probe for views and opinions of the interviewees 

and to explore new paths which were not initially considered (Gray,2004).The 

interviewees were also able to raise additional or complementary issues which then 

formed an integral part of the study’s findings (Bryman, 2016). The ‘open ended and 

discursive nature’ of a semi - structured approach (Bryman, 2016, p472) was therefore 

appealing as it provided a focus on the individual ‘on their own terms and how they 

[made] meaning of their own lives, experiences and cognitive processes’ (Brenner, 

2006, p.357). It promotes a level of consistency between the interviews, aiding analysis 

and reducing interviewer effects and bias (Cohen et.al, 2011) and therefore offers 

considerable potential to extend thinking about teacher agency, ‘making it possible to 

generate rich understandings of how agency is achieved by concrete individuals in 

concrete situations’ (Priestley et al., 2015a p29) and of the multifarious factors that 

influence its development. 

Teacher interview schedules (Cohen et al., 2011) were developed utilising a semi-

structured format with themes, questions and probes (Gillham, 2000). Questions were 
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designed to gather data in line with Fullan’s (1993a) concept of change agentry in 

tandem with the ecological conceptualisation of agency (Priestley et al., 2013) to 

explore how teachers construed and took forward curriculum change. The interview 

protocol therefore encompassed a series of questions about teachers’ background and 

previous experiences, perceptions of PE and the FMS programme, current FMS practice 

and plans for the future. Questions also probed teachers’ understandings of curricular 

change with a focus on exploring the various structural, cultural and material structures 

that supported teachers in their enactment of the FMS programme within their 

respective schools. Teacher interview schedules can be found in appendix 9. 

The Principal and PE co-ordinator interviews adopted a similar protocol to that of the 

teachers, the purpose being to seek understanding of their perceptions of curriculum 

change and teachers’ enactment of it but also to examine the management of change in 

their respective schools and how this was organised and construed. This enabled 

teachers’ experiences to be placed alongside the views of Principals and PE co-

ordinators to gauge how teacher agency was constructed and influenced in the different 

settings and to determine levels of congruence. Interview schedules for Principals and 

PE co-ordinators can be found in appendices 7 and 8 respectively. Interviews were 

conducted on site within each school in either teachers’ own classrooms or separate 

conference rooms and were audio -recorded and downloaded onto a password protected 

computer in my office to be later transcribed. Principals were interviewed in their 

respective offices. Interviews lasted between 45 minutes and one hour 30 minutes.  

Employing interviews, particularly those of a semi-structured nature, it was imperative 

for me to consider the role of the interviewer, my relationship with the participants and 

the potential for bias. This raised questions about whether the interviewer and 

interviewee jointly construct meaning through the interview and how much of the self 

the researcher should reveal during the interview (Esterberg, 2002). Taking account of 

this I considered the interviewer effect, how my personal identity, self- presentation and 

personal involvement could impact on the interview (Denscombe, 2007). I felt that my 

teaching background gave me a similarity with the interviewees that would help me to 

gain access and build a rapport with them. However, I was also aware that my status as 

a former teacher and current role as a teacher educator could potentially lead to me 
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developing too empathetic a relationship with the participant teachers. To counteract 

this, I shared my teacher status and background with them and I also attempted to adopt 

a neutral stance so that I could actively listen to their views, respond and learn from 

them (Denscombe, 2007). 

Questions posed within the interview schedules for the FMS specialists were varied 

according to the role of the individual concerned. The purpose of these interviews was 

to acquire additional background information surrounding the wider policy context 

pertaining to the introduction of the FMS programme in NI, its implementation in 

schools and how teachers constructed the programme. As many FMS specialists did not 

work in schools it was important for me to accommodate the participants’ engagement 

with the research process by arranging venues and times that were convenient to the 

individuals. Elwood and Martin (2000) argue that the selection of the interview site 

requires careful consideration in qualitative research as it can have an important bearing 

on the power and positionality of the participants and the quality of their interactions. 

Taking this into account the FMS specialists were given a choice of interview venue 

which Elwood and Martin (2000) suggest can empower individuals in their interactions 

with the researcher. Interview locations comprised schools, hotels and restaurants and in 

one case a participant’s home. As the researcher I had limited control over the dynamics 

of these environments however, given the contexts were familiar to the participants, 

they were more relaxed and at ease and consequently more open in their discussion. The 

lack of formality also allowed me to establish a better rapport therefore encouraging 

more expansive discussion and positive interaction. Two interviews were also 

conducted via Skype due to limits surrounding the geographical location of the 

participants. Whilst it has been identified that Skype can present some challenges for 

interviewing, including dropped calls and pauses, inaudible segments and an inability to 

read body language and nonverbal cues (Seitz, 2016) the connection used and the clarity 

of audio and visual was of an excellent quality and therefore enabled the interviews to 

proceed smoothly.  

As I knew four of the FMS specialists in a professional capacity, I was aware that this 

had the potential to affect participants engagement in the interview as they may have 

been more wholesome and open in their responses. Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) also 

observe that if researchers are known to the interviewees then there may be a degree of 
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reciprocity where interviewees may give the answers that they think the researchers 

might want to hear. Whilst having a close social proximity (Bourdieu, 1999) to research 

participants can create challenges, I found that knowing the individuals was 

advantageous. Having already established a good rapport with each individual from 

previous professional encounters, the interview environment, in each case was relaxed 

and participants were happy to share their stories openly.  

As with the teacher interviews, these were audio -recorded and downloaded onto a 

password protected computer in my office to be later transcribed. Interviews lasted 

between one hour and one hour 30 minutes. Copies of the FMS specialist schedules can 

be found in appendix 6. 

Whilst this study may have benefitted from employing a greater diversity of methods, 

the use of multiple approaches may have diluted the philosophical purity of the research 

and impeded the quality and depth of responses from the individual participants 

(McEvoy and Richards 2006). The specific focus on interviews as the main method of 

data collection ensured that as the researcher, I was able to commit the necessary time 

and energy to build relationships and rapport with individual interviewees. My 

prolonged engagement in the field (Cohen et al., 2011) therefore enabled the acquisition 

of richer, more expansive data that provided focused and valid representations of the 

perspectives of individual participants.  

Interviews clearly have an ethical dimension as they are concerned with interpersonal 

interaction and the acquisition of knowledge about the social realities of the participants 

so ensuring ‘principled sensitivity to the rights of others’ (Cavan, 1977, p810 cited in 

Cohen et al.,2011, p84) is imperative. In relation to the research interviews within this 

study, the ethical principles of informed consent, the right to withdraw and privacy 

required specific acknowledgment and are addressed in the section on ethical issues and 

challenges. 

4.8 Ethical Issues and Challenges 

Prior to conducting this research, it was necessary to acquire ethical approval from the 

Queen’s University Belfast (QUB) Ethical Review Committee for the data collection 

involved in the study. A comprehensive ethics form was completed and submitted to the 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11229-016-1294-7#CR25
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School of Education Ethics committee and ethical approval was granted (see appendix 

1). 

Attention to ethical issues in qualitative research is increasingly recognised as an 

integral aspect of the research process itself (Cannella and Lincoln, 2011). Connolly 

(2003) propounds that research ethics involves a consideration of the conduct of social 

researchers as well as how they relate to and treat others during their research and 

identifies three key ethical standards that should underpin the work of researchers: 

conducting their professional work with integrity; respecting the rights and dignity of all 

those involved in or affected by their research; and ensuring the physical, social and 

psychological well-being of all those who take part in or who are subsequently affected 

by the research. Recognition of these standards was significant in relation to this 

qualitative study as interpretive research is deemed to be ‘more ethically uncharted, and 

thus more ethically hazardous than experimental or quasi-experimental research’ (Howe 

and Moses, 1999, p40). The study therefore adhered to and was informed by the Ethical 

Guidelines for Educational Research (British Educational Research Association 

[BERA], 2011). These offer a formally stated set of guiding principles which enable 

educational researchers to weigh up all aspects of the research process as a means of 

reaching an ethically acceptable position whereby their actions are deemed to be 

justifiable and sound. These guidelines provided a framework which allowed the tenets 

of best ethical practice to be considered. 

4.8.1 Voluntary Informed Consent 

Within the BERA (2011) Ethical Guidelines and within the ethical guidelines of many 

professional associations the principle of voluntary informed consent is deemed to be a 

cornerstone of ethical behaviour (Lichtman, 2013). Voluntary informed consent has 

been defined as ’the condition in which participants understand and agree to their 

participation without any duress, prior to the research getting underway’ (BERA, 2011, 

p.5) and arises from the ‘subject’s right to freedom and self-determination (Cohen et al., 

2011).Essentially ‘informed consent means that research subjects have the right to know 

they are being researched, the right to be informed about the nature of the research and 

the right to withdraw at any time’(Ryen,2004, p231). These definitions and descriptions 

align with the perspectives of Cohen et al. (2011) who postulate that informed consent 
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involves four key elements: competence, voluntarism, full information and 

comprehension. In order to ensure the participants’ rights were appropriately 

acknowledged within this study these elements were given due consideration.  

As this research employed a purposive sampling strategy, I was satisfied that the 

individual teachers and specialist group of individuals selected met the ‘competence’ 

criterion due to their training, current roles and involvement with the FMS programme. 

The challenge therefore was to ensure accountability regarding the latter three criteria. 

Initial contact was made with the Principal, as the main gatekeeper of each school 

where a preliminary meeting was set up disclose the purpose of the study and to gain 

their consent. They were provided with a copy of the research proposal, an ethics 

statement and a consent form requesting access to participants within their respective 

settings. All participating teachers were also given a copy of the ethics statement and a 

consent form to complete. In addition, detailed but non-technical information sheets 

were distributed and discussed to aid teachers’ understanding of the research process. 

Particular attention was drawn to the fact that all reasonable efforts would be made to 

ensure confidentiality of the data and to protect the anonymity of the school and the 

teachers involved. The voluntary nature of participation was highlighted and individuals 

were informed that their participation would not place them at undue risk (Creswell, 

2013). The right to withdraw at any time and without consequence was also clearly 

stipulated. At the beginning of each interview, interviewees were asked to complete the 

consent form and were asked if they wished to take part. Reassurances were given 

regarding their contributions and that they could respond as much or as little as they 

deemed to be appropriate for each question. Consent forms for Principals, PE co-

ordinators and teachers can be located in appendices 3,4 and 5 respectively.  

Regarding the specialist group of participants, obtaining their explicit consent was 

critical as some of the individuals were known to the researcher. Initial contact was 

made via e-mail, telephone and through social media. Once the nature of the research 

had been explained participants were then forwarded the same information as the 

teachers within each school. Attention was drawn to the ethics statement with a focus on 

anonymity, confidentiality and the right to withdraw. In seeking informed consent from 

the specialist group, the issue of voluntarism required specific consideration. It was 
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important not to coerce or pressurise individuals into participating nor did I want the 

participants to feel they had to participate, particularly in the cases where some of the 

individuals were friends and acquaintances (Holloway and Wheeler, 1996). Cohen et al. 

(2011) contend that freedom of choice is central if informed consent is to be fulfilled 

therefore the voluntary nature of participation in the study was rigorously emphasised. 

Interviewees were given assurances that they could provide as much or as little detail 

regarding the questions as they deemed to be appropriate. Consent forms for the FMS 

specialists are located in Appendix 2. 

4.8.2 The right to withdraw 

The BERA (2011, p6) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research advocate 

‘researchers must recognise the right of any participant to withdraw from the research 

for any or no reason, and at any time, and they must inform them of this right’. 

Connolly (2003) emphasises however that there also needs to be recognition that there 

are limits to this. From the outset of this study the parameters surrounding the right to 

withdraw were clearly explained and it was agreed with the participants the point at 

which they were no longer able to withdraw consent (Connolly, 2003). This was 

reiterated at the beginning of each interview.  

4.8.3 Privacy 

‘The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm 

for the conduct of research’ (BERA, 2011, p.7). In pursuit of this ethical standard the 

participants’ entitlement to privacy was recognised at the outset of the study through 

careful explanation of the research protocols. The schools were identified as School A, 

School B, and School C, and pseudonyms were used throughout transcripts to identify 

individual participants. Bryman (2016) however cautions that these measures do not 

eliminate the possibility of identification. This was a challenge in relation to the 

specialist group of participants due to the specific and individualised nature of their 

roles. In the instances where information was difficult to anonymise completely the 

limitations and risks were clearly communicated and permission was sought to use that 

information. Protecting the participants’ rights to privacy was upheld by providing 

assurances of confidentiality at the various points of access and throughout the 

interviews with each participant. Compliance with the legal requirements for the storage 
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and use of data (Data protection Act, 1998) was recognised and all data was stored in a 

locked cupboard and on a password protected hard drive in the researchers’ office. 

Tapes and transcripts were not labelled in ways that could compromise anonymity.  

4.8.4 Feedback and Dissemination 

BERA (2011, p8) considers it to be good practice for researchers to ‘debrief participants 

at the conclusion of the research and to provide them with copies of any reports or 

publications arising from their participation’. Taking cognisance of this, each participant 

was given the opportunity to view their own transcripts and an overview of the research 

findings at the conclusion of the study. None of the participants however availed of this 

opportunity. 

4.8.5 Reviewing the interview schedules 

Prior to conducting the semi- structured interviews, a review of the interview schedules 

by a panel of related experts was deemed to be appropriate as a means of refining the 

interview protocols. Kvale (2007) notes that interview protocols can be strengthened by 

reviewing questions in advance to help identify potential flaws or limitations within the 

interview design that allow necessary modifications to the study. 

Consequently, a primary school principal, a KS1 teacher and a PE co-ordinator who 

were not part of the research sample, were invited to review the interview schedules in 

their capacity as PE specialists with experience of delivering the FMS programme. 

Emphasis was placed on examining the language, wording and relevance of the 

questions. The primary principal examined and critiqued the interview schedules for the 

principals and the KS1 teacher provided feedback on the teacher schedules. The 

schedules for the FMS specialists were viewed by a PE co-ordinator.  Consequently, 

some minor adjustments were made to the wording and order of questions.  

 
4.9 Trustworthiness  

Reliability and validity are noted as important criteria in establishing and assessing the 

quality of quantitative research (Bryman, 2016) however there has been much debate 

concerning their relevance for qualitative methods as the nature of knowledge within the 

quantitative paradigm has been noted to be different from the knowledge in the 

qualitative paradigm (Guba and Lincoln,1994). Consequently, Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
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propose an alternative means of assessing the rigour in qualitative inquiry in the form of 

two primary criteria: trustworthiness and authenticity. To establish the trustworthiness 

of a study Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest the use of unique criteria: credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability. These are considered in relation to the 

current research. 

Credibility in qualitative research addresses how respondents’ views fit with the 

researcher’s representation of them (Schwandt, 2001). Bryman (2016) argues that 

credibility of findings can be enhanced through triangulation where more than one 

method or data source is used to build a robust picture of events. In this study 

triangulation of data sources was employed whereby the interviews with different 

Principals, PE co-ordinators, teachers and FMS specialists were compared to develop 

understanding of various perspectives across the three school contexts. In addition, the 

perspectives of a critical friend were sought to encourage my reflexivity as a researcher, 

to enhance my self-awareness and to challenge my interpretations and constructions of 

knowledge (Smith and McGannon,2017). Costa and Kallick (1993, p50) have described 

a ‘critical friend’ as ... a trusted person who asks provocative questions and provides 

data to be examined through another lens by bringing an informed external perspective 

on the work’. As a highly respected academic in the field of Physical Education (and 

with a research background in FMS) my critical friend was instrumental in providing 

support and constructive advice in the initial phase of the construction of the research 

proposal and subsequently the research design. At this point her role involved listening 

as I talked through and clarified my ideas. She was able to provide me with honest and 

impartial feedback, informed by her own experience and background. This encouraged 

me to adopt a more independent stance towards my research and the direction that I 

wanted to take it as McNiff (2002) states, critical evaluation is a key component in 

maintaining the quality of the research. On the completion of the semi-structured 

interviews I found it useful and indeed necessary to engage in focused dialogue and 

reflection with her to add clarity to my thinking around the construction of themes and 

to explore a deeper understanding of concepts and implications hidden in the data that I 

had gathered. At the point of analysis these discussions empowered me to explore my 

interpretations and explanations at a deeper level and to consider alternatives.  
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As qualitative research entails the intensive study of a small group, findings tend to be 

orientated towards the ‘contextual uniqueness…… of the social world being studied’ 

(Bryman, 2016, p392). In this study, the provision of rich, thick descriptions (Geertz, 

1973) about each of the schools, the principals, teachers and FMS specialists enables 

others to make judgements about the possible transferability of findings to other settings 

The qualitative approach employed enabled the concepts and idiosyncrasies of the three 

pilot schools to be unravelled and therefore theoretical and practical generalisability to 

other educational settings (Mitchell, 1983) was possible since change is a continuous 

and familiar phenomenon in many schools and to many teachers. The findings also 

provided a point of reference for researchers seeking to enhance understanding 

regarding the complexity of educational change within the context of primary PE but 

also in relation to the role of teacher agency within the change process.  

Guba and Lincoln (1985) argue that to enhance the dependability of findings in a 

qualitative study an ‘auditing’ approach is necessary to assess the process and the 

product of the research for consistency (Golafshani,2003). Taking cognisance of 

Bryman’s (2016) recommendations, the consistency of data was achieved in this 

research by keeping records of each phase of the research process, the problem 

formulation, selection of participants, fieldwork notes, interview transcripts and 

decisions regarding data analysis in an accessible manner. 

The final criterion of trustworthiness is the concept of confirmability and is concerned 

with the degree to which the results can be confirmed or corroborated by others. Whilst 

it is recognised that there are challenges to ensuring complete objectivity in social 

research steps must be taken to ensure that findings accurately reflect the experiences 

and ideas of the participants rather than the personal values and theoretical preferences 

of the researcher. Respondent validation was used where the offer to share transcripts 

and discuss interpretations was provided for participants (Bryman, 2016). Brenner 

(2006) argues that this process is beneficial as it gives participants the opportunity to 

clarify their intentions, correct errors, and provide additional information if necessary.  

In addition, my dissertation supervisors assumed an auditing role to confirm the 

plausibility of the findings in relation to the data presented.  
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4.10 Analysis of data 

Thematic analysis was employed to examine the narratives provided by the individual 

teachers, Principals and FMS specialists and was utilised to identify, analyse and report 

patterns or themes within the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Whilst thematic analysis is 

a widely used analytic method, Bryman (2016, p580) maintains that it is a ‘remarkably 

underdeveloped procedure in that there are few specifications of its steps or ingredients. 

Nonetheless, several approaches have been proffered as to how to begin and organise 

thematic analysis, one example being a six- phase ‘theoretically-flexible approach’ 

offered by Braun and Clarke (2006, p2). This approach was used to guide the process of 

data analysis in this study. 

4.10.1 Analysis of the interview data 

Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend the importance of immersion in the data to 

develop familiarity with the depth and breadth of the content so the first phase of 

analysis involved engaging deeply with the data. Each semi-structured interview in this 

study was recorded using a digital recorder and transcribed verbatim by the researcher 

using Microsoft Word. The process of transcription enabled me to develop a more 

‘intimate familiarity’ with the data set (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, p132).This involved 

listening to the interview recordings and reading and re-reading each of the original 

transcripts in an ‘active way’ (Braun and Clark, 2006, p6) to ascertain a ‘practical 

understanding of meanings and actions’ (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p8). During these 

readings initial thoughts were recorded on the transcripts and in memos which were 

used as a reference point to support the coding of data. Transcripts for each school and 

for the FMS specialists were bound into separate booklets to organise the data in a 

systematic fashion to support the analysis process.  

The second phase of analysis involved the segmentation of data and the assigning of 

initial codes (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982). The coding process enabled the identification 

of features of the data that appeared to be interesting and involved a labelling of the data 

in order to attach meaning to it (Punch, 2009). The transcripts of the FMS specialists 

were analysed first followed by the school Principals, PE co-ordinators and finally the 

class teachers. A systematic approach was adopted whereby individual transcripts were 

coded manually by highlighting chunks of data that were relevant to my research 
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questions and then annotating these chunks to describe the data. The text and 

annotations were then reviewed to establish patterns within the data and were assigned 

categories (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982). Braun and Clark (2006) contend that coding 

depends on whether the themes are more ‘data-driven’ (inductive) or ‘theory-driven’ 

(deductive). The categorisation of data involved both induction and deduction. Ideas 

were formed inductively from the data by making connections between emerging 

categories but also deductively as the emergent categories were compared with the 

literature associated with Fullan’s (1993a) concept of moral purpose and change agentry 

and Priestley et al’s.(2015a) ecological model of teacher agency to enable verification 

(Punch, 2009). My research questions also provided a clear focus for analysis as Braun 

and Clarke (2012, p61) contend that ‘codes identify and provide a label for a feature of 

the data that is potentially relevant to the research questions’. I then reread each 

transcript to check my initial interpretation of the data. Mauthner et al. (1998) posit that 

the interpretation of data is a reflexive exercise through which meanings are made rather 

than found. A level of self-awareness was therefore required to ensure that my analysis 

reflected the data collected and not my own preconceptions.  

Whilst Kelle and Laurie (1995) extol the virtues of using computer-aided packages as a 

more straightforward and less time consuming method of generating codes, Flick (2009, 

p370) worries that the practicalities of data entry, coding and retrieval detract from the 

real task of ‘hermeneutically understanding, thinking about and explaining the meanings 

of the research’. I found that coding by hand was a more appealing strategy as it 

allowed me to communicate and connect with the data more fully (Basit, 2003) and 

facilitated a clear understanding of the emerging phenomena. 

The third phase of analysis placed emphasis at the broader level of themes and involved 

the sorting of the various categories into potential themes and then collating the relevant 

coded data extracts within the identified themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006).Having 

established various patterns and categories from the individual transcripts I searched for 

potential commonalities and differences emerging from the responses across the entire 

data set. Mind maps and written descriptions were used to organise the various 

categories into themes. In the early stages of analysis, I identified that many of the 

codes from the Principals, PE co-ordinators and teachers clustered around the social 

context of change within which teachers operated and highlighted the importance of 
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relationships. Relationships was a theme that was considered to be quite expansive and 

therefore required further dissection. Braun and Clarke (2012, p63) advocate the need to 

collapse or cluster codes that share some ‘unifying feature’. The overarching theme of 

relationships was therefore broken down into the more manageable themes of principal 

leadership, teacher leadership and external relationships to enable a more nuanced 

insight into the ways in which the school environment influenced teachers’ agency; the 

focus of the second research question. 

 

The fourth phase of thematic analysis involved the review and refinement of themes. As 

recommended by Braun and Clark (2006) this involved two distinct levels. Firstly, 

reading all the collated extracts for each theme, and then considering whether they 

appeared to form a coherent pattern. Secondly, re-reading the entire data set to ascertain 

whether the themes aligned to the data set overall and to code any additional data within 

themes that had been missed in earlier coding stages. This review process provided a 

base upon which comparisons could then be made across the entire data set. Initially, 

themes within each of the schools were analysed individually and then compared with 

those in the other schools. These themes were then compared to those drawn from the 

FMS specialists allowing for core themes to be developed. This was a challenging phase 

and one that required extensive reading and rereading of the data. One overarching 

theme that pervaded the narratives of FMS specialists, Principals, PE co-ordinators and 

teachers was the influence of the wider policy context and its impact on the ways in 

which PE generally and FMS more specifically was construed at the school level. The 

infiltration of neoliberalist ideology was therefore highlighted as an important influence 

on the positioning of the FMS programme within schools. Figure 2 provides an 

overview of the approach to identifying themes: 
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Figure 2 Identifying themes 

 

The fifth and sixth phases of the analysis process involved defining and refining ‘the 

essence of what each theme [was] about’ (Braun and Clark, 2000, p23) and determining 

what aspect of the data each theme captured. Common themes that had arisen were 

therefore reviewed and initial titles were attributed to each. Once themes had been 

finalised the last phase of data analysis involved writing up the research findings in 

order to ‘tell the story’ of the data in a way that would ‘convince the reader of the merit 

and validity of [the]analysis’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p23). In order to achieve this, 

Braun and Clarke, (2006, p23) argue that the write-up needs to do more than just 

provide data therefore I ensured that I embedded the data ‘within an analytic narrative’ 

that went beyond mere description and presented arguments in relation to my research 

questions (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p23). Chapters five and six present an analysis and 

discussion of each theme in relation to my research questions. 

4.11 Conclusion 

A qualitative approach provides an interpretative, theoretical lens that provides breadth, 

precision and accuracy around the meaning individuals ascribe to social or human 

problems (Creswell, 2013) In this study it provides a deeper understanding of the 
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context of educational change in relation to a PE initiative and the experiences and 

multiple realities of teachers as they enacted curricular change in their own schools. 

Qualitative research has always been judged on the ‘standard of whether the work 

communicates or says something to us’ (Vidich and Lyman, 2000, p39). Chapters five 

and six will therefore present the stories of the participants potentially illuminating 

areas that may not have been considered in the quest for new knowledge (Cohen et al. 

2011).  
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                                         CHAPTER 5 
 

Policy and politics; implications for curricular change within physical 
education 
 

5.1 Introduction 

Previous research has highlighted that educational change occurs at multiple levels of 

the system, at the macro level of policy formation, at the meso level of policy 

interpretation and at the micro level in terms of policy enactment (Priestley et 

al.,2015a). In order to navigate the ways in which schools and teachers have constructed 

the FMS programme there is a need to understand these different levels of enactment at 

which change occurs. Findings suggest that the macro level policy context has the 

potential to impact on the enactment of the FMS programme(as a PE focused 

initiative)at the micro level within schools as it ‘helps to constitute the conditions within 

which and by means of which the curriculum is enacted’(Priestley et al.,2015a, p152). 

As discussed in chapter three, externally imposed ideological discourses variously 

badged as managerialism, neoconservatism and neoliberalism have become imbibed in 

schools (Ball, 2003) resulting in the creation of new vocabularies of practice (Ball, 

2016) where the dominant educational discourse has changed from principles and 

values to ‘efficiency’ and ‘accountability’(OFSTED,2005). Whilst PE has gained 

greater credibility and relevance within primary education over the last few years, the 

impact of these ideological constructs on the landscape of PE has also been significant 

in that it has caused a shift in what is accepted and recognised as PE in schools (Petrie 

et al., 2014). The status of PE continues to be conflicted and it remains unclear as to 

how these discourses have impacted practice. 

It is therefore the purpose of this chapter to explore the positioning of the FMS initiative 

within this macro level policy context and to examine the ways in which this trickles 

into the cultures and practices inherent within each school. The chapter specifically 

focuses on how school leaders interpret and position PE generally and the FMS 

programme specifically within their schools. It provides insight into how schools 

interpret the macro environment and the ways in which this impacts on PE and how 

teachers construct change. The analysis is structured around several themes which have 
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arisen from the comments of principals across the three schools and from the FMS 

specialists: the marketisation of PE through the outsourcing of PE to external providers, 

the marginalisation of PE within the curriculum and the influence of performativity on 

how the STEPS PD FMS programme has been enacted as part of primary PE.  

5.2 The marketisation of PE through outsourcing to external providers 

In Northern Ireland, and indeed more globally, primary physical education, as a process, 

occurs ‘amidst multiple, and not necessarily compatible, sets of expectations, associated 

with government priorities, initiatives focusing on children’s health, sport, and 

improved national achievement outcomes’ (Petrie and Lisahunter, 2011, p325).The 

pursuit of political and economic agendas and increased government intervention  

within education generally has created a complex and contestable policy landscape 

(Petrie and Lisahunter, 2011)  whereby other agencies strive to have a say in what 

happens in school settings (Houlihan and Green,2006). As discussed in chapter three, 

the political shift towards sport and health- focused outcomes has seen an increasing 

commercialisation, commodification and marketisation of PE whereby a proliferation of 

extra-educational interest groups seek a stake its development and delivery (Williams et 

al.,2011). PE, in this respect has become to some extent an ‘open market’ where 

teachers are no longer perceived to be the sole providers of PE (Petrie et al., 2014). 

Outsourcing aspects of PE provision to external providers is becoming increasingly 

normalised practice in many schools internationally and across the UK and is seemingly 

legitimised as part of the discourse of PE (Petrie et al., 2014). 

In Northern Ireland the outsourcing of curricular PE to external coaches is 

commonplace in many primary schools and has grown exponentially since the inception 

of the Curriculum Sports Programme (CSP) in 2007 as discussed in chapter three. This 

process of curricular PE ‘being disembedded from the organisational confines of the 

school and re-embedded in those of another entity located in the market’ (Lair, 2012, 

cited in Sperka and Enright, 2018, p2) in this case the CSP, produced significant debate 

amongst the FMS specialists, principals and PE co-ordinators within each of the three 

research schools. 

There was a consensus from the NI FMS specialists interviewed that the emphasis 

placed upon these National Governing Body programmes alongside the influx of 
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outside agency input generally, was problematic and had a detrimental effect on the 

delivery and infusion of the FMS programme across schools. The NI FMS specialists 

emphasised that the setup of the GAA and IFA programmes in 2007 which followed the 

official launch of the STEPS PD programme a year earlier, caused great confusion not 

only amongst teachers but also amongst the then, Education and library Board officers 1 

as the following quotations illustrate: 

the influx of governing bodies and outside agencies interrupted 
the flow of delivery of FMS to such an extent that now those 
agencies have a bigger chunk of the pie than FMS 
has……….The other big challenge was that teachers got really 
confused about what was sport and what was curriculum PE and 
where FMS fitted with this. I think that now teachers are totally 
confused because what we were saying and what a lot of 
governing bodies were saying was totally different. They are 
doing a lot of end product stuff. We are totally process led 
whereas they are product led and unfortunately teachers are 
totally confused now. I think that unfortunately FMS has really 
been eroded because of this (FMS specialist two). 

 

The main challenges were the confusion that was created 
whenever the government allocated funding to the IFA and 
the GAA. We were confused. It sounded great initially that 
they were coming in after school to support after school clubs 
but it then started to infiltrate into the curriculum. The 
teachers and the principals were getting extra support. The 
children enjoyed it and the teachers enjoyed it but it was in 
contrast to what FMS was offering in that it wasn’t cross 
curricular……. The other thing that confused teachers was 
that they called it ‘fundamentals’. Any other name would have 
been better (FMS specialist five). 

 

Clearly, this ‘re-agenting’ of education (Jones, 2003) via the insertion of coaches ‘into the 

field of education service delivery’ (Ball, 2007, p16) has the potential to create 

considerable challenges for teachers in navigating and comprehending the constituent 

parts of curricular PE and therefore may compromise the understanding around  and 

translation of FMS into practice. Similar to the findings of Griggs (2008) and Smith 

                                                           
1 On 1 April 2015, the Education Authority became operational in Northern Ireland and took over all the 
roles and responsibilities of the former Education and Library Boards and the Staff Commission.  The 
functions, duties, assets, liabilities and staff of the five Education and Library Boards were transferred to 
the Education Authority on 1 April 2015 (EANI,2015, p4) 
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(2013) the FMS specialists made clear their view that PE delivered by sports coaches was 

more likely to be dominated by sport and games related pedagogies with coaches placing 

a disproportionate emphasis on ‘the teaching and learning of sport techniques’ (Kirk, 

2010), p128). The FMS programme on the other hand, underpinned by a more holistic 

pedagogical approach, was deemed to connect physical development with other key 

learning areas whilst also emphasising discourses regarding sport, health and education 

(Jefferson-Buchanan, 2016). Consequently, the NI FMS specialists highlighted that there 

was ambiguity around the aims of the CSP as its marketing closely aligned it to the 

teaching of ‘fundamentals’ [basic skills], which also underpinned the FMS programme. 

Interestingly, FMS specialist three noted that there was an apparent duplication of the 

FMS programme within these programmes: 

It [STEPSPD FMS programme] was a marvellous product that 
you could see very quickly was being replicated by other 
organisations. Similar products came out on the back of the 
FMS programme. The strength of this product was that it made 
a lot of governing bodies sit up and think … we need to do this 
and what happened as a result of that was you had GAA, IFA 
and rugby and athletics all coming out with their own 
fundamentals programmes because in a way the governing 
bodies saw this as a challenge to their particular discipline as 
they had to create something different as did, at the time one of 
the organisations connected to Sport NI. They similarly 
produced an FMS product that was very close to the real thing. 

 

FMS specialist 5 reported that the GAA coaches used resources from the FMS 

programme as part of the delivery of their own programmes having had no formal 

training or background in FMS. This angered the then ELB officers and CCEA 

representatives who were endeavouring to drive the FMS programme forward at the 

same time. The NI FMS specialists reported a sense of disbelief surrounding the launch 

of the CSP programme (as a National Governing Body programme); the substantial 

financial backing it received from the Department of Education and its prioritisation 

over the FMS programme (as a research led, educationally focused programme) which 

was promoted as a delivery tool to support the implementation of the Physical Education 

statutory requirements of the then Revised Northern Ireland Curriculum (CCEA, 2007). 

The outsourcing of PE to the CSP coaches in this context is reminiscent of what 

Grimshaw et al. (2005) describe as the blurring of organisational boundaries, the 
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fragmentation of work and the production of hybrid organisational forms. In this 

respect, the data suggests that the creation of the CSP and its implementation was 

detrimental to the enactment of the FMS programme within schools. 

The complex, political climate in NI has undoubtedly been influential in contributing 

to an ‘epidemic’ of education reform (Levin,1998). The desire to meet political 

agendas, particularly surrounding the CSP, has contributed to what Petrie and 

Lisahunter (2011, p332) describe as ‘paralysis by policy’ where schools and teachers 

have attempted to make sense of the FMS programme alongside the competing and 

contradictory CSP initiatives amongst others. This overload of policy may add to the 

confusion regarding teachers’ understanding of what counts as PE and subsequently 

where FMS is situated within this. 

In school A, the PE co-ordinator expressed similar concerns about the ramifications of 

external agency input on the provision of PE specifically in relation to their school’s 

involvement in a health focused initiative (Healthy Kidz) delivered during curricular PE 

time. She also voiced concerns surrounding the coach’s shortcomings as an educationalist 

and the quality of the activities delivered: 

I am at the stage where I am ready to tear my hair out. My class 
have two PE sessions a week and I have given one slot over to 
Healthy Kidz so we are down one slot down. I can see where 
they are coming from with the obesity rates but their aim just 
seems to be to tire the children out, to come out of that hall with 
a red face and the quality is dire. I butt in all the time, but I just 
can’t help myself. I just can’t. It’s just not in me to sit there and 
watch the children do things like press-ups. I know the guy who 
comes along is well prepared, the activities are good, and the 
children love them, but they are just not becoming more 
proficient in any skill. Running is one thing that they do and 
there are five things that they have to focus on, speed, balance, 
agility, stamina, strength. The only thing he tells them is hip to 
lip. That would be the only teaching point that he ever gives but 
he never actually gives it when they are doing it. He never 
would never stop the children in the middle of an activity to 
throw in a teaching point to try and improve technique, there is 
none of that focused teaching and it cracks me up (PE co-
ordinator School A). 

Whilst acknowledging the coach’s personal skills, preparedness and enthusiasm they 

were both critical of the teaching strategies employed in the sessions and their educational 

worth. Notably, these perspectives contrast to one of the commonly held views in the 
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literature that it is the expertise of the external provider which draws schools to engage in 

outsourcing of activities (Williams et al., 2011; Evans, 1993). Findings in this study 

however are congruent with those of Petrie et al. (2014, p31) who suggest that few 

outside providers of health and physical education ‘appear to have knowledge of learners 

or learning, education settings, curriculum or pedagogy’. Talbot (2009, p7) also argues 

that the best quality PE is ‘delivered by primary teachers who [are] not physical education 

specialists, but specialists in children’s development…who know the children they teach 

well.’ There is an interesting tension here in that the school already employs qualified and 

experienced primary teachers, 4 of whom are PE specialists, however the school still 

perceives the need to utilise the services of an unqualified coach to teach a core area of 

the curriculum. Whilst co-ordinator A expressed strong views about the preservation of 

curricular PE time and her mission to minimise the imposition of coaches in school, the 

senior leadership team was keen to buy into this policy climate because of its health-

related focus. In School A the pressure to engage with ‘add on and pull out programmes’ 

(Luke, 2003, p4) such as Healthy Kidz tends to suggest a blurring of policy margins 

(Petrie and Lisahunter,2011) which has undoubtedly been fuelled by the recent public and 

political concern around the health and well-being of young children as discussed in 

chapter three. Subsequently PE appears to have been ‘repositioned’ as a medium through 

which these objectives can be pursued (Petrie and Lisahunter, 2011). Whilst buying into 

this policy climate can bring rewards such as status or resources for a school (Macdonald, 

2011) there is no doubt that outsourcing has the potential to contribute to the erosion of 

teacher autonomy (Day and Smethem,2009) and hence a removal of teacher agency 

which can  directly impact on how teachers choreograph effective learning experiences in 

PE. It could therefore be argued that in School A the infiltration of external coaches has t 

potentially undermined the FMS programme and the extent to which teachers can 

effectively engage with it.  

McCuaig (2007) argues that PE, as a field, needs to assume a reflexive position towards 

the pervasiveness of neoliberalism in sifting, prioritising and critiquing the complex 

policy environment (Petrie and Lisahunter, 2011) although MacDonald (2011, p43) posits 

that ‘asking questions of neoliberalism is not an easy task as we are asking questions of 

the systems and priorities that seemingly sustain us’. School B, however, appears to 
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assume greater reflexivity in terms of how it responds to the pressure to engage with 

external providers as Principal B notes: 

I think that leaders in school also need to be open to working 
with other agencies and other people but also constructively 
critical in terms of bringing people in to do things but also not 
being frightened to go in and challenge how these organisations 
are doing things. We had an issue with a gymnastics coach from 
Youth Sport because we have got some really good kids in 
school who do gym and dance outside of school. This particular 
lady was secondary trained, and her expectations were too high, 
and she was frightening the kids and she was really putting 
them off, so our PE co-ordinator would actually visit all of the 
after-school clubs that we have and if she is not happy or if I am 
not happy we will bin certain people. 

 

Like School A, the preservation of curricular PE time is prioritised by School B but 

unlike school A the use of coaches has not been allowed to infiltrate curricular PE 

lessons and is restricted to the extra- curricular programme only. In School B there 

appears to be an understanding of the  need ‘to select, filter, adapt, take up or indeed 

resist [initiatives] depending on their pupil and community needs and their own 

priorities and expertise’ (Leow et al., 2014, p57) and as a consequence class teachers 

have ultimate responsibility for delivering curricular PE to their own classes. 

With ‘increased porosity of the public-private divide’ (Ball, 2007, p.16) Green (2008,p. 

233) suggests that there appears to be a greater ‘normalisation of the involvement of 

sports coaches … in PE’ not just in the delivery of extra-curricular activity but 

increasingly within curricular physical education lessons (Blair and Capel, 2008a, 

2008b). This tendency for coaches to ‘drop in’ to schools to deliver PE lessons either 

alongside or in place of the class teacher was highlighted by the NI FMS specialists as a 

particular concern and as Smith (2015) suggests, raises questions regarding the extent to 

which teachers can be meaningfully involved in the delivery of curricular PE and 

programmes like FMS, and whether the use of coaches enhances teachers’ confidence. 

The following quotations are indicative of these perspectives: 

Outside agency input into schools is having a major impact in 
taking the children away from their teacher to an outsider (FMS 
specialist two) 
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Instead of building confidence teachers are now lacking in 
confidence. Unless teachers are very enthusiastic and are team 
teaching with coaches it is of limited benefit to them. I have 
seen teachers coming in with armfuls of books or not coming in 
at all. The teacher involvement is just not there. You would not 
be giving your class over to a coach to teach numeracy. The 
teachers need a modelling role, not just drop-in sessions once a 
week with no teacher involvement. The coaches have really 
diluted the whole importance and value of PE. (FMS specialist 
five) 

It [FMS] is an area that has somewhat been undermined by 
other programmes or initiatives that have been put in place in 
primary school that in some way have substituted physical 
education. That to me, has had a massive detrimental effect on 
those teachers who maybe lack confidence in taking PE who 
were able in some shape or form to pass their allocated PE time 
to these other initiatives or programmes (FMS specialist three) 

 

The FMS specialists clearly view the use of sports coaches to be problematic and regard 

their input as a threat not only to the educational status of PE but also to the professional 

status of the teachers. One of the most frequently articulated justifications for 

outsourcing PE to external providers relates to improving the pedagogical knowledge 

and skills of teachers and increasing the collective expertise associated with the 

activities in question (Lavin et al., 2008). Indeed, one of the central objectives of the 

CSP was to ‘raise the confidence and skills of primary teachers in delivering physical 

education’ (ETI, 2010, p10). The data from the FMS specialists however suggests that 

this was not the case and that teachers’ confidence was, in fact eroded because of the 

coaches’ involvement as there were fewer opportunities for teachers to upskill and 

develop their expertise in delivering FMS activities. The involvement of sports coaches 

would therefore appear to be a counter trend to attempts to professionalise primary PE 

(Jones and Green, 2017) and as such Macdonald (2011, p.42) argues that outsourcing 

therefore needs to be considered as significant in that it has the potential to ‘de-

professionalise PE’. There is no guarantee that coaches are being utilised in ways that 

will enhance teacher knowledge, skills and understanding in a contextually relevant 

manner but undoubtedly outsourcing would appear to be contributing to notions of 

‘replacement’ rather than ‘enhancement’ of teachers’ work (Petrie et al., 2014). 
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It is uncertain if the growth of coaches has de-professionalised the delivery of PE 

definitively in each of the three schools, as non-specialist, generalist class teachers have 

long been involved in delivering PE, but arguably it appears that the removal of 

responsibility for teaching PE from the class teacher and the move towards reliance on 

external sources has a potential de-skilling effect (Keay and Spence, 2012) which limits 

opportunities for teachers to exert their agency and to upskill in the delivery of 

programme like FMS.  

Petrie and Lisahunter (2011) caution that schools, principals and teachers need to take 

cognisance of the extent to which what they give away curriculum ownership through 

outsourcing and carefully consider the implications that policy responses have for 

teaching and learning. Notably, FMS specialist six reported that one implication of this 

outsourcing of PE was the apparent willingness for some teachers to give up the 

delivery of their PE in favour of coaches. It was noted that, ‘some teachers do not 

believe in PE and [they] were happy that coaches delivered PE and preferred them to 

come in.’ Indeed, FMS specialist five stated that ‘teachers enjoyed not having to teach 

PE at all’. This approach, Griggs (2008) suggests is consistent with teachers who lack 

confidence in their own abilities to teach PE and perceive coaches to be superior. Ball 

(2012, p2) refers to this as the ‘triumph of the neoliberal imaginary’ where teachers not 

only rely on external providers to teach PE but perceive this privatisation of PE as 

‘natural’ or indeed ‘perfect’ (Powell, 2015). 

The situation in school C however provides a contrast to the perspectives of the FMS 

specialists and the negative views expressed by the leaders in School A and School B. 

Whilst there is an acknowledgement that the coaches did not always do a good job the 

PE co-ordinator in school C places value on the input of the IFA coaches who teach one 

of the two curricular PE lessons in the school each week across the foundation stage and 

key stage one classes. He emphasises the valuable input they provide in relation to 

supporting classroom teachers and their focus on delivering FMS as the following 

quotation illustrates:  

We are very fortunate to have the IFA for example, and they are 
doing fantastic work however that wasn’t always the case. This 
year we have a coach who comes in on a Monday and we have 
the two primary 2,3 and 4 classes who all get 30 minutes each. 
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It is all linked to FMS. It has kind of shifted from that really 
heavy focus on football to the FMS side of things. We use that 
as one of the PE lessons. The teachers are very thankful for it 
but what I have also encouraged them to so is to take notes 
during the lessons. The IFA coach has actually provided the 
teachers when asked with some of the documentation and some 
of the lessons plans and I know that they have been so grateful 
for that……..It is good and it is the only way to learn at times 
especially with the constraints and the financial side of things, 
is to watch somebody else do it so I am all for that, that our 
teachers especially those who do lack in confidence are for half 
an hour each week watching the IFA coach. 

There appears to be a greater openness in School C to embracing external support as 

one means of upskilling teachers. The principal in school C emphasises the need to look 

for innovative ways to engage in professional development in an educational climate 

constrained by budgetary restrictions and lack of opportunity for continuing 

professional development.  As noted by the PE co-ordinator, the use of coaches and the 

promotion of teacher observation of the sessions was utilised as a form of professional 

development which the teachers valued (Lavin et al., 2008) and in addition there was 

evidence of linkage ‘between the work completed by the coaches and the use of FMS’ 

(ETI, 2010, p7). Whilst research by Faucette et al.(2002) and Tsangaridou (2008) has 

shown that professional development opportunities such as these may substantively 

improve generalists’ beliefs in their own ability as well as their teaching practices, 

Flintoff et al. (2011) question whether the recruitment of coaches to deliver PE is likely 

to contribute to sustainable improvements in the standards of teaching. In School C 

however the data suggests that the use of coaches was a beneficial tool that supported 

and empowered teachers to deliver PE. Rather than demonstrating resistance to the 

pressure of market forces the process of outsourcing was embraced and reflected upon 

in a more positive way to refashion PE and to support those teachers who lacked the 

confidence and skills to deliver PE effectively. Burner (2018) claims that during the 

process of change tensions and contradictions ‘are the rule rather than the exception’ 

and in order to make change more effective these tensions and hindrances have to be 

used as an asset rather than a hindrance. In School C external coaches were viewed as 

an asset and opportunity for professional development but also a means of extending 

children’s experiences of FMS.  It could be argued therefore that the culture within 
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school C was more open and conducive to the implementation of change as outsourcing 

was used as a means of enhancing teachers’ agency. 

5.3 The marginalisation of primary PE  

The interview data revealed many interesting tensions surrounding the positioning of PE 

as an area of learning within the Northern Ireland Curriculum (2007) and the challenges 

this created in delivering PE per se and the FMS programme as part of this. 

The three research schools were original ‘FMS pilot schools’ handpicked at the time 

because of their particular PE specialist expertise and their focus on good PE practice. It 

is therefore unsurprising to note that in all three schools the centrality and importance of 

PE was emphasised as the following comments indicate: 

I think you would know from me just showing you around our 
school how important PE is but not just PE but also the 
promotion of physical activity is so important to us. We see that 
as important for our sanity as well as for the children’s 
enjoyment and an important part of the curriculum, so I would 
think that in comparison to some other primary schools that I 
have been in PE would have a much higher priority than a lot of 
them (Principal, School A). 

PE has been on the school development plan a number of times 
and it was when I first started. Our PE co-ordinator has done a 
lot of training with us so we all realised very early on how 
important PE was in school and it continues to be. PE is viewed 
as really important part of the curriculum but we also place 
value on physical activity and the more informal opportunities 
for developing PE through having break states and getting the 
kids physically active outside. So, it is very much everywhere in 
our school and part of our school (Principal, school B). 

It’s [PE]is crucial, it is central. When the children come in 
primary 1, we work on three key areas; personal social and 
emotional skills, their language and communication and their 
physical development and that is where we start. Even with 
regard to the first interview that we have with parents, we 
explain the importance of physical development from the 
minute we hold the parents’ induction evening, we talk about 
that. We have built in active movement sessions within every 
day from the minute that the children come through the door 
(Principal, school C). 

 

Similarly, the benefits of teaching FMS were lauded within each of the three schools 

and the nine teachers interviewed were able to talk knowledgeably about the value of 
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FMS for their children, and for themselves as practitioners. The comments below reflect 

these perspectives: 

I think FMS are exceptionally important especially when we are 
trying to link gross motor skills and fine motor skills into 
children’s writing, into their handling skills and when using 
equipment of any nature, iPads, mouse control, eye contact so 
all these movements are all linked for us particularly for 
children who are having difficulties. It is all to do with their 
primary reflexes. I would say that teaching FMS is crucial 
(School C, teacher one). 

FMS has widened the whole curriculum for me and has made 
me see how it all fits together. It has made me realise that 
children don’t necessarily become good netballers or runners. I 
appreciate that skills have to be taught properly if children are 
going to progress effectively to the next stage (School A, 
teacher two). 

However, despite this recognition of the value PE and importance of FMS as an 

approach, data suggests that the teaching of FMS had experienced a gradual dilution in 

each of the schools since its introduction in 2007 and had lost the focus that it had once 

enjoyed. In School A the Principal noted: 

I think it is something that needs to be revisited and freshened 
up. One thing or another comes in and all of a sudden FMS gets 
pushed to one side and it is not so important. When you look at 
the school development plan, PE is not there at the minute nor 
is FMS. There are other areas that need to be prioritised. 

The PE co-ordinator in School B expressed similar sentiments: 

we had PE on our school development plan about ten years ago 
which is when all of this came up and when we started on the 
FMS programme, but it does need to come around again 
because like everything else things start to slide, and other 
things begin to take over because they are important to people.  

The Principal in School C also highlighted: 

FMS is still there, perhaps not to the same extent as it once was 
because we have other priorities. If you were to walk along the 
corridor and stop any of the teachers to talk about FMS, they 
may take a step back initially but it is quite obvious when you 
walk into classrooms it is still being done but perhaps not as 
explicitly as it was. 

Whilst the narratives of the  majority of teachers emphasised the challenges of other 

curricular pressures encroaching on their opportunities to deliver PE, FMS specialists 
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three and four also suggested that the extent to which FMS was prioritised in schools 

was strategically linked to how teachers and schools perceived the importance of PE as 

an area of learning. FMS specialist three stated, ‘the position of FMS is synonymous of 

where physical education sits within the whole primary sector at the moment, in that it is 

not a priority’. FMS specialist four provided a similar perspective suggesting that the 

marginalised status of PE had influenced the emphasis placed on FMS: 

If I am totally honest, in some schools there was a lack of 
importance placed on PE and therefore there was a failure to see 
how FMS could make connections in terms of the transferable 
skills and the working with others and the problem solving, the 
decision making and the creativity and actually how PE could 
do that. So, there was a real lack of importance placed on PE 
because a lot of schools were focusing on other priorities such 
as literacy and numeracy (FMS specialist four). 

The marginalisation of PE within school curricula is certainly not a new phenomenon 

(Sparkes, Templin and Shempp,1990; Green,2008) and is deeply rooted in philosophical 

thought in which the physical is considered subordinate to the mental (Nyberg and 

Larsson, 2014). Indeed, PE is viewed as marginal to the central purposes of schooling and 

to sport in the culture generally (Alexander et al., 1996). Findings suggest that regardless 

of the value each school placed on PE and the delivery of FMS, the heightened emphases 

placed on education as the production of demonstrable ‘use value’ to the workplace and 

beyond (Evans and Davies, 2014) was a tangible undercurrent in each school that 

appeared to  present challenges for the delivery of  curricular PE and therefore the FMS 

programme as part of this.  

In School B the principal was vociferous in stating his concerns regarding the challenges 

and constraints facing his attempts to create an environment conducive to the provision of 

high-quality PE: 

I think the way this system bullies and constrains us, I think we 
are always running the risk of covering stuff and not doing it 
really well as there is not enough time in the day because there 
are so many things thrown at you. We have just about managed 
to keep our heads above water. If somebody was to come along 
to us now saying we didn’t have this in place and you need to 
do this in PE, it would probably be quite hard justifying it as a 
priority when you have got all of these other competing things. 
And yet, all the messages that government have about 
childhood obesity and fitness and everything else, they want it 
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both ways. They want to have that opinion but, yet they are not 
doing an awful lot to facilitate it………… PE is the poor 
relation despite government messages (Principal, School B). 

 

The above excerpt highlights the Principal’s frustration surrounding the delivery of a 

quality PE experience against a backdrop of continuous curriculum overload and policy 

demands however his comments also illustrate the dominance of the neoliberal context 

of education provision which has contributed to a blurring of policy margins (Burrows 

and Ross, 2003) as other political and economic agendas are pursued through the 

medium of PE.  As discussed in chapter three, recent public and political concern 

surrounding young people’s health and well-being has repositioned PE as a site to 

address the social and cultural concerns within society (Cothran et al., 2006) but despite 

these agendas the messages about the focus of PE continue to be muddled 

(Culpan,2005) and the peripheral existence of PE remains. Sprake and Palmer (2012) 

argue that this is somewhat ironic given the fact that high quality PE is an aspiration for 

all schools in assisting young people to make informed choices and in encouraging 

lifelong participation in physical activity (Kirk, 2005). Rainer et al. (2012) suggest that 

it is therefore imperative that schools are encouraged to devote more time and resources 

to delivering and developing high quality PE.  

An examination of the data collected from FMS specialists provides a broader context for 

debate and illuminates how the Northern Ireland policy context has specifically 

contributed to the marginalised status of PE which, in turn, has affected the delivery of 

the FMS programme. Comments from FMS specialists three and four indicated that a lack 

of support at government level had a direct effect on the long-term sustainability of the 

FMS programme: 

The FMS programme was taken on at the time by the five ELBs 
with the backing of CCEA but was not supported by DE. So, 
from a strategic perspective there was always going to be a 
challenge here. I suppose that anyone out there might argue that 
any educational initiative will have a shelf life but certainly to 
me because we were pushing it and CCEA were pushing it, that 
was positive, but it wasn’t enough and when we went back to 
report on the successes of the programme we still didn’t get that 
overall sense of backing from DE which would have helped to 
sustain the programme for a longer period of time (FMS 
specialist three). 
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Although driven at the time by the ELBs and CEA, the FMS programme was not 

actively supported at a policy level by DENI. The majority of FMS specialists indicated 

that this lack of recognition from DENI was a key challenge to the FMS programme in 

that it was not viewed as mandated policy however research has suggested that a 

reliance on top -down reform as a means of changing schools has been shown to have 

serious flaws (Darling-Hammond, 2007). Fullan (1994) argues that effective change will 

only occur when top-down mandates and bottom up initiatives (such as the FMS 

programme) connect. The introduction of the FMS programme involved a more organic 

approach (Rogers, 1995) which essentially rested upon the capacities and willingness of 

teachers’, Board officers’ and CEA officials’ opportunities to experiment with and adapt 

ideas to the local context. Whilst this ‘power of the bottom over the top’ (Elmore, 1996, 

p53) is important in ensuring effective change the connection with the policy system did 

not exist. There appeared to be a lack of focus from DENI in addressing educational 

goals, system wide capacity and equity surrounding the programme. As mentioned 

earlier, government funding and support was directed towards the governing body 

programmes associated with the IFA and GAA at the time the FMS programme was 

launched so the political context, in this case, had ramifications in terms of government 

priorities. The FMS specialists felt strongly that if the FMS programme had received 

government backing in terms of funding and additional manpower through the provision 

of additional PLCs that it would have been embedded to a much deeper level across a 

greater number of schools. The comments of the FMS specialists confirm Fullan’s 

(1994) notion that the outcomes of bottom up efforts alone are inadequate in meeting the 

needs of society. Instead, the need for local invention and supportive leadership from 

policy makers along with more horizontal efforts that support cross-school collaboration 

and learning are deemed to be imperative for long lasting change to occur (Fullan,1994).  

5.4 Performativity 

As discussed in chapter three education landscapes are changing rapidly and are 

increasingly embracing the neoliberal ideals of marketisation, commercialisation and 

privatisation to address socio-economic change (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009). The 

introduction of a market logic within school systems has created a ‘subtle shift in 

emphasis…. from student needs to student performance, and from what the school does 

for the student to what the student does for the school (Apple, 2001, p413). 
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Subsequently, this has engendered the cultivation of ‘performative cultures’ in schools 

whereby there is not only a demand for teachers to perform but a pressure to perform in 

response to externally defined agendas (Priestley et al. 2015a). Therefore, in an 

educational climate where the dominant educational discourse surrounds ‘performance’ 

and the generation of achievements in a specified range of ‘outcomes’ (Priestley et al. 

2015a), it is foreseeable then that delivering the holistic and child centred FMS 

programme which emphasises discourses around skill development, health and 

education (Jefferson-Buchanan, 2016) will stand in conflict with managerialist ideals 

and as noted by Priestley et al. (2015a) have implications for teachers with respect to 

their achievement of agency. It is not unreasonable to suggest therefore, that the 

delivery of FMS as part of the landscape of primary PE is also subject to specific to 

these challenges.  

5.4.1 The FMS programme within a performative culture 

Interview data from the FMS specialists and from the principals  within the three 

schools revealed that irrespective of any benefits to be gained from engagement with 

FMS the overriding pressures on schools to meet performance targets, to raise standards 

and to achieve outcomes within literacy and numeracy were dominant forces that had 

ramifications for the delivery of PE and for continued engagement with the FMS 

programme. The following quotations are indicative of this perspective. 

The priorities at the moment are high quality teaching and 
learning in literacy and numeracy. Progress in English and 
progress in maths; the focus on scores and the collection of data 
dominates everything (FMS specialist five). 

The FMS programme……like many programmes has been 
side-lined because what is driving schools now is data, data, 
data and that is the focus (FMS specialist four) 

In the last four- or five-years literacy and numeracy is just at the 
top of the agenda every time because as teachers you are being 
monitored and evaluated constantly. There are book scoops and 
so many other things that we have to do for literacy and 
numeracy (PE co-ordinator A). 

FMS has definitely slipped in that the principal has to deal 
with the pressures of assessment and data. These are a big 
focus at the minute (PE co-ordinator school B) 
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As discussed in chapter three, the drive for increased competitiveness in a global market 

which places greater emphasis on performativity metrics has resulted in a narrowing of the 

curriculum where literacy, numeracy, science and technology (Holland et.al, 2016) reign 

supreme. In the three schools, data revealed that pressures of output regulation emanating 

from school inspections and the publication of data related to achievements within literacy 

and numeracy had been particularly influential in shaping how the curriculum was delivered. 

In school C for example the principal indicated that PE was not a focus of the current 

development planning cycle as the ‘ETI2 [were] only interested in literacy and numeracy so 

the last two cycles of action planning, post inspection [were]based on following up, 

monitoring and evaluating these’. The PE co-ordinator in school C expressed disappointment 

at the performativity discourse promoted by the ETI and its effect on PE,  

we were inspected two years ago by ETI and they observed 35 
lessons: 18 numeracy, 17 literacy, and no PE. I know that 
literacy and numeracy were the areas of focus, but this sends 
out the wrong message for me about PE. We were disappointed 
that members of the inspection team were walking past the hall, 
PE lessons were going on and they weren’t interested. 

 

Similarly, in School A the PE co-ordinator indicated ‘when inspectors come out they only 

look at literacy and numeracy, so PE is pushed further down the list of priorities for teachers. 

Subsequently, subjects such as PE, which are not considered to be core, have become 

vulnerable and teachers have developed insecurity around how to respond to these pressures 

(Evans and Davies 2014, p3). The pervasive nature of output regulation associated with 

inspection would appear to have reoriented pedagogical activity towards measurable 

performance outcomes. Educational policy such as Every School a Good School (Department 

of Education, 2009) which places an explicit focus on improving standards within literacy and 

numeracy has distorted teachers’ work (Ball, 2016) and as evidenced in school A and school 

C would appear to have redefined teachers’ roles as curriculum deliverers of performance 

statistics rather than curriculum developers and agents of change (Priestley et al. 2015a). 

Consequently, rather than being empowered to explore and develop FMS pedagogy which 

focuses on the social, emotional and moral development of young children (and has no 

                                                           
2 ETI (Education and training Inspectorate) The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) is a ‘unitary’ 
inspectorate and part of the Department of Education (DE), providing independent inspection services 
and policy advice for DE in Northern Ireland. 
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measurable performative value) there is a sense that teachers are bring impeded by a policy 

framework which places primacy on academic performance. Priestley et al. (2015a) argue that 

performativity has the potential to seriously diminish teacher agency and therefore has 

particular implications for initiatives like FMS which promote softer, child-centred 

educational objectives.  

Nevertheless, whilst the views expressed by teachers suggest the undesirable effects of an 

outcomes driven system on PE there does seem to be an acceptance that this is a normal and 

perhaps even a desirable aspect of their practice as noted by the Principal in school C; ‘there 

will still be those teachers who are duty bound to feel that they need to get their literacy and 

numeracy done.’ Priestley et.al (2015) suggest that this may be explained by the ways in 

which teachers have internalised aspects of the culture of performativity so that they appear as 

either inevitable or indeed impossible to resist. It may also be linked to how teachers view PE 

as the inherently physical nature of the subject is deemed to limit its potential to contribute to 

academic achievement (Sallis et al., 1999). This creates an uncertainty surrounding its value 

and exacerbates the instrumental reputation that has been afforded to PE (Ward and Griggs, 

2018). Until policy makers reach a consensus as to the role of PE within education, PE 

focused initiatives like FMS will continue to face these challenges. 

This rhetoric of new managerialism and its impact upon the curriculum was particularly 

evident in the ‘vocabularies of practice’ (Ball, 2016) that had been established in School 

A. the PE co-ordinator noted how PE time had experienced a progressive reduction in 

the FS from three times a week to twice per week to ensure a greater emphasis on the 

teaching of literacy, numeracy and play based learning. Further, it was highlighted that 

due to time pressures teachers would willingly sacrifice their PE to ensure that literacy 

was taught: 

teachers can be reluctant to teach PE because sometimes if 
assembly is a wee bit longer than normal that will have a knock-
on effect on their literacy so teachers might not teach PE that 
day to get it fitted in’ (PE Co-ordinator school A).  

Lack of time due to the demands of external accountability emanating from the need to 

produce measurable performance outcomes is frequently cited as one of the key barriers 

inhibiting teachers from incorporating PE into their programmes (Morgan and Hansen, 

2008; De Corby et al., 2005). In school A it would appear that the prioritisation of PE in 
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an outcomes focused environment was a constant struggle which was potentially 

undermining teachers’ professional autonomy and commitment to the value and 

principles of education (Codd, 2005). The PE co-ordinator also acknowledged her own 

reluctance to be out of the classroom to engage in PE curriculum development work. 

Whilst she expressed a desire to revisit and refresh the FMS programme she indicated 

this was unlikely as literacy, numeracy ad ICT were core priorities within school 

development planning but on a more personal level she was concerned about the 

negative repercussions that her time out of class would have on the delivery of literacy 

and numeracy to her own class. Moreover, the PE co-ordinator’s response also suggests 

that in the current educational climate her ability to act agentically in driving the FMS 

programme forward has been diminished by a lack of capacity to develop a future 

orientation to curriculum development work (Priestley et al. 2015a). This is not 

surprising given that opportunities for the re-conceptualisation of PE policy and practice 

within FMS have been gradually fragmented by the managerialist discourse which 

appear to have become imbibed in this school (Ball, 2003) despite the efforts of the PE 

co-ordinator. The comments of FMS specialist one further reiterate how teacher 

autonomy has been detrimentally impacted by the performativity agenda; ‘because of 

the incredibly strong focus on the basics [literacy and numeracy] teachers are nervous 

about being creative or trying more divergent ways of teaching.’ As discussed in chapter 

three, the commodification of education tends to promote compliance and dilutes 

opportunities for originality and creative responses (Yandell, 2010). As noted by Wright 

(2012) the neoliberal discourse can therefore limit the possibility for alternative and 

more risky practices like FMS to persist.  

In school B the accountability agenda associated with achievement in the Transfer Test was 

also deemed to exert a pressure on the positioning of and value attached to the FMS 

programme as comments from the Principal in school B confirm,  

I think that most schools like the concept of our kids being fit 
and healthy; they can see the value in programmes such as FMS 
and they like the idea of our kids winning cups and medals but 
they like the concept of we got 30 As in the Transfer Test a hell 
of a lot better. There are a couple of schools who don’t bring 
their children to sporting events because they could miss a half 
day from school where they could be doing yet another test. For 
me this is something that schools should not do because the 
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mental health benefits of engaging in physical activity are 
renowned and are so important’. 

The comments of Principal B further reveal the challenges principals face when implementing 

PE focused initiatives like the FMS programme against a backdrop which values academic 

performance. The principal’s frustration and his own lack of agency are palpable as he 

endeavours to confront the practical difficulties in reconciling the curriculum with the 

conflicting demands of Transfer preparation. His comments reinforce the notion that schools 

are unlikely to invest in initiatives that are neither measured nor likely to contribute to 

accountability targets related to school performance (Hughes et al.,2016). Schools are 

accountable to parents and in the case of the Transfer test there is an expectation that schools 

will prepare children to achieve satisfactory results. When principals are faced with this 

pressure of accountability it is therefore likely that schools will fail to see FMS as an 

opportunity and a tool for learning in a curriculum which demands performance outcomes 

which are specifically centred around academic criteria. Similarly, the PE co-ordinator in 

school C acknowledges that the delivery of PE is likely to suffer because of Transfer 

preparation but at the same time the importance attached to this metric of performance is also 

recognised, 

the transfer system leads to P6 teachers stressing about getting 
children prepared and if there is a subject to lose out it will 
always be PE. I would be very cross if I heard of that as PE co-
ordinator but then sometimes you have to be realistic in that 
teachers’ hands are being tied, they have to prepare children 
well, but they are being forced to prioritise one subject over 
another and it is wrong, so wrong(PE co-ordinator School C). 

Thus, teachers are faced with an educational dilemma as they strive to ensure their 

practice is valued within the ‘metrics of accountability’ (Ball, 2003, p.223) while 

‘simultaneously teaching for the knowledge society with moral purpose’ (Sahlberg 

2010, p48). Reeves (2008) posits that teachers are stuck between ‘a rock and a hard 

place’ and as result their agency can be potentially limited. However, whilst there is 

evidence in these data that the cultures within the three schools and teachers’ practice 

has been shaped by an environment distorted by the imposition of external imperatives 

there is also evidence to suggest that, in some cases, the more damaging aspects of 

external accountability work have been mitigated. In School B the PE co-ordinator 

noted: 
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it is about making sure that PE is never squashed out to make 
way for Transfer work. We are fortunate enough to have 
teachers in Key Stage 2, that yes will teach Transfer, but time is 
also made for PE. If you want to you can make time for it. 

In School B it would appear that there is some capacity to mediate the imposition of external 

imperatives to maintain what they view as their core mission in education (Bowe et al.,1992). 

This suggests that the school is fighting against the performative culture within which they 

find themselves (Helsby,1999) to maintain a focus on PE. 

In school C data revealed a more nuanced mediation of policy which was not a simple binary 

of resistance or compliance to the external policy demands but rather encapsulated a more 

creative response which reflected differing perspectives and positioning regarding the 

purposes of education (Gewirtz, 2002). Comments from the principal and the PE co-ordinator 

reveal this approach.  

teachers have been in the school long enough to realise that 
whilst those [literacy and numeracy] are crucially important, the 
child’s development is just as important, and we recognise the 
value of PE as part of this. We are the only school, I think in 
Northern Ireland that doesn’t carry out any form of standardised 
tests, but we have a very comprehensive assessment project 
running with C2K which has just been ratified by ETI and the 
Controlled schools’ council are very interested in it as well. If 
you are a school driven by standardised testing, then you tend to 
get a little bit caught up in that. The more that you teach to it the 
more it becomes cyclic. Because our staff here have been here 
for a duration of time we have been able to edge that away a 
little bit, so they may have come in a little bit nervous and 
dubious, but they are very open to exploring lots of different 
avenues with our kids (Principal School C). 

We are the only school that I know of in NI who don’t use 
standardised tests because we don’t believe that there is such a 
thing as a standard child. We have our own assessment tools that 
we use, and we feel that they work best for our kids (PE co-
ordinator school C). 

 

In school C the principal demonstrates a high degree of confidence in her own capacity and 

authority by interpreting and reshaping the process of standardised testing into a form which 

fits with the philosophy of the school. Whilst there is no doubt that each of the schools are 

‘managed schools’ (Gleeson and Husbands,2003) in that their practices are closely mandated 

and directed by government, data suggests that in School C the principal and staff have 
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engaged in a more critical examination of the meaning and enactment of policy. Educational 

values clearly permeate the structural relationships between teaching, learning and 

professional development which would suggest that School C could be described as more of a 

‘renewed school’ (Gleeson and Husbands,2003, p508) in which ‘open collaborative, self- 

critical and professional cultures produce a renewed focus on teaching and learning and on 

affirming professional development’. There is some debate however as to the extent to which 

teachers can achieve agency in order to successfully implement change in highly performative 

cultures (Priestley et al. 2015a) as described above. The difficulties in reconciling the FMS 

programme, as a PE focused initiative, with competing policy imperatives that skew school 

objectives and cultures towards the achievement of measurable academic outcomes has the 

potential to compromise teachers’ agency and their successful engagement with the change 

process. However in school C there is some evidence to suggest that the leaders within the 

school were ‘serving as courageous counterparts’ (Ball, 2016, p1057) by ‘redefining 

themselves according to their own judgements and developing technologies of the self-

according to their own principles’ (Foucault, 1982, p213). 

5.5 Conclusion 

This chapter explored the positioning of the FMS initiative within the macro level policy 

context and examined the ways in which these frameworks trickled into the cultures and 

practices inherent within each school. Examining the perspectives of the FMS 

specialists and school leaders provided insight into the interpretation and positioning of 

PE generally and the FMS programme more specifically within each of the schools. The 

data arising from this study thus far, appears to suggest that PE is being subsumed and, 

in many cases is being displaced by a market-driven provision that frequently lacks a 

coherent educational orientation (Petrie et al., 2014). A lack of support for the FMS 

programme at a policy level alongside debates surrounding the educational legitimacy of 

PE (Green, 2008) would appear to have created challenges for teachers in engaging with 

this type of initiative. Furthermore, the countervailing neoliberal forces (Hughes et al. 

2016) associated with performativity and competition have the potential to reconstruct 

the professional role of teachers and render their ‘repertoires for manoeuvre’ (Priestley 

et al., 2015a, p126) more limited. 
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The data suggests that the FMS programme has been undermined by competing policy 

imperatives that skew and distort the objectives of schools away from the holistic 

development of the child towards academic outcomes and performance. Johnson (2011) 

argues that this creates an educational turbulence that makes the implementation of curricular 

change, particularly within PE, to be extremely challenging. Thus far, the data suggests that in 

school A and school B the ‘rhetoric of new managerialism’ has potentially ‘permeated the 

lexicon’ and has infiltrated teachers practices with regards to the delivery of PE (Donnelly and 

McKevitt, 2016, p1086). PE is therefore granted less legitimacy in these contexts as the 

overriding culture is to respond to the performance agenda rather than to the development of 

the whole child through PE. However, in School C through the leadership of the principal, 

attempts to challenge the policy imperatives sought to mitigate the negative effects of 

performativity and has created a school culture whereby the emphasis is placed on embracing 

the attributes of the whole child. It can therefore be argued that the school cultures in school A 

and in School B will be less conducive to the implementation of change than in School C. 

However, it is also clear from Fullan(1993a) and Priestley et al.’s (2015a) analysis in 

chapter 3 that change is not only mediated by competing policy imperatives and school 

culture, but that teacher agency is an integral and essential ingredient of any successful 

educational change or initiative. Chapter six therefore moves to an exploration of how 

individual teachers operate within the contexts of their own school and sheds light on 

the extent to which teachers were able to exercise their agency to enact the FMS 

programme within different contexts for action. 
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                                         CHAPTER 6  
  
The ecology of educational change: the views of teachers and 
principals 
 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter five explored the extent to which the external policy environment exerted an 

influence on how the FMS programme was construed in schools. Findings ascertained 

from interviews with FMS specialists and principals suggested that embedding a PE 

focused initiative like the FMS programme is a complicated process that is heavily 

influenced by neoliberalist ideology. Policy decisions relating to the performativity 

agenda appeared to distort and skew the objectives of schools away from the holistic 

development of the child towards academic outcomes and performance which Priestley, 

Robinson and Biesta (2012, p1) argue can position the teacher as a curriculum deliverer 

and producer of performance statistics, rather than as a curriculum developer, and an 

agent of change. In addition, the commodification of PE via outsourcing its delivery to 

external coaches, a common practice within each of the schools, raises questions 

regarding the extent to which teachers can meaningfully act as agents of change in the 

delivery of PE (Smith,2015). The data thus far suggests that the implementation of a PE 

focused initiative like the FMS programme is automatically at a disadvantage because 

the macro level context imbues it with little importance and significance. In school A 

and school B the imposition of managerialist ideals would appear to have contributed to 

the creation of cultures where curricular change associated with PE appears to have 

been granted less legitimacy which would suggest that the cultures within these schools 

are less conducive to changes associated with the FMS programme. However, in school 

C determined attempts to challenge the policy imperatives to ensure cohesion with the 

philosophy of the school would tend to indicate a context characterised by a greater 

openness to change. However, by drawing on Fullan (1993a) and Priestley et al.’s 

(2015a) analysis in chapter three it has been highlighted that change is not only 

mediated by competing policy imperatives and the cultures inherent within each school 

but that individual teachers may have agency to promote and embed change despite the 

existence of an unsympathetic environment. Crucially, recent discourses guiding 

educational policy have emphasised the pivotal role that teachers play as agents of 
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change and active participants in bringing about the effective implementation of 

educational innovation (Fullan,1991, 2007). Priestley (2011) posits that teacher agency 

must therefore be recognised as being key to the success of any innovation and its 

enactment in practice. As teachers work within schools that are located within polities 

that are interconnected, an understanding of each level is therefore necessary if the 

complexities of change are to be fully understood. Whilst Chapter five provided insight 

into the interweaving between the policy context and the school it is the purpose of this 

chapter then to focus on how the individual teacher operates within the context of the 

school to enact the FMS programme. 

The analysis draws on Priestley et al.’s (2015a) ecological model of teacher agency to 

provide the conceptual lens through which to analyse the extent to which teachers were 

able to achieve agency in their professional contexts. The model places emphasis on the 

importance of context and outlines how the achievement of agency is dependent on the 

interplay of the conditions (cultural, structural and material resources and constraints) 

the individual (capacity-skills, knowledge and beliefs of teachers) the available 

resources and contextual and structural factors as they come together (Biesta and 

Tedder, 2007). Probing the ecology within which teachers operate makes it possible 

then to generate much deeper understandings of how agency is achieved by different 

teachers in different school environments and of the range of factors that promote and 

inhibit the achievement of agency (Priestley et al.,2015a).To augment Priestley et al.’s 

(2015a) ecological framework Fullan’s (1993a) concept of change agentry will also be 

used to interrogate the data as a means of exploring the extent to which teachers were 

able to exercise their agency within their own school contexts in order to enact 

curriculum change. 

6.2 Teacher agency: the influence of social and professional relationships 

The notion of teacher agency has been conceptualised within educational research as the 

capacity of teachers to actively make choices, to question and to innovate in order to 

effect changes to their conditions or to reproduce them (Priestley, 2011).As agency is 

always enacted in concrete situations the day to day working environment within which 

teachers work is deemed to play a significant role in developing teacher agency 

‘powerfully shaping decision making and action both offering possibilities for agency 
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and inhibiting it’ (Priestley at al. 2015b, p.7). Emirbayer and Mische (1998, p.974) posit 

that such contexts are primarily social in that agency is ‘always a dialogical process by 

and through which actors immersed in temporal passage engage with others within 

collectively organised contexts of action’. In this study findings highlighted that the 

social and professional relationships inherent within and outside each school had an 

important role to play in how teachers engaged with and enacted the FMS programme. 

The key themes arising from the data pointed firstly to the importance of the leadership 

exerted by the principals, PE co-ordinators and in some cases individual teachers in 

supporting and guiding the process of change within each school. Secondly the 

importance of external relationships with the ELB advisory staff and CEA and thirdly 

the need for time and professional development. The latter part of this chapter explores 

the factors that shaped teacher agency at an individual level and the ways in which these 

factors impacted teachers’ enactment of the FMS programme within their respective 

schools. Three main themes were constructed through analysis of the data drawn from 

interviews with teachers and PE co-ordinators in each school: personal and professional 

habitus, professional autonomy and beliefs and values. 

6.2.1 Leadership of the Principal 

As discussed in chapter three strong leadership is deemed to be a key ingredient in the 

promotion and sustainability of educational change (Sarason, 1990; Fullan, 1993a) but 

the leadership of the principal is deemed to exert a significant influence in facilitating 

teacher agency at school level and beyond (York- Barr and Duke, 2004).  Findings from 

this research suggest that within each school there was clear management advocacy 

from the principals in establishing and supporting the FMS programme as the following 

narratives suggest: 

The FMS programme provided us with a good opportunity to 
get resources into school and to get support that was going to 
advance our curricular teaching of PE but also to improve staff 
confidence in that area (Principal school A). 

In school B the PE co-ordinator talked about the instrumental role played by the former 

principal who was involved with the setup of the FMS programme at that time. 

Our principal at that time had invested a lot of time in this.  It 
was two full days for PE training for the entire staff where 
nothing else was done. She had invested a lot of money in me 
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coming out of class, so she was certain that she was going to 
make it work and it did. I think a lot of it does come from the 
leadership and how important it is to them (PE coordinator 
school B). 

Children learn through their bodies and if you don’t allow 
them to learn through their bodies and engage in that 
exploratory learning and physical movement then you are 
going to have a limited outcome at the far end so being 
involved in FMS was important to us and really made us sit 
down and reflect on our priorities (Principal school C). 

The commitment of the principals as noted above in combination with the official 

weight of the FMS programme as a NI wide, research- led initiative, provided a major 

source of impetus for change and as noted by Priestley and Sime (2005) attached a 

sense of legitimation to the programme. However, it is noteworthy that the three schools 

in this study were strategically established as pilot schools by CEA for the initial 

development and implementation of the FMS programme prior to the wider roll out. 

Because of the ELBs insistence on senior management involvement in the programme 

and the decision that PE had to be prioritised on the school development plan (SDP) in 

each of the selected pilot schools there appeared to be a substantive ‘buy in’ from the 

school leaders to the methods and aims of the programme as suggested by the Principal 

in school A; 

We made it a priority and put it onto the school development 
plan. It therefore received our full attention and we worked 
hard to ensure that our meetings and resources were pushed 
directly towards it. 

It could be argued that these accountability measures attached to having ‘pilot status’ 

alongside the provision of relational resources where specific funding, equipment and 

external support were readily available could perhaps explain the commitment the 

principals demonstrated to making the programme work in their respective contexts as 

noted specifically by the Principal in school A; 

It was different for us because we were a pilot school and we had 
somebody who was trying to be accredited [as an FMS 
facilitator] too. For our PE co-ordinator to receive this 
accreditation we had to provide evidence so things like planning, 
photographs, examples of what the children were doing and 
strategies for implementation had to be documented.   
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Nonetheless the pilot status afforded to each school undoubtedly garnered the 

commitment of each principal to drive the programme forward. Whilst principal support 

for the FMS programme was clear data does however reveal subtle nuances in the 

leadership styles exerted by the different principals and the ways in which these shaped 

the contexts for the enactment of the FMS programme within their respective schools. 

When asked about how the leadership responsibility for FMS was structured findings 

revealed that the principal in school A adopted an instructional approach in the early 

stages of programme implementation which subsequently evolved into a more 

distributed style whereby the PE co-ordinator was entrusted to get on with the job of 

leading and developing the programme as the following comments suggest; 

In terms of selling it to the staff, that wasn’t really my job 
because I was convinced it was worthwhile, so I let the 
coordinator get on with it’ (Principal, school A). 

This distributed style of leadership was further highlighted by the PE co-ordinator                       

in school A. 

The principal allowed me to do whatever I felt had to be done 
and he facilitated this. He came and covered my class and he 
allowed me time out of my class to work with teachers…… so I 
had complete control of it. 

Whilst the principal was a strong advocate of the FMS programme and was supportive 

in providing the necessary resources to aid its development his influence could be 

described as more ‘hands off’ and indirect (Hallinger, 2003). The PE co-ordinator 

appeared to play a more strategic role in driving the direction of the programme forward 

as articulated by teacher two in school A, ‘The PE co-ordinator was the key leader and 

provided the direction that we needed’. The professional autonomy granted to the PE co-

ordinator in School A appeared to have a greater influence over the management of the 

innovation (Boreham and Morgan, 2004). Her recognition as an expert within her own 

context and the sense of professional trust afforded to her by the Principal ensured that 

she was centrally positioned to make decisions about teaching and learning. This reflects 

the findings of research conducted by Cothran (2001) which suggests that the 

involvement of the principal in a physical education innovation has not always been a 

necessary component for change to occur. However, the principal, did facilitate teacher 

engagement with the initiative by reorganising the work of the PE co-ordinator to 
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support teachers more effectively and by readily allocating resources and practical 

equipment to promote the FMS programme at a classroom level. Toom et al. (2015) 

advocate that these efforts are invariably crucial in supporting teachers’ agency and 

affirms earlier research conducted by Faucette and Graham (1986) which emphasises the 

important role of the principal in the change process. 

In school B the PE co-ordinator also played a strategic role in guiding the direction of 

the FMS programme however data indicates that the social practices within the school 

were overtly influenced by the Principal in a more direct and coercive fashion as 

comments provided by the PE co-ordinator reveal; 

We would always have had to bring things to staff meetings as 
directed by the principal. Every six weeks we would have had a 
staff meeting and you would have had to bring evidence of 
something that you had done in FMS…. We were all forced as 
such and were put under a bit of pressure, but it worked and 
then it became second nature because it was just happening for 
teachers. No one could be apathetic about the whole thing; our 
principal would never have allowed that. 

Whilst the leadership of the former principal was described as ‘visionary’ by the current 

principal it was clear that power structures within the school at the time of 

implementation were predominantly vertical and hierarchical. High levels of co-

ordination, control and close supervision of the programme, indicative of a more 

instructional leadership style created a culture which demanded high expectations and 

standards but also engendered an atmosphere of fear and trepidation as noted by teacher 

A, ‘no one would have dared turn up to meetings without anything done, it was just 

expected’. Hallinger (2003) suggests that the drive to get a school moving in the right 

direction can often call for a more forceful ‘hands on’ approach particularly as 

principals must manage a variety of competing priorities which can necessitate much 

tighter coordination and organisation. This dictatorial style of management however is 

deemed to have adverse effects on teachers’ engagement with innovation (Blasé, 1998) 

and has been shown to stultify teacher agency and prevent the spread of new thinking 

(Priestley et al., 2015b). Notably however, the tightly focused managerial practices in 

school B did not appear to hamper teachers’ professional autonomy as Eteläpelto et al. 

(2013) would suggest. Regardless of the muscular approach exerted by the principal she 

appeared to elicit high levels of commitment and professionalism from staff through 
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working interactively with the PE coordinator in what Hallinger (2003) describes as a 

shared instructional leadership capacity as the following comment suggests. 

The principal asked me to write an action plan of what I was 
going to do with the time I was given……. basically, I liaised 
closely with her. I had to go back to her periodically to update 
her (PE co-ordinator, school B). 

This sharing of power with the PE co-ordinator suggests a more integrated view of 

leadership which whilst appearing instructional on the surface was more 

transformational in the sense that the coordinator was invited to share some of the 

leadership functions, albeit, tightly monitored. In turn this created strong dialogical 

structures which allowed the coordinator to assume a mediating role between the 

teaching staff and principal and facilitated sense making around how the FMS 

programme was fashioned as noted by the co-ordinator ‘if teachers needed help they 

would have come directly to me’. The PE co-ordinator acted as a filter through which 

the strategic vision of the Principal and the associated changes associated with the FMS 

programme were coloured which in turn appeared to garner the commitment of the staff.  

Hallinger (2003) posits that when schools have the benefit of integrated leadership such 

as this they are more likely to learn and perform at high levels which would appear to be 

the case in school B.  

In school C the principal adopted a more transformational style of leadership which 

placed emphasis on the development of more reciprocal and symmetric relationships as 

the principal acknowledges: 

I don’t operate with three stripes on my shoulder dictating the 
terms and conditions…. the school works on the crux of mutual 
respect which is central to the ethos of the school.  

The professional trust which the principal affords to individual teachers suggests a 

reconstituting of power relationships where teachers’ experience holds primacy in 

driving change forward (Boreham, 2005). This is evidenced by the following quotation 

from Principal C: 

It is important to realise too that it is not always about 
telling teachers what to do. I think that you must sit back 
sometimes and recognise and value their[teachers] 
professional judgement ………. There is a wealth of 
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experience out there and you need to listen that level of 
professionalism within your staff. 

Findings suggest that leadership in school C is conceptualised as more of an 

organisational entity rather than the property of a single individual (Leithwood and 

Jantzi, 2000) and appears to be grounded in understanding the needs of individual staff 

rather than co-ordinating and controlling them (Hallinger, 2000).There is a particular 

emphasis placed on empowering staff and providing them with support and 

opportunities to enhance their own professional development as the narrative of the 

Principal in school C indicates, 

You open opportunities for teachers in order to empower them.  I think 
that the first thing is to help them realise that there are areas that they 
might not be confident in and it is okay not to be confident in them. I 
think that you have a duty of care to take them through the stages; let’s 
have informal discussions and chats about this. But if an opportunity 
arises to put in CPD you put in CPD, but you put it in in a tactful, 
responsible and respectful way that the teacher can grow from it and 
not be threatened by it……. We need to know and be able to assess 
our staff and we need to have a trusting and mutually respecting 
relationship with them to allow them to feel that it is okay not know 
something and it’s okay to make mistakes…. we just try a different 
approach the next time. 

 

The value placed on both the personal and professional development of staff indicates a 

focus on what Fullan (2006) describes as lateral capacity building which would suggest 

a more collaborative culture in school C where teachers  are encouraged to engage in a 

process of continuous learning where innovation and risk taking is promoted as noted 

by the principal in school C, ‘the culture in this school is that we develop and support 

each other’. Priestley et al. (2012b) suggests that building the internal commitment of 

teachers in this way contributes to teacher agency in that it provides concrete contexts 

for action but also makes an important contribution to teachers’ sense of efficacy and 

involvement in the process of bringing about change (Blasé,1998). 

In each of the schools the research demonstrates that different styles of leadership 

exerted by the individual principals created different contextual norms within which 

teachers were operating. In school A and School C the leadership of the respective 

principals promoted democratic involvement and shared decision-making which Hinde 

(2004) suggests is akin to creating cultures that are more conducive to change. It could 
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therefore be argued that the cultural context within these schools afforded teachers 

greater agency to enact the FMS programme. Conversely in School B whilst there was 

some sharing of leadership functions with the PE co-ordinator the governance structure 

was such that the principal made many of the decisions. Hinde (2004) argues that this 

more authoritarian approach is less conducive to the effective implementation of 

change. The extent to which these cultures facilitated teacher agency in each school will 

be explored in later sections. 

6.2.2 Teacher Leadership 

Whilst the findings above reflect the importance of strong leadership from the 

principal in facilitating teacher agency it is also important to note that school 

leadership is found in a variety of places throughout a school (Hinde, 2003).Findings 

reveal that the leadership exerted by individual teachers in each of the schools proved 

to be an important catalyst in driving curriculum change forward at a classroom level. 

Research suggests that teacher leaders tend to exert the most powerful influence on 

their colleagues in effecting change and that their efforts can often supersede top down 

approaches (Darling- Hammond, 2003; Spillane, 2006). In particular, the role of 

subject co-ordinators has been shown to be instrumental in effecting change efforts 

(Stoll, 2009) as this not only extends the Principal’s capacity for leadership (Barth, 

2001) but also ensures that change is more authentic and responsive to the needs of the 

teachers and pupils (Lattimer 2012).  

The PE co-ordinators appeared instrumental in facilitating a supportive environment 

where teachers were offered guidance, support and feedback on their efforts to enact the 

FMS programme. The instigation of collaborative practices by the PE co-ordinator such 

as shared planning, team teaching and professional conversation were utilised to help 

teachers to adapt to the changes being presented as the following narratives from the PE 

co-ordinators in each school suggest: 

I supported teachers in slotting the FMS into schemes, but I 
really worked alongside teachers drawing on their expertise to 
make FMS more cross-curricular because to me that was their 
forte. I provided the PE input and teachers came up with more 
exciting ways of linking it to their own classroom practice (PE 
co-ordinator, school A). 
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I was given time to go around classes to team teach and to show 
teachers how to teach FMS to their own classes. We also looked 
at how to make FMS more cross-curricular. I knew what their 
topics were, so I was able to give them lots of examples (PE co-
ordinator, school B).  

I have open, honest and transparent relationships with the staff 
and they know if they want to approach me that they can come 
and ask me questions at any time. I have approached staff 
informally to ask them how they are getting on, but I am always 
on hand to do demonstration lessons or to provide opportunities 
for teachers to shadow me which I know teachers find useful 
(PE co-ordinator, school C). 

Findings suggest that the social and professional relationships within each school placed 

value on collaboration, conversation and professional action and suggest a relational 

approach to leadership which Lattimer (2012) suggests can provide an impetus for 

change by enhancing teacher confidence and engagement. The findings also align to the 

research of Fullan (2003) and Armour and Yelling (2007) which emphasises the 

importance of collaborative approaches in helping teachers to adapt and embrace 

change. By modelling practice and engaging with teachers as co-participants, the PE co-

ordinators were engendering what Archer (2000) describes as a ‘collective agency’ to 

support teachers in meeting the demands of implementing the FMS programme to fit 

with the ‘delicate natural ecology’ (Goodson, 2003) inherent within their schools.  

The designation of what Priestley and Sime (2005) describe as non-promoted 

practitioners in the leadership of change initiatives (classroom teachers who do not hold 

senior leadership positions) has also been recognised as instrumental in change efforts 

and provided an interesting dynamic in school B. Whilst  the existence of a hierarchical 

structure was  prevalent in School B at the time the FMS programme was being 

implemented, some leadership responsibility was afforded to the Foundation Stage co-

ordinator, a teacher identified by the principal, in conjunction with CEA as  someone 

who was receptive and willing to fully engage with the pedagogical changes inherent 

within the FMS programme at a classroom level but also someone who had particular 

experience of teaching in the early years. She was subsequently asked to attend FMS 

facilitator training to support the introduction of the programme in her own school but 

also to support the training of teachers in other schools. Part of the CEA strategy in 

rolling out the FMS programme was to ensure a more innovative but also inclusive 

approach to delivering ‘high quality training and support’ (FMS specialist four) that 
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would ‘upskill the primary generalist’ (FMS specialist three) particularly in light of 

previous concerns expressed over classroom teachers’ lack of confidence and 

qualifications to teach PE (Morgan and Bourke, 2008).  To this end CEA engaged a 

range of practitioners (one being teacher one from school B) with various expertise to 

contribute to the training for teachers as highlighted by FMS specialist four; 

A real strength of the roll out was getting on board the team 
and the mix of expertise on the team. We had PE specialists 
and Board officers, but we also had early years’ specialists 
who were essentially classroom teachers. So, it wasn’t to say 
that you had to be a PE specialist…. (FMS specialist four). 

In school B the KS1 co-ordinator was identified as a catalyst in the implementation of 

the new pedagogical practices associated with the FMS programme. As a classroom 

teacher, but more importantly a non - PE specialist, she was strategically utilised to 

establish a critical mass for change in her own school, and in other schools and to 

highlight the desired teaching approaches and outcomes associated with the FMS 

programme. Silcox and MacNeill (2006) argue that this is a powerful strategy in 

bringing about change at a classroom level as these catalytic teachers can not only 

become great allies in changing staff attitudes towards teaching and learning at a whole 

school level but can also facilitate an effective change reaction. Interviews with the 

FMS specialists four and five specifically highlighted how teacher one in School B was 

ground-breaking in terms of her learning and teaching practice. Her positioning as a 

primary generalist teacher and her limited background in PE afforded both internal and 

external credibility that was utilised as a strategy to empower teachers to engage with 

the FMS programme and to view it as something that was accessible. In this respect it 

could be argued that teacher one was strategically positioned not only act as an agent of 

change in delivering the FMS programme but also as a resource to enhance the agency 

of the teachers around her in embracing the initiative in a more focused and meaningful 

way. 

Similarly, in school C, the leadership exerted by an experienced foundation stage 

teacher (teacher one) acted as a powerful driver for strengthening practice and 

enhancing learning (Blasé,1998). As previously noted, the transformational leadership 

of the principal which promoted teachers’ engagement in the decision-making process 
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empowered teacher one to support her colleagues in helping them to make sense of the 

FMS programme. She noted, 

I was involved in the decision-making process from the 
beginning because I was in P1 and I had been there for a while 
and everyone would kind of say, ‘well, she knows what she is 
talking about so go and ask her.’ That happens a lot. Even our 
PE co-ordinator would come to me and watch my lessons and 
ask for ideas as he would say he doesn’t know as much about 
P1. I have also taught FMS for the local PGCE students to help 
them………I work with new teachers to fill them in what FMS 
is all about. We have a lot of that type of support in school, 
mentoring and advising (Teacher one, School C). 

Muijs and Harris (2003) argue that empowering teachers to assume leadership 

responsibilities in this way enhances self-esteem and promotes job satisfaction; this 

appeared to be tangible in the comments expressed by teacher one above. Recognition 

of her experience as an expert within her own context not only gave the FMS 

programme impetus in helping other staff own the initiative but also enabled her to 

exert her individual agency in taking responsibility for her own thinking therefore 

enhancing greater ownership of the process.  

6.2.3 The importance of external relationships 

As noted in chapter three collaborative working and participation in networks external 

to the school have been shown to exert a considerable impact on the extent to which 

teachers engage with new initiatives. Coburn and Russell (2008) highlight the 

importance of developing relationships that extend beyond the school to allow access to 

external, expert knowledge as a means of breaking cycles of inward-looking practice.  

Other writers emphasise the importance of networking to build trust within schools 

(Stoll et al.,2006) and in the mitigation of risk when teachers are faced with unfamiliar 

policy (Coburn and Russell, 2008). In this study responses from PE co-ordinators and 

principals revealed that the networks provided by the ELB PE advisers and the working 

relationships that were established consequently were instrumental in enabling schools 

and teachers to engage dialogically with and to make sense of the FMS programme. The 

following narratives are reflective of this perspective: 

We were very fortunate in that we had a really great link officer 
in the Board at that stage and she was passionate about it 
(FMS).We would have had a lot of linking in with her and she 
was very good at coming in and watching……..She would have 
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come down and would have given us structured feedback so we 
had the formal side of monitoring going on but we also had a 
very tight link with our board officer who was supporting us 
informally in lots of other ways as well (Principal, school C). 

The Board adviser was always there. He would come out 
periodically to check that we were on track, so this was very 
useful for us as it gave us the confidence that what we were 
doing was okay (PE co-ordinator school B).  

 

Findings illustrate that the extension of relationships beyond the school with the ELB 

advisers provided robust external networks and connections which reduced 

vulnerability and developed teachers’ confidence in delivering the FMS programme. 

This echoes the research of Lieberman and Grolnick (1998) which suggests that 

networks develop professional confidence as well as building skills in 

communication, negotiation and accommodation and as noted by Miller (1998) 

provide opportunities for CPD and an influx of new ideas and fresh perspectives.  

The creation of teacher networks by the ELB advisers, often referred to in the 

literature as professional learning communities (Hord, 2009) was also a feature of the 

support they provided and enlarged schools’ repertoire of choices and opportunities 

to move ideas and good practice around the system as highlighted by FMS specialist 

three: 

As the programme evolved, teachers were able to swap different 
materials around and pass information on and things that they 
had tried out in school that had worked. This was passed back 
to ourselves [ELB] and we were able to pass information on to 
different schools. For me, this had a positive impact and was a 
successful aspect of the programme. 

Similarly, Principal C commented,  

Anybody who had come up with an idea in one of the other 
schools it was e-mailed to you or you got it on a disc, or it was 
shared so that was very powerful……..because we were all 
doing separate little projects, if you came up with an idea, you 
zipped it across. 

Access to the specialist knowledge and opportunities for teachers to network via 

cluster meetings provided teachers with space to engage in collaborative and 

generative dialogue. This is thought to facilitate sense-making and the development 

of more complex ideas about practice (Imants,2002) as noted by FMS specialist three 
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‘we encouraged teachers to identify ways in which they could make it [the FMS 

programme] better…. they were able to identify weaknesses and devise their own 

exemplars’. The close working relationships with schools and frequent connections 

created opportunities for denser networking that would appear to have challenged 

teachers’ ‘habits of mind’ (Vescio, Ross and Adams, 2008, p.84) and promoted new 

ways of thinking about PE as emphasised by FMS specialist five who noted; 

We developed close relationships with teachers. They were able 
to phone to chat things through or come to cluster meetings. 
They were with us. We had them by the hand and gradually 
they were able to walk on themselves which was lovely to see. 
That feeling of teachers saying, ‘we can do this and come and 
see what we did last week.’ They were teaching extra PE which 
was so positive because they saw themselves to be confident. 

However, despite the general acceptance that participation in networks, such as 

described above offers considerable benefits for teachers (Coburn and Russell, 2008), 

the constraints of prevalent attainment agendas, budgetary cuts and the restructuring of 

the ELBs into a single Education Authority gradually eroded the support given by the 

Board officers and impacted the longer- term sustainability of the FMS programme as 

further explained by FMS specialist five, 

There was insufficient support for FMS. Funding only 
lasted three years. My own role changed to that of a link 
officer in management so there was no longer the support 
there for the subject of PE. Those weaknesses began to 
thin it all out. I was no longer able to go and support FMS 
as I had to do my link officer work. 

Whilst findings highlight the importance of relationships with ELB advisers in 

providing networks to support teachers in achieving agency in their professional 

practice the centrality of the direction provided by CEA and its strategic partnership 

with the ELBs was also noted to be significant in driving the programme forward as 

the following commentary from two of the FMS specialists suggests; 

We [CEA] had a commitment to teachers and to schools to 
provide resources and training. We worked in conjunction with 
the Board officers to see what was out there that was different 
and innovative and would fit with the rationale and principles of 
the Revised Curriculum (FMS specialist four). 
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Money was made available from CCEA to back up the 5 pilot 
schools and it was then driven province wide which meant that 
teachers were working together with Board officers and across 
the Boards, officers were working together……. X had the 
vision and enthusiasm to drive it forward province wide (FMS 
specialist three). 

The facilitative leadership of CEA in developing strong working relationships 

between ELB advisers, principals and teachers provided the central direction schools 

needed to help them bolster their decision making surrounding the FMS programme. 

The province-wide roll out of the STEPS PD FMS programme as a research led 

initiative and the backing of CEA was appealing to teachers in that it provided 

official endorsement of the innovation. Priestley and Sime (2005) argue that such 

legitimisation of practice is important in overcoming structural hurdles and in 

providing an impetus for change as evidenced in the comments from the teacher one 

in school C:  

I think with any new initiative you have a wee apprehension but 
once the course got started I could sense that this was different, 
the presenters from CEA and the Board officers were 
exemplary in their field. They knew what they were doing so 
you felt it was worthwhile. 

In this way CEA officials acted as a catalyst for change encouraging teachers to 

engage with the FMS programme but more importantly provided opportunities for 

teachers to own the initiative. In talking about the roll out of the programme 

comments from FMS specialist four highlight this; 

Teachers actually led us in what they were doing in schools 
because actually they were the ones who were doing it. 

Kirk and Macdonald (2001) suggest that acknowledging the voice of the teacher as 

authoritative in curriculum reform is crucial as teachers are the local experts deemed 

to have a more intimate knowledge of their local contexts, their pupils, available 

resources and practicalities of their work. Whilst the literature highlights a concern 

surrounding the lack of collaboration between teachers and policymakers in the 

implementation of innovation (Maclean et al., 2015) this was not the case with the 

FMS programme. The fusion of CEA direction and teacher input blurred the 
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boundaries between policy makers and policy enactors and provided teachers with 

the capability of making decisions and framing future actions. 

6.3 The need for time and professional development 
 

6.3.1 Time  

Schools may have a culture that is conducive to change however as Hinde (2003) 

notes if teachers do not have time to learn about it, implement it, and reflect on the 

change, effects remain questionable. Time is a common theme within the change 

literature and in this study was consistently highlighted as an important factor in 

supporting the implementation of the FMS programme. As the three research schools 

were pilot schools involved in the initial trialling of the programme time, training, 

resources and funding were allocated to FMS as part of the school development 

planning process within PE. This prioritisation ensured a strategic focus on the 

initiative where substantial amounts of time was then allocated to the implementation 

process within each of the settings. Evidence across the three schools suggests that 

time was allocated to support the roll out of the programme in several ways; time for 

teachers to attend training; time to engage in collaborative planning; time to observe 

the PE co-ordinator delivering model lessons and time for team – teaching as a means 

of developing familiarisation with FMS pedagogy. Priestley (2008) purports that 

many reforms fall by the wayside because time has not been made available. 

However, in the three research schools the time allocated to the initiative provided 

space for teachers to learn about, implement, and reflect on the FMS programme. 

This has implications for teacher agency in that it has the potential to provide 

teachers with the necessary relational resources to engage with the innovation in a 

more meaningful way.  

6.3.2 Professional development 

Fullan (1989) advocates that professional development is the sine qua non of change 

that enables teachers to engage positively with and initiate educational change in their 

own settings. In the context of physical education, it has been recognised that the need 

for continuing and relevant professional development (CPD) is even more crucial 

(Armour and Yelling, 2004) as CPD in PE has been more limited because of its low 
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subject status (Pickup and Price, 2007). Within the three research schools, findings 

reveal that participation in STEPS professional development training had a significant 

influence over the ways in which teachers engaged with the FMS programme as 

evidenced by the following comments from two of the FMS specialists; 

The training provided was a complete package. Schools had to 
engage with it in order to get the resources and follow up. 
Teachers had to carry out tasks in school, they had to make 
things; they really had to reflect on their own school context 
and how it would work (FMS specialist four). 

The 6th module [on the two-day training course] was designed 
to allow teachers time to talk, to think about and plan what they 
were going to do back in the classroom. This was so important 
in getting teachers to the implementation stage rather than just 
using the books as a door stop (FMS specialist seven). 

Comments reflect aspects of Little’s (1997) criteria for effective professional 

development in that the training given by STEPS PD provided a collaborative, 

school-based model which took explicit account of the needs of teachers and their 

contexts of teaching. Delivered by FMS specialists, PE advisers from the ELBs and 

teacher facilitators, the training for each of the research schools occurred off-site and 

involved the entire staff team including teaching assistants. FMS specialist three felt 

that this whole school approach to staff development worked successfully in 

enhancing collegiality but also in breeding a sense of shared purpose ‘as training up 

all staff within a school developed a much clearer understanding of the key concepts 

running through the programme at a level that all staff could understand’. Through 

the completion of action tasks, set at the end of each module, teachers were provided 

with opportunities to confront and reflect upon their own values and beliefs as to how 

FMS might be adjusted to best accommodate the needs of their individual classes. 

The importance of linking theory with practice in this way has been noted by Hoban 

(2002) to have a significant impact on how teachers enact change as further 

highlighted by FMS specialist three, ‘the intensive nature of the training, the 

resources and follow up were invigorating and developed in teachers a whole new 

way of thinking about and passion for PE.’  It can therefore be argued that the STEPS 

PD FMS training provided more than just the acquisition of new skills and 

knowledge but also provided a context for teachers to ‘co-construct knowledge and 
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revise conceptual frameworks through reflection on experience’ (Butler et al., 2004, 

p453). Whilst much criticism has been levied at the inadequacy of CPD and one - off 

workshops (Darling-Hammond et al.,2009) as failing to provide the ongoing 

interactive, cumulative learning teachers require to enact change (Fullan, 1989) this 

did not appear to be the case in the research schools. The provision of continuous in-

situ support by the PE co-ordinators and the ongoing professional development 

opportunities provided by the PE advisory staff within each ELB via regular cluster 

group meetings  not only provided space for teachers to engage in ‘contextually-

based, co-constructed professional inquiry’ with PE specialists and other teachers 

(Wallace and Priestley, 2011, p.359) but also contributed to the development of 

communities of practice (CoPs) (Parker et al.,2015) where teachers had opportunities 

to actively collaborate and reflect on their own professional learning. The value of 

these CoPs was noted by FMS specialist two, ‘the follow up sessions, the twilight 

sessions, the importance of bringing teachers back together just to see how they were 

getting on was so important and kept the momentum going’. As a mode of 

professional development this form of collaborative inquiry is thought to empower 

teachers to initiate changes in their own practice (Stoll et al.,2006) as the comments 

of the principal in school A demonstrate,‘ when you go out and mix with lots of 

people who are actually in the same boat it actually empowers you so that you can 

come back and utilise the support structures in school to try things out’.  

At a wider level follow up training and support was also provided by the appointment 

of Physical literacy co-ordinators (PLCs). In 2006, three of the five ELBs in NI 

received external funding from SNI to appoint one PLC in each Board area for a 

three-year period. The posts were created to provide tailored, on-site support for 

schools post STEPS PD training in the implementation and integration of the FMS 

programme for a six-week period. Whilst the PLCs were not utilised in the research 

schools within this study, their impact in extending the reach of the programme and 

in providing ongoing professional development was noted to be significant as FMS 

specialist five highlights,  

The PLCs had a very positive impact. They were the key, 
only focusing on FMS. The PLC really helped teachers to 
see how they could fit FMS into their schemes in a 
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progressive manner. They were reinforcing the message on a 
daily basis on the ground, working with teachers.  

Guskey (2002) highlights the importance of finding more creative ways of helping 

teachers translate new knowledge into practice. In supporting the implementation of 

the FMS programme, it could be argued that the appointment of the PLCs provided a 

more innovative approach to professional development which acknowledged the 

need to engage directly with teachers over a sustained period. This approach to 

viewing change as a continuous process rather than an individual event is emphasised 

by Loucks-Horsley et al. (2009) who advocate the need for continued follow up, 

pressure and support to provide the impetus for change that is more likely to endure. 

6.4 Summary 

As highlighted by Priestley et al. (2015a) understanding the particular ecologies within 

which teachers work is central to understanding teacher agency. The above data 

highlights that in the three schools the influence of leadership, external relationships, 

time and professional development, were influential in shaping the school environments 

within which the FMS programme was operating so as noted by Biesta and Tedder 

(2007) it would seem logical to suggest that the achievement of agency by individual 

teachers is therefore dependent on the interplay of individual efforts, available resources 

and contextual and structural factors as they come together in different situations. 

However, Priestley et al.(2015a) purport that whilst the social and structural features of 

the contexts within which teachers work has an important bearing on teacher agency it 

is how these interplay with the individual capacities of teachers that is important in 

making sense of how teachers exert control over their own work. Findings highlight that 

teacher agency is also played out at an individual level and therefore has personal 

dimensions referred to by Priestley et al.(2015a) as the iterational and projective 

dimensions of agency which influence how change is enacted. Exploring teacher agency 

at an individual level provides further insight into those factors that can influence 

teachers’ ability to act agentically within the ecologies in which they work and will be 

explored in the following sections. 
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6.5 Teachers as agents of change 

As discussed in chapter three teacher agency has become an important construct within 

the literature on educational change where the idea of a teacher as an active agent of 

school development is believed to be central to the successful implementation of 

educational policy and practice (Pyhältö et al., 2014).  Priestley et al.’s (2015a) 

ecological theory suggests that agency is not something that teachers have but rather is 

something that teachers achieve through concrete settings under specific ecological 

conditions and circumstances. Drawing on Fullan’s (1993a) ideas on moral purpose and 

change agentry in conjunction with Priestley et al.’s (2015a) ecological model of 

teacher agency described in chapter three, the following section explores those factors 

that influenced teachers’ ability to act agentically at an individual level in their 

enactment of the FMS programme. To develop this discussion three main themes 

constructed through analysis of the data drawn from teacher interviews will be explored; 

teachers’ personal and professional habitus, teacher autonomy and teachers’ values and 

beliefs.  

6.5.1 Teachers’ personal and professional habitus 

Priestley et al.’s (2015a) conceptualisation of agency stems from Emirbayer and 

Mische’s (1998) view that the achievement of agency is always informed by both 

personal and professional experience building upon past achievements, understandings 

and patterns of action (Priestley et al. 2015b). Thus, professional habitus is deemed to 

be important in framing how teachers respond to and shape their practices in response to 

curricular reform.  Conceptualised as the iterational dimension of teacher agency the 

influence of teachers’ general life histories and their specific professional histories 

emerged as significant in this study in relation to how teachers were able to achieve 

agency with respect to their enactment of the FMS programme. 

Teachers’ personal experiences of PE as part of their own schooling was highlighted by 

five of the teachers as important in the development of their capacity to question and 

innovate the FMS programme (Priestley, 2012). Teacher four in school A noted, ‘I 

enjoy PE and enjoyed taking part in the FMS programme because I had such a positive 

experience of PE throughout school. I just loved it [PE] so it definitely made a 

difference’. Similarly, teacher 1 in School C noted, ‘my own experiences at school have 
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definitely had an influence on how I view FMS. I was okay at sports and loved PE and 

my teachers were always nice to me, so I think that has really given me an interest in 

PE’. Morgan and Bourke (2008) posit that personal school PE experiences provide 

teachers with a wide range of information which can play an important role in the 

development of their attitudes, decisions and trajectories regarding PE. If experiences 

are favourable in terms of enjoyment and learning then teachers are more likely to 

report greater positivity in their attitudes towards teaching PE (Morgan and Hansen, 

2008) which for the teachers would appear to be the case. The positive experiences 

highlighted by the teachers suggest that the sources of information they gleaned through 

personal experience enhanced their self-efficacy regarding the teaching of PE and 

consequently FMS and provided space for teachers to exercise their agency to embrace 

the FMS programme in a positive fashion. There were, however, several teachers who 

highlighted more negative school experiences of PE which the literature suggests can 

create negative outcomes (Clayton, 1999). In school A teacher two noted: 

You don’t want to do something that you are not good at and 
you don’t want to keep doing it so it [PE] was quite a negative 
experience for me ……… but that said, I am reasonably 
confident in teaching PE. I have good support and that makes it 
easier. I am happy enough to teach FMS at my level’. 

 

In school A the negative memories of school PE that teacher two experienced did not 

create the negative outcomes espoused by Clayton (1999) nor did they act as a barrier to 

effective teaching or damage her confidence as Morgan and Bourke’s (2008) research 

would suggest. Instead the existence of a supportive school culture in school C which 

encouraged innovation and engagement with the FMS programme created different 

trajectories for action (Emirbayer and Mische,1998) enabling her to overcome the 

negativity she had experienced as a pupil herself. This suggests that her professional 

experience as a teacher held greater significance in shaping her agency than her 

personal experiences which runs counter to Priestley et al.’s (2015) claim that personal 

experiences exert a greater influence. 

In school C however the negative personal experiences of school PE exerted a clear 

influence on the educational story of teacher one and were instrumental in developing 

her capacity to engage with the FMS programme as her comments suggest: 
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As somebody who did not enjoy PE at all  it was a case of how 
do I get children engaged in this and how do I make it fun and 
more particularly, how do we get those children who perceive 
themselves and who are perceived by others as not being good 
to be very good at it, how do we engage them? So, for me FMS 
was a mechanism for doing this. 

In school C teacher 1 agentically questions the pedagogical understandings derived 

from her own education (iterational dimension) to challenge thinking about current 

practice (practical- evaluative dimension). Her clear aspirations which relate to the 

development and welfare of the children (Lasky,2005) suggest that her agency is 

motivated as she perceives the FMS programme as a means of bringing about a future 

that is different from the past (Emirbayer and Mische,1998). In this way her previous 

experiences have provided her with a stronger orientation towards the future enabling 

her to construct a way forward for future practice (the projective dimension). 

Teachers also discussed the influence of their professional histories on their 

engagement with the FMS programme. Seven out of the fifteen teachers interviewed 

were PE specialists and had been trained in Physical Education as a main subject. 

Interview data revealed that their natural interest and specific training in PE had 

equipped them with the personal capacity (skills and knowledge) which enhanced their 

agency to engage with the FMS programme. Teacher 4 in School B explained,  

With my PE background I was and still am very enthusiastic 
about the FMS programme as I can see the benefits of it.  

Similarly, Teacher one in School C noted,  

I know from my training how to deliver teaching points. I know 
how much importance is placed on them for FMS and I know 
how important it is to stop children when you see things that 
aren’t working well. I know all of this because I did PE, so this 
certainly helped me when it came to understanding FMS.  

Drawing upon a rich repertoire of experience gleaned from their training and 

experience in school, the PE specialists were able to develop more expansive 

orientations that enabled them to ‘manoeuvre among repertoires’ (Priestley et al. 

2015a) in dealing with the demands of the FMS programme. Whilst it might be 

anticipated that the non- specialist teachers would have more limited orientations in 

dealing with a PE initiative, findings suggest otherwise. In school B two non-specialist 
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teachers, whilst acknowledging their limited PE background highlighted their 

positivity surrounding the teaching of PE generally and their enjoyment of teaching 

FMS to their own classes as the following narrative from Teacher two suggests: 

I am not a PE specialist, but I have worked through the FMS 
booklets, I have watched videos, I have experimented, and I 
have watched the PE co-ordinator model lessons, so I know 
what do and as a result I enjoy teaching PE. 

Priestley et al. (2015a) suggest that the day to day experiences teachers have in school 

and opportunities for professional engagement hold particular significance for teacher 

agency and as highlighted in the comments above emphasise the importance of 

professional experience and the various contextual factors at play in their engagement 

with the FMS initiative. Drawing from both iterational and projective dimensions, 

teacher two shapes her ideas about FMS through her own experimentation and via 

collaboration with the PE-coordinator. Her agency is therefore apparent as she can take 

her understandings forward as she now ‘knows what to do’.  

The previous examples suggest that teachers’ prior experiences played an important role 

in the achievement of teacher agency as teachers were able to ‘recognise, appropriate 

and refashion past patterns of behaviours and experience’ (Priestley et al., 2015b, p7) 

which enabled them to manoeuvre among repertoires in dealing with the delivery of the 

FMS programme. However, findings also highlight that whilst past experiences are 

influential in determining teachers’ future trajectories for action, agency is dependent on 

how these experiences interact with the ecological conditions of the environment within 

which it occurs (Priestley et al., 2012b).  

6.52 Teacher autonomy 

Sarason (1996) argues that if schools are going to embrace change effectively then 

power must be fashioned in such a way as to allow others to gain a sense of ownership 

of the process. Ultimately Boreham (2005) posits that acknowledging the teacher’s 

experience as the prime source of knowledge is therefore key to successful 

implementation. Whilst some change theorists argue that the decision-making powers of 

teachers have been diminished (Hargreaves and Shirley, 2009) findings in two of the 

schools in this study suggest otherwise. In school C a great deal of emphasis was placed 
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on giving teachers control of how FMS was implemented as the PE co-ordinator 

highlights, 

When we introduced FMS, it was about giving teachers 
flexibility and it was about allowing them to use their 
professional judgement so that if they wanted to focus on a 
particular skill for a certain length of time that was fine. It was 
about giving them leeway to try things out for themselves.                

Similarly, teacher 1 in school C noted: 

As a school we looked at the FMS skills and worked in 
Key Stage groups to decide what was and was not 
appropriate. We sorted and sifted together. I was closely 
involved in the decision making as an experienced P1 
teacher….……. we made decisions not to teach certain 
skills based on what our children needed. 

This ownership of the change process was also evident in school A where the 

teacher 1 noted: 

We met collectively to look at the skills and to decide which 
would be better for certain classes; so, we were given control 
about what we would be happier in teaching but also it was 
about the children and the level they were at.  

The above narratives reveal that in school A and school C the professional autonomy 

afforded to teachers and their recognition as experts within their own contexts (Kirk and 

MacDonald,2001) positioned teachers as key players in driving the FMS programme 

forward. Their engagement in decision making allowed them to assimilate the FMS 

programme through their own lived experience enabling them to exercise their agency 

to translate and adapt their ideas to fit the cultural, structural and material structure of 

their respective schools (Priestley et al. 2013).  

In school B, whilst there was some collaborative decision-making, ownership of the 

FMS programme was less marked than in the other two schools and was limited to 

the application of ideas and plans developed by the PE co-ordinator as highlighted 

by the following teacher comments: 

The planning of the programme really came from the PE 
specialist. I never really planned the lessons myself. We are 
literally following the scheme which has the lessons broken 
down for you (teacher two).  
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We were not involved in the decision making to a large extent; 
we were told what we had to do but I trusted the expert who 
was leading us (teacher three). 

 

Busher (2006, p46) argues that teachers who do not own innovations but are simply 

required to implement them ‘are likely to do so without enthusiasm, leading to possible 

failure’. However, contrary to Busher (2006) findings in school B reveal that teachers 

enjoyed being told what to do; they liked the prescription of the programme given to 

them by the co-ordinator and the clear specification around goals and processes 

particularly as the majority of teachers were not PE specialists. Teachers’ responses in 

school B appear to be indicative of the growing sense of de-professionalisation of 

teachers inherent in successive policy reforms where teachers are fearful if they are not 

directed what to do. Priestley et al. (2015a) purport that this neoliberal reconstruction of 

the professional role impacts greatly on the possibilities for agency and undermines 

teachers’ ability to take responsibility for their work. Whilst it could be argued that the 

tight direction of the programme emanating from the Principal also removed ownership 

from the teachers and positioned them as curriculum deliverers rather than agents of 

change in curriculum development, this did not repress the passion and purpose of the 

teachers. Instead, findings suggest that the strategic leadership of the principal and the 

guidance and direction offered by the PE co-ordinator harnessed their will and capacity 

to drive change forward and gave the teachers the agency necessary to ensure that FMS 

was firmly embedded within the PE programme. 

Whilst findings suggest some variation in the ownership teachers were afforded in 

implementing the FMS programme evidence does suggest that teachers were able to 

engage in what Osborn et al. (1997) refer to as a process of creative mediation whereby 

they were able to work creatively to adapt and reshape the requirements of the FMS 

programme into forms which fitted with the philosophy of their schools. In school A the 

PE co-ordinator stated: 

I was quite adamant that our PE schemes would not change but 
that the FMS skills would be slotted into our programme.  
Teachers then worked hard to make the cross-curricular links 
that fitted with their topics. 

In school B teacher one noted: 
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We made sure that FMS fitted in with what we were already 
doing. It wasn’t just another file, another lesson a week on top 
of everything else. It had to fit in. 

In school C teacher one highlighted: 

It was good to have that clear-cut stuff that you could teach 
initially but when I knew what I was looking for I was able to 
deviate into other activities that suited my class and was able to 
link it in with my topics so that it was more natural. 

In school A closer examination of teacher narratives revealed that teachers made a 

concerted effort to build the teaching of FMS into other curricular areas such as literacy, 

numeracy and play based learning and had created a variety of resources to support this 

integration. An FMS board was centrally positioned in the PE hall to showcase key FMS 

skills as a learning resource for children but also as a guide for teachers. A range of cue 

cards detailing key teaching points associated with each of the FMS skills were also 

attached to the FMS board in folders as an active resource for teachers to use in their 

lessons.   

In school B teachers showed innovation in taking FMS out of the more formal PE lesson 

by making it applicable to everyday contexts. Teachers engaged children in ‘break 

states’ [time out of formal teaching in their classrooms] to practise and reinforce FMS 

skills such as balancing on one foot. In school B the PE co-ordinator also talked about 

the addition of daily indoor and outdoor ‘physical activity time’ for FS children 

alongside formal PE lessons which provided a more open-ended and child-led context 

for children to practise FMS using selected pieces of equipment. FMS activity stations 

were also used as part of play-based learning in the classroom and as part of the outdoor 

play experience. Teacher one demonstrated entrepreneurship by keeping a bag of 

beanbags under her chair so that if she missed her PE lesson, she could still deliver FMS 

in her own classroom. FMS display boards were also visible in each of the classrooms 

showcasing the current learning in FMS.  

In school C teacher one talked about using incidental opportunities such as educational 

trips and outings to practise FMS skills such as jumping and skipping. Teacher one also 

discussed how FMS ‘homeworks’ had been introduced to extend learning of FMS in the 

home environment. These involved children bringing home a small bag of equipment to 

provide additional practice.  
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In these examples the strength of teachers’ professional agency is visible in their ability 

to take creative initiatives and in their approach to exploring different pedagogical 

approaches (van der Heijden et al., 2015). Oldenburg and Glanz (2009) suggest that the 

ability to modify and reinvent ideas in this way ensures that an innovation is more likely 

to be adopted with greater ease. Further, professional agency was also apparent in the 

way teachers assumed a more critical approach to programme implementation as the 

following narratives reveal: 

We did not go down the line of using the observation 
records and closely monitoring individual children. It was 
just too much. I just wanted to get teachers teaching so we 
really streamlined the paperwork (PE co-ordinator, school 
A). 

A lot of our FMS training was about assessment, the 
assessment books and the assessing of children and about 
writing down what they could do. We very quickly realised 
that this was not going to happen…. We do assess but 
much less formally than the books suggest (PE co-
ordinator, school B). 

We decided not to teach certain skills like the overarm 
throw in Primary 1 because we realised that was not going 
to work for our children (teacher one, school C). 

The above commentary suggests that the teachers did not merely act as ‘technicians 

carrying out prescribed policy’ (MacLean et al.,2015, p80) but rather they assumed a 

more critical stance (Sannino, 2010) by exerting their agency to actively resist aspects 

which lacked relevance in order to shape the FMS programme to fit with the cultural, 

social and material structures of their schools (Priestley, 2010).It can therefore be 

argued that the introduction of FMS programme into the three schools  was not a 

transformational change that replaced curriculum structures (Maclean et al.,2015) but 

rather it was redolent of a form morphostasis (Archer and Archer,1996) where new 

ideas were merged with ideas from existing practice. Priestley (2011) suggests that this 

approach to implementing change is more common and is reflective of a pragmatic 

accommodation of the interaction of teacher’s agency within the culture and social and 

material structures of the school. It must be noted however that this fusion of old 

practices with new was not the case for all teachers. In a minority of cases findings 

indicate that teacher agency also manifested itself as resistance, a common theme in the 

educational change literature (Fullan, 1991, 1993,1999). To illustrate, in school A the 
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principal referred to a former teacher who did not like PE and was unconvinced of its 

benefits. She therefore struggled to implement the FMS programme and consequently 

made minimal changes to her practice. In school B the PE co-ordinator provided an 

example of a teacher who demonstrated reluctance to take part in the training and to 

engage with FMS back in school. She outlined, ‘I was constantly asking him to do his 

FMS board and to have a go; he did try, but PE just wasn’t his thing’. Christou et al. 

(2004) note that resistance like this is likely unless teachers are convinced that the 

change will benefit themselves as well as the children. In these examples it can therefore 

be argued that as teachers’ professional orientations regarding PE conflicted with the 

changes associated with the FMS programme their response was therefore more 

negative. Whilst the influence of the tools and structure of the social setting in schools 

are deemed to exert a powerful influence on how most teachers mediate change 

(Lasky,2005) for the teachers the strength of their interpretative frameworks wielded a 

much stronger influence reinforcing Osborn’s (2006) notion that different teachers 

respond in different ways to the same change. 

6.5.3 Teachers’ values and beliefs 

As discussed in chapter three teacher beliefs play an important role in shaping teachers’ 

practice and hence in the achievement of agency (Priestley et al., 2015a) providing a 

focus for engaging with the present, the practical evaluative dimension of teacher 

agency, but also in giving their actions a sense of direction; the projective dimension of 

teacher agency. Data indicates that the beliefs and values that teachers brought to their 

work, the iterational dimension of teacher agency, exerted a particular influence on the 

extent to which they were able to achieve agency within the ecologies within which they 

worked.  

 Teachers beliefs about children 

The discourses of the participant teachers conveyed a strong sense of professional 

responsibility toward the children they were working with as the following narratives 

exemplify: 

I focus on the skills that I know the children will need for a 
particular game or activity. It could be one FMS, or it could 
be more, but I always focus on those skills that I know will 
be most beneficial for them (teacher four, school A). 
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In teaching the FMS programme I realised that I was actually 
teaching the children important skills, so it was about bringing 
the children on and ensuring they were making progress 
(teacher three, School B). 

When I observe the children, I am constantly thinking about 
how I can support them and what intervention I can put in 
place so that children are meeting their full potential (teacher 
1 school C). 

The desire and commitment of teachers to work for the benefit of the children 

indicates that a strong sense of moral purpose underpins their motivation to make a 

difference. Fullan (1993a) argues that moral purpose is closely aligned to the needs 

of the children and is instrumental in driving the change process forward. Meirink et 

al. (2009) also postulates that teachers who demonstrate a pupil-centred orientation 

are likely to embrace change more easily as the following comment illustrates:  

We teach the FMS during PE and then we watch closely and 
observe. The little ones who don’t get it, we focus on them maybe at 
a physical activity time where we would take a teacher - directed 
group and work with them a little bit more. In my class we do lots of 
break states. We practise focusing the eyes for example to a count of 
30 so we emphasise that we do not take our eyes off where we are 
looking so that is emphasising their body management, keeping their 
bodies lovely and still. We do rocking as preparation for the forward 
roll. We do a lot of marching to ‘Amarillo’ to encourage high knees 
for good sprint technique and we do balance on foot which is so 
important for the hop. During the break states, I take little parts of 
the skill and we do a little song where I say the goose is on the loose 
and they must sprint on the spot really fast and I am watching for 
them pumping their arms and keeping their legs very close to the 
ground. I have been able to embed FMS in the everyday routine, so 
the children really don’t know they are doing it (school B, teacher 
1). 

The insight that teacher one provides into her FMS practices and the strategies that 

she employs to enhance pupil learning underscores a clear vision of what she wants 

to achieve in terms of pupil outcomes (Cothran, 2001) and has given sense and 

direction to the actions she has taken (Priestley et al.,2015).This ability to initiate 

actions to support improvement in pupil learning van der Heijden et al. (2015) 

suggest is indicative of an agentic approach but also reinforces the important role that 

children play in how teachers plan for and engage with educational change 

(Hargreaves, 2005). Data suggests that teachers’ commitment to enhancing pupil 
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learning was fuelled by their own willingness to learn and their desire for self-

improvement as the following quotations illustrate: 

I am by no means perfect and I still have a lot to learn but I 
think I am doing the things that I need to be doing in year 1 
where FMS is concerned. I still ask questions and seek 
advice if I need help and we have a great co-ordinator who is 
always at hand (teacher one, school A). 

I am learning every day and the reason that I am learning 
every day is that the children who come through the doors of 
this school are different ……. Anything that I have learnt has 
come through the interest that I have in it [FMS] through 
reading around the subject. I know that I am no expert in 
FMS, but I am keen to learn and if there are opportunities for 
me to learn anything new within regards to FMS, I am 
always open to new ideas (PE co-ordinator, school C) 

Eteläpelto et al. (2013) argue that for change to be implemented effectively teachers 

need to demonstrate a capacity to become lifelong learners who can systematically 

reflect on their teaching practice and who are in continuous pursuit of information and 

ideas. The above comments reveal teachers’ agency in the way that inquiry-orientated 

approaches (reading relevant documentation and collaborating with colleagues) were 

utilised as a means of developing themselves professionally and guiding their teaching 

practices. This aligns with Fullan’s (1993a) ideas that inquiry is ‘the engine of vitality 

and self -renewal in instigating change. In all three schools, teachers were engaged in a 

process of continuous learning where they were afforded opportunities to experiment 

with the new approaches within the FMS programme. In school A teacher three 

intimated, ‘we were actively encouraged to try things out; to let the children experiment 

and to use the apparatus and to have a go’. In school B teacher three emphasised ‘it was 

a gradual process at the beginning when we were learning what it was all about, but we 

were given time to experience it, to take part in it, to roll it out slowly and to make 

changes along the way.’ It can therefore be argued that this focus on professional 

activity, innovation and risk taking strengthened the social structures within each school 

and promoted teachers’ willingness to bring about change reinforcing Priestley’s (2010) 

notion that teacher agency is crucial in driving change forward. 
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Teachers’ beliefs about the FMS programme 

Secondly, teacher narratives revealed positive orientations towards the FMS 

programme itself. In the three schools, teachers held largely similar beliefs that the 

teaching of FMS had an important contribution to make to the development of the 

‘whole child’ as the following comments suggest: 

I think that FMS is critically important, particularly in the 
Foundation Stage as it forms the basis of all skills that children 
need as they get older (teacher four, school A). 

The FMS programme made so much sense in that the physical 
impacts so many other facets of a child’s education. It has 
given the children confidence and has encouraged 
participation….it helps children academically, emotionally 
and socially. How did we not know that? It just seems so 
obvious now (teacher three, school B). 

I don’t see the FMS programme necessarily as just a PE 
initiative, it teaches transferable skills that the children can 
use anywhere and which they will be able to use in later 
life. It naturally builds and develops the holistic child 
(teacher one, school C). 

This robust professional discourse suggests that teachers regard the FMS programme 

to be about more than just the development of physical skills. There was a 

recognition that FMS could exert a positive influence on pupils academic, social and 

emotional development. This broader framing of educational purpose surrounding the 

FMS programme, indicates an appreciation of the longer-term significance and 

impact of FMS on pupil learning which encapsulates the projective dimension of 

teacher agency. Priestley et al.(2015a) argue that this wider and more explicit 

framing of purpose has implications for the ways in which teachers achieve agency. 

In the three schools, teachers’ strong beliefs surrounding the rationale for FMS 

enabled them to confront their own thinking about PE and enhanced their 

possibilities for action providing the ‘starting agenda’ (Fullan,1993b, p14) to 

organisational change. However, this could also be attributed to the high profile of 

PE underpinning the cultural ecology within each school. This undoubtedly 

facilitated change more easily as the underlying assumptions about PE within the 

schools and those inherent within the FMS programme were closely aligned 

(Sarason,1996).  
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Lastly, findings suggest that teachers’ engagement with the FMS programme resulted 

in teachers experiencing a significant shift in their thinking about PE and had 

contributed to the development of a new mindset as to how it should be delivered as 

the following quotations demonstrate: 

I have realised that everything in PE is underpinned by FMS 
so in my teaching I tend to bring the children back to the 
FMS skill they were lacking. It has helped me to think in this 
way whereas before I would have said they just can’t do 
that. Now I am asking the question, why can they not do 
that? It is because they can’t do whatever fundamental 
movement skill, they need to be able to do that activity, so it 
has really made me think about how I teach (school B, 
teacher 1). 

Before I was involved in FMS, we just did PE; now we 
actually teach it (school A, teacher 2). 

PE was just like exercise time to me before FMS…. It has 
raised my awareness that children need to be taught these 
skills explicitly; it has changed my expectations of what 
small children can do (school C, teacher 1). 

Fullan (1993b) argues that much educational change tends to be structural and 

superficial however in the three research schools the above teacher narratives indicate 

evidence of recultration (Fullan, 1993b) where new values, beliefs and norms about 

PE had developed. Teachers’ engagement with the STEPS PD training proved to be 

particularly influential as it made teachers question their conventional notions of PE 

as merely a list of activities which pupils just participated in which Jefferson-

Buchanan (2011) argues can often be the case. In contrast, the vision that emerged 

centred on the children and their learning (Carse,2012). The following quotation 

from teacher two in school A is reflective of this response: 

It[training] was very successful. Very often you are sitting in 
training and it just goes over your head but as I was listening I 
was thinking of, do you know what, that wee boy, he walks on 
his heels; I need to do something about that so it did give me an 
interest and a spark and belief that this was something that was 
important to do. 

It can therefore be argued that teachers’ engagement with the professional 

development training had instigated a cultural change that led teachers to recognise 

PE as an important context for the more direct and specific teaching of fundamental 

movement skills (Pickup et al.,2007) but more significantly, data indicates that this 
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cultural change had led to a change in practice reinforcing Fullan’s (2003) dictum 

that reculturing is needed before restructuring can occur. Findings reveal that there 

had been a pedagogical shift where new teaching approaches, strategies and activities 

were being actively used to implement the FMS programme as the narrative of FMS 

specialist five summarises: 

Teachers were linking it [FMS] to their numeracy, their 
literacy, PDMU3 and WAU4, thinking skills and problem 
solving…. They created wall displays, they made videos to 
show parents. It wasn’t just a PE initiative anymore it was 
part of classroom practice (FMS specialist five). 

However, data not only reiterated a change in how PE was delivered but also 

emphasised that teachers’ engagement with FMS had occurred at a much deeper level 

and had become a habitual part of teachers’ work. In school A teacher one intimated 

‘FMS is now just part of what we do’ and in school B the PE co-ordinator outlined: 

our teachers have got so used to it that even if it wasn’t 
technically there, we would be doing it anyway. I hear 
teachers using FMS language quite incidentally. Our 
children have all of that now and don’t even realise they 
are doing it anymore as it is so embedded in practice.  

Further, in school C teacher one highlighted: 

I think it has become more of a natural thing in my planning 
where I maybe don’t think about it to the same extent, but I 
know that it is there, and I just do it. 

Guskey (2002) advocates that if an innovation is to be implemented effectively it 

must become a natural part of teachers’ repertoire of teaching skills to ensure 

continuation and expansion. The above narratives suggest that teachers ‘habits of 

mind’ (Vescio et al.,2008) had been interrupted and the teaching of FMS had become 

a normal part of organisational life infused in and through their work however 

teacher comments also reveal that teachers had been upskilled in their delivery of PE 

as the following quotations indicate: 

                                                           
3 Personal Development and Mutual Understanding; one of the 6 areas of learning within the NI Curriculum focusing on 
emotional development, social skills, learning to learn, health, relationships and sexuality education and mutual understanding in 
the local and global community (CEA,2007) 
 
4 World Around Us; one of the 6 areas of learning within the NI Curriculum focusing on the development of knowledge, 
Skills and understanding in Geography, History and Science and Technology (CEA,2007) 



152 
 

The quality of my PE lessons is much better as a result and the 
quality of my teaching has really improved…. I know exactly 
what FMS I am doing, and the children know what they are 
doing, so they come away with a very clear idea of the skills 
they have been learning (teacher 1, school C). 

I am so much more aware of the various skills and how to teach 
them (teacher 4, school A). 

 

Narratives suggest that teachers had developed a sense of mastery and competence in 

teaching FMS which Fullan(1993b) argues are essential elements of change agentry. 

The enhancement of teachers’ professional expertise subsequently promoted feelings 

of confidence and there was a sense that teachers perceived themselves to be able as 

teacher three in school A suggests, ‘I am definitely not a PE specialist but my 

confidence has come a huge distance where I can actually look at my planner and just 

walk up there and do it; I just couldn’t do that before’. Similarly, in School B teacher 

one commented, ‘in terms of delivering FMS I feel quite confident as we have been 

doing it for long time’. Maclean (2007) posits that teachers who display confidence 

in their own abilities as professionals can achieve agency to a greater extent and as 

the above examples suggest enabled teachers to instigate curriculum change within 

their own contexts. 

6.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the concept of teacher agency through an examination of 

the individual, cultural and structural conditions that facilitate its achievement. 

Utilising Priestley et al’s.(2015a) ecological model of teacher agency and Fullan’s 

(1993a) concept of change agentry it has been possible to shed light how the teachers 

in the three schools responded to the FMS programme and the extent to which they 

were able to achieve and exert their agency to enact it in practice. 

In line with Priestley et al.’s (2015a) practical-evaluative dimension of teacher 

agency findings revealed the importance of the social structures inherent within each 

school and how the leadership of the principal, PE co-ordinators and individual 

teacher leaders impacted on how teachers were able to achieve agency in their 

respective contexts. Findings also illuminated the importance of relationships that 

extended beyond the school, with the ELBs and CEA, and how these powerfully 
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shaped teachers’ decisions making and action offering possibilities for agency 

through access to resources and expert knowledge. As part of the material dimension 

of teacher agency, teachers’ engagement with the STEPS PD training was an 

important enabling factor that contributed to teachers’ agency to facilitate change 

within their own schools challenging teachers to reflect on their own values and 

beliefs about PE motivating them to instigate change that was relevant to their 

individual contexts. Teachers were also afforded time to become immersed in the 

change process and to reflect on their practice and role within the process. This 

provided teachers with space for manoeuvre to act agentically, to collaborate, to 

question, to experiment and implement new ideas and practices.  

Data mirrored Emirbayer and Mische’s notion (1998) that agency is also built upon 

past achievements, understandings and patterns of action. This iterational dimension 

of teacher agency highlighted that teachers’ personal and professional life histories 

framed how they responded to the FMS programme. In addition, teachers’ beliefs and 

values played an important role in the way they conceived and mediated the FMS 

programme providing their actions with sense and direction in their own concrete 

situations but also in guiding their future aspirations and intentions (the projective 

dimension of agency). Significantly, despite the infiltration of the neoliberalist 

imaginary (Ball, 2012) teachers had actively engaged with the FMS programme. 

Whilst undoubtedly there had been some dilution regarding the extent to which 

teachers were delivering FMS focused activities, teacher narratives suggested that 

teachers were thinking differently about PE and had instigated changes in their 

practice. Whilst the macro context exerted a strong influence over ways of working 

and thinking in each school the structural, cultural, material and individual aspects of 

the contexts within teachers operated had an important role to play in how teachers 

acquired agency to effect change. 
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                        CHAPTER 7  
 

                                     CONCLUSIONS 
 

7.1 Introduction 

This study interrogates educational change within the context of primary Physical 

Education. It specifically explores the ways in which teachers enact and engage with a 

specific PE movement initiative, the FMS programme (STEPS PD) and utilises the 

lenses of change agentry (Fullan, 2003) and Priestley et al.’s (2015a) ecological 

conception of teacher agency to provide insight into ‘the dynamic process through 

which change and continuity occurs in educational settings’ (Priestley et al., 2012b, 

p193). 

Theoretically, this study makes a valuable contribution to the body of research that 

exists surrounding educational change associated within PE. It sheds new light on the 

complex interplay between the macro level policy context and the micro level context 

that exists within schools and demonstrates the range of ways in which teachers’ agency 

is facilitated and constrained by factors which in some cases, are often beyond their 

control. The study also provides much needed insight into the outworking of the FMS 

programme as a key PE initiative and provides new knowledge surrounding the ways in 

which teachers play out their roles as change agents in enacting this particular 

educational innovation. The study therefore provides a new interpretation of the FMS 

programme within the context of NI schools that has previously not been made and 

applies existing theories to bring about new evidence to the existing knowledge 

surrounding educational change (Phillips and Pugh, 2010) within the context of primary 

PE. 

The main research questions were: 

• How does the macro level environment influence how schools respond to 

educational change with respect to the FMS programme? 

• How does the school context shape teachers’ agency with respect to the 

implementation of the FMS programme? 
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• What factors influence teachers’ ability to act agentically at an individual level 

with respect to the FMS programme? 

The aim of this chapter is therefore to draw together the main findings from the research 

and to offer some conclusions based on the previous analysis of these findings. The 

limitations of this study are acknowledged and the implications for theory, policy and 

practice are extrapolated.  

7.2 To what extent does the macro level environment influence the ways in which 

schools respond to educational change with respect to the FMS programme? 

Previous research has highlighted that curriculum policy in the UK and further afield 

has increasingly begun to acknowledge the pivotal role that teachers play as agents of 

change in bringing about educational improvement (Parker, 2016) and in shaping the 

overall quality of education (Goodson 2003;Priestley, 2011). Despite this apparent 

return to teacher agency (Biesta et al., 2015) findings in this study highlighted that 

prevailing policy discourses exerted a powerful influence on how teachers engaged with 

the process of educational change and challenged the ways in which they were able to 

achieve agency within their own professional contexts. Whilst schools were keen to 

engage with the FMS programme as a PE initiative and recognised its value and 

educational benefits, the cultures within the three schools were to an extent being 

constrained by the dominance of neoliberal ideals which served to underscore the 

instrumental reputation of PE (Tinning, 2012). The findings of this study therefore 

present new perspectives surrounding the influence of neoliberal technologies and how 

these impact upon the ways in which teachers construct change with regard to the FMS 

programme as a specific PE initiative. 

Whilst current educational policy extols the virtues of Physical Education initiatives 

such as the FMS programme as contributing to various agendas related to health and 

well-being, sport participation and physical activity levels (Petrie and Lisahunter,2011) 

data suggests that in school A and school B policy discourses favouring a business 

model of education had distorted and skewed the objectives of schools towards 

academic outcomes and performance over the holistic development of the child. 

Competing with a powerful policy discourse where academic attainment holds primacy 

created tension in these schools regarding the emphasis placed on the FMS programme 
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particularly as its main strength lies in its ability to develop the child holistically 

(Sprake and Walker, 2013). Whilst both PE co-ordinators had invested heavily in 

setting up the FMS programme and had worked hard to embed it into classroom 

practice, they expressed frustration that prioritising the FMS programme had become 

increasingly challenging as a consequence of the need to focus on numeracy and 

literacy. In both schools, timetabled provision for PE had experienced a gradual 

reduction in order to accommodate other external activities and to ensure more time was 

available to teach the ‘core subjects’. In school A the outsourcing of PE to external 

coaches further underscored how the managerialist discourse had infiltrated curricular 

practices within the school despite the best efforts of the PE co-ordinator to preserve 

curricular PE provision. School A had succumbed to the pressure of taking up the 

services of external organisations to ‘garner their market share’ (Macdonald et al., 

2008) in a competitive marketplace. Evidence suggested that the insertion of coaches 

had fragmented and disturbed the work of teachers, removing opportunities to engage in 

the teaching of FMS. In School B, whilst some outsourcing to coaches was prevalent 

the PE co-ordinator averted the engulfment of curricular PE time whereby coaches were 

only permitted to deliver their activities as part of the extra-curricular programme. In 

School C, narratives also revealed how the performativity agenda was radically 

undermining teacher professionalism, however, under the direction of the school 

principal, teachers engaged in a more nuanced mediation of external policy where the 

emphasis was firmly placed on embracing the attributes of the whole child. Whilst the 

performativity discourse was not ignored it was managed in such a way that did not 

undermine the place of PE and subsequently the delivery of the child centred FMS 

programme. Similarly, the careful management of external coaches was used as a 

mechanism to support the delivery of FMS, so rather than diminishing teachers’ agency 

it was utilised as a professional development opportunity to upskill teachers and 

enhance their delivery of the programme. It could be argued that school C had become 

skilful in ‘managing the managerialism’ (Gewirtz, 2002) for the benefit of their pupils. 

Whilst the data suggests that the focus on the  FMS programme had experienced  a 

gradual dilution across all three schools and that the cultures within these schools had 

imbibed the notion of education as being focused on measurable performance outcomes, 
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the leaders and co-ordinators within each school were able to exercise transformative 

roles in the preservation and continuation of the FMS programme. As the schools in this 

study were pilot schools with strong leadership in PE there was undoubtedly a heavy 

investment in and commitment to making the programme work. Their passion for 

safeguarding Physical Education and their enthusiasm for the FMS programme gave the 

teachers agency which enabled them to swim against the tide of the performative and 

market- driven cultures within which they were operating. However, the extent to which 

other teachers in other schools could serve as ‘courageous counterpoints’ (Ball, 2016, 

p1057) in embedding a PE focused initiative like FMS is questionable as the neoliberal 

construction of the professional role of teachers clearly impacts the extent to which 

teachers can act as change agents. 

This study has shown that the external policy framework has the potential to influence 

the ways in which schools operate and respond to the initiatives like the FMS 

programme. The hard logic of a performance focused culture suggests that schools are 

unlikely to invest in initiatives that that are neither measured nor likely to contribute to 

accountability targets related to school performance (Hughes et al., 2016). In addition, 

the outsourcing of PE to external providers has the potential to re- agent education 

(Jones, 2003) by removing ownership from teachers and limiting their ability to be 

active agents of change in delivering high-quality movement experiences like the FMS 

programme which are central to promoting movement proficiency and continued 

engagement in lifelong physical activity.  

It would seem apparent therefore that a stronger commitment to a coherent policy 

message around PE initiatives generally and FMS specifically is imperative if 

successful implementation is to occur. Whilst PE has recently experienced increased 

political and professional attention as a medium through which to address various 

agendas related to health, wellbeing and the promotion of physical activity (Jess et 

al.,2013) the reality is that policy makers’ vigorous pursuit of other policies and their 

emphasis on installing performance models and measurement criteria implicitly suggest 

that PE is not valued. Until policy makers come to some consensus about the role and 

legitimacy of PE within education, the dominance of the neoliberal context will 

continue to emphasise the hegemony of knowledge that PE is subordinate to other areas 
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of the curriculum (Ward and Griggs, 2018). The implementation of a PE focused 

programme like FMS is therefore likely to face continued challenges. 

7.3 How does the school environment shape teachers’ agency with respect to the 

FMS programme?  

Previous research has indicated that the day to day environment within which teachers 

operate plays an important role in the ecology of teacher agency ‘powerfully shaping 

(and often distorting) decision making and action’ (Priestley et al.,2015a, p33). Priestley 

et al.(2015a) argue that consideration of the contexts by means of which teachers work 

is imperative as ‘it is likely that individuals will not achieve agency if the conditions are 

not propitious for them to do so’ (Priestley et al.,2015a, p33). Understanding around the 

contextual conditions within which teachers operate however tends to be under-

theorised and there has been a lack of focus on the ways in which the internal processes, 

cultures and structures within schools frame teachers’ practices. The findings from this 

study therefore contribute to knowledge regarding how the particular ecologies inherent 

within schools shape the agency of teachers in their endeavours to enact a PE focused 

innovation. 

Findings revealed that teachers within all three schools valued their cultural settings as 

enabling them to engage with the FMS programme. As pilot schools for the FMS 

programme, PE was central to the cultural ethos within each context and therefore the 

value placed on the educational worth of PE generally and the FMS programme 

specifically created high levels of expectation amongst teachers that FMS was 

important. Through working in settings where PE was held in high esteem, the cultural 

systems served to reinforce good practice (Simmons and Maclean, 2016) and therefore 

enhanced the agency of teachers to engage with the programme positively. It is 

recognised however that the profile of PE in other schools may not hold the same 

positioning as the pilot schools in this study. As previous research has indicated, schools 

are located in polities where the emphasis on performative ideals has exerted pressure 

on the legitimacy of PE so its position in the curriculum is contested (Evans and Davies, 

2014).The reorientation of pedagogy and practice away from the child-centred aims of 

PE towards those which have a positive impact on measurable outcomes(Ball, 2016) has 

the potential to limit teacher agency and ultimately how deeply FMS can be embedded 
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in practice. However, as this study has demonstrated, the FMS programme was 

perceived to be an effective way to promote physical education and teachers were 

broadly supportive of its capacity to promote and embed good physical health. This 

opens avenues for further research that could explore pupil perception so as to further 

interrogate its potential. 

Previous research has also conceptualised teacher agency as being closely 

intertwined with the complex social structures found within schools (Lipponen and 

Kumpulainen, 2011) that is, the social and professional relationships experienced by 

teachers and the wider networks within which they operate (Priestley et al., 2015a). 

The data in this study suggest that the plethora of relationships and roles that exist 

within schools exerted a significant impact on the possibilities for teachers to achieve 

professional agency within their settings. School principals played a central role in 

facilitating teachers’ agency by creating the conditions necessary for teachers to 

engage with the FMS programme. Their clear management advocacy in supporting 

the FMS programme through the allocation of time and resources provided the initial 

impetus for change in their respective schools despite the diversity of their 

managerial practices. However, in alignment with Pope and O’Sullivan (1998) the 

involvement of the principal, whilst beneficial was not a necessary component for 

change to occur. Teacher leadership emerged as exerting a greater influence in 

driving change forward at the classroom level. The PE co-ordinators in particular, as 

subject leaders, were instrumental in engendering a ‘collective agency’ (Archer, 

2000). Their facilitative leadership, their instigation of collaborative practices and 

their guidance and direction, empowered teachers and buttressed their decision 

making (Maclean, 2016) so that they were able to act strategically and achieve 

agency within their own contexts.  

In addition, the identification and use of catalytic teachers (Silcox and MacNeill, 

2006) (classroom teachers who demonstrate a change willing orientation) provided 

an interesting dynamic particularly within the context of school B where the Key 

stage 1 co-ordinator was strategically positioned to establish a critical mass for 

change in her own school and in other schools. Fostering opportunities for teachers to 

engage with catalytic teachers proved to be an effective means of getting staff on-side 
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with the change process and bringing about a change in pedagogic thinking 

surrounding FMS. Consequently, it proved to be an important ingredient in 

facilitating teacher agency in these schools. 

The existence of external connections and relationships that extended beyond the 

school played a significant role in how teachers engaged with the FMS programme. 

Access to a strong web of connections with ELB PE advisers provided a powerful 

impetus for change as it gave teachers access to specialist knowledge and 

opportunities to engage in professional networks with other teachers. This interactive 

infrastructure provided the necessary pressure and support (Fullan, 2000) which not 

only facilitated sense making around the FMS programme but also challenged 

teachers’ ways of thinking about PE changing their ‘habits of mind’(Vescio et 

al.,2008) and enabling them to achieve agency in their professional practice. 

Participation in professional development training offered by STEPS PD in 

conjunction with the ELBs also played a pivotal role in enhancing the agency of 

teachers to engage with the programme. The two day practically focused training 

course augmented and developed teachers’ professional knowledge by offering 

alternative mechanisms for delivering PE. The intensive nature of the training 

coupled with high quality teacher resources and materials enabled teachers to draw 

upon a wider repertoire for practice and to ‘envision alternative futures’ (Priestley 

and Drew, 2016, p8) that previously they had not considered. Teachers not only 

developed confidence in their abilities to teach FMS but engagement in the training 

also challenged their existing preconceptions about PE acting as a catalyst for change 

as teachers began to think differently about their practice.  

Findings reiterate Priestley et al.’s (2015) notion that if agency is to be achieved in 

professional settings then careful consideration of the cultures and structures that 

exist within schools must be taken seriously as agency is achieved within concrete 

situations. 
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7.4 What factors influence teachers’ ability to act agentically at an individual level 

with respect to the FMS programme?  

As highlighted by Priestley et al. (2015a) understanding the particular ecologies within 

which teachers work is central to understanding teacher agency but it is how these 

interplay with the individual capacities of teachers that is important in making sense of 

how teachers exert control over their own work. This study has highlighted that teacher 

agency is also played out at an individual level and therefore has personal as well as 

social and structural dimensions which in combination influence how change is enacted. 

Exploring teacher agency at an individual level provides further insight into those 

factors that can influence teachers’ ability to act agentically within the ecologies in 

which they work. 

Previous research suggests that teachers mediate reforms according to their own beliefs 

(Cuban, 1998) by filtering change through their own values (Osborn et al., 1997, p57). 

In this study findings revealed that teachers’ beliefs and values were instrumental in 

shaping their practices around the FMS programme and hence in the achievement of 

agency. The majority of teachers conveyed a strong sense of professional responsibility 

towards their pupils and a commitment to enhancing pupil learning. Their strong sense 

of moral purpose (Fullan, 1993a) in wanting to make a difference enhanced their ability 

to act agentically as they were motivated to bring about a future that was different from 

the past (Emirbayer and Mische,1998). Agency was also fuelled by the positive 

orientation teachers had towards the FMS programme. Their belief in its child- centred 

ethos and their clear understanding and vision surrounding its educational purpose 

underscored their appreciation of its longer-term impact on pupil learning. This 

contributed to a broader, more explicit framing of educational purpose that enhanced the 

possibilities for teacher action. Their belief in the value of the programme had led to a 

pedagogical shift where new approaches and strategies were being used to enhance the 

delivery of PE. Through a process of inquiry teachers were able to achieve a sense of 

mastery in delivering FMS activities instilling a sense of competence and promoting 

feelings of ‘being able’. However, whilst teachers were able to ‘visualise alternative 

futures in their practice’ (Priestley et al. 2015a, p130) longer term- aspirations for FMS 

have been potentially stultified by the performative cultures within which they are 

situated. This supports Priestley et al.’s (2015a) view that whilst teachers may have 
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substantial capacity and strong aspirations to engage with change the enactment of 

innovation may prove to be too challenging. 

Previous research also suggests that teachers’ general life and professional histories 

have an important bearing on the extent to which agency can be achieved as they can 

frame how teachers respond to various problems, opportunities and dilemmas in their 

work (Priestley et al. 2015a).In this study findings suggest that the capacity of teachers 

to engage with the FMS programme was circumscribed, to an extent, by their own 

schooling and previous experiences of PE. Teachers’ responses largely indicated that 

their prior PE experiences were positive and these had subsequently contributed to 

positive dispositions towards the FMS programme. There were also a minority of 

teachers who recalled negative experiences of PE but findings suggest that these had not 

acted as a barrier to  engagement as advocated by Morgan and Bourke(2008) but had in 

fact motivated teachers  to question their pedagogical understandings about PE and had 

given them stronger orientations towards providing more meaningful experiences for 

their pupils. 

Professional habitus related to teachers’ professional training and background also 

contributed to teacher agency.  Just under half the teachers interviewed were PE 

specialists who had studied PE as a main subject. For these teachers their skills and 

knowledge had enhanced their capacity to engage with the FMS programme as they 

were able to draw on a rich repertoire of experience which enabled them to ‘manoeuvre 

among repertoires’ (Priestley et al., 2015a) in dealing with the demands of the FMS 

programme. For those teachers who were less skilled and knowledgeable about PE it 

could be argued that their agency would be compromised, however in a number of cases 

it was clear that their agency had been promoted by means of their day to day 

professional experiences and interactions within their schools (such as dialogue with 

colleagues, support from the PE co-ordinator and availability of resources). Findings 

therefore confirm Priestley et al.’s (2015a) perspective that whilst personal and 

professional habitus are influential in determining teachers’ trajectories for action 

agency is dependent on the interaction of these experiences with the particular ecologies 

within which teachers work. 
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The pivotal role that teachers play in the process of curriculum change has been 

consistently highlighted within the literature(Fullan 2003; Priestley, 2011; Kirk and 

Mcadonald,2001) however research has also established that teachers remain on the 

periphery of the development of education policy (Carse,2012) where they are portrayed 

as recipients of  change rather than active deliverers. Concurrently, findings in this 

study suggest that the professional autonomy that teachers were afforded enabled them 

to act as agents of change within their own contexts. The school cultures within school 

A and school C in particular engendered professional trust and ‘a shift in power to those 

at the chalkface’ (Priestley et al.,2010) giving teachers the freedom to experiment with 

FMS approaches and pedagogy. In these schools the ‘authoritative voice’ of the teachers 

(Kirk and Macdonald, 2001, p552) was recognised and ultimately greater ownership of 

the innovation was therefore possible. In School B a tighter control of the programme 

by the Principal and PE co-ordinator reduced the potential for teacher autonomy 

however it could be argued that this managed approach created space for teachers to act 

autonomously within their own classrooms as the direction around goals and processes 

promoted confidence and encouraged experimentation. Analysis of data indicates that 

schools and teachers did not passively accept the programme but rather they engaged in 

a more critical and creative mediation of the programme (Osborn et al.,1997) by 

refashioning aspects of it to fit with the structures and needs of their own contexts. The 

scope that teachers were afforded to modify and reinvent ideas therefore strengthened 

their professional agency as they were recognised as experts within their own contexts 

(Kirk and Macdonald, 2001). 

7.5 Conclusion 

This research has shown that the achievement of agency is the outcome of the complex 

interplay of a range of different individual, social, cultural, material and structural 

factors that have supported but also constrained the enactment of change initiatives 

generally and the FMS programme more specifically. Whilst this has been established 

in literature this study contributes new knowledge which suggests that whilst teachers 

can achieve agency within their own settings, their agency is bounded (Evans, 2017) by 

structures, contexts and individual capacity that can potentially enhance as well as 

constrain the ways in which they engage with change. In the three research schools, 

teacher agency was clearly influenced but not always determined by their environments 
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as individual teachers and leaders were able to challenge prevailing macro level policy 

prescriptions and policy contradictions around PE in order to engage with the FMS 

programme more effectively. 

7.6 Personal reflections 

In drawing this thesis to a close it is important to reflect upon the direction this research 

has taken and the impact my underpinning views may have had upon the findings 

presented.  Inevitably, my own perspectives surrounding the FMS programme will have 

had some influence upon the themes that were derived from the data as Braun and 

Clarke (2012) believe that qualitative researchers construct their themes, therefore their 

subjectivity is inevitably an influence. As discussed in chapter one, as a parent, a former 

teacher and now teacher educator with a passion for teaching PE, I am a strong advocate 

of the FMS programme and the pedagogical perspectives that it embodies. The 

centrality of teaching FMS skills is something that I firmly believe is of critical 

importance to the ensuring the health, wellbeing and holistic development of young 

children. My reading of the literature has reinforced this view and therefore I 

approached this study with a positive mind-set.  

The theoretical frameworks utilised to inform the construction of the thesis and the 

analysis of data has enabled me to successfully probe the concept of change in primary 

schools. Priestley et al.’s (2015a) ecological model of teacher agency and Fullan’s 

(1993a) conception of change agentry provided a means of understanding how teachers 

might enact, practice and engage with the FMS programme as an educational 

innovation. Exploring the FMS programme through the lens of teacher agency has 

widened my theoretical knowledge and has given me an understanding of what this 

means for the professional teacher and the role they play in ensuring the best possible 

education for all pupils. What was enlightening to me was the extent to which the macro 

level policy context impacted the cultures within each school and how this affected 

teachers’ engagement with PE generally and the FMS programme more specifically. 

Whilst I am aware that the marginalised ‘Cinderella’ status of PE is something that 

continues to affect its prioritisation within the curriculum, my discussions with teachers, 

Principals and PE co-ordinators brought to the fore the challenges that teachers 

experience on a daily basis and served to highlight Priestley et al.’s (2015c) notion that 
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even though teachers may have substantial capacity and the will to drive change 

forward, it may prove too difficult to enact. My discussions with FMS specialists, 

school principals and classroom teachers have not only solidified my understanding of 

the centrality of FMS within the PE curriculum but have served to highlight that PE, as 

an area of learning is more important than ever. To listen to teachers speak 

enthusiastically about the FMS programme and its benefits for young children was 

encouraging but the fact that teachers’ engagement in the programme led to changes in 

their mindset about PE was even more compelling. I was encouraged that the teachers in 

this study viewed the FMS programme as inherently good and that they demonstrated 

an appreciation of its importance and value as part of the PE curriculum. 

As a physical educationalist, I am passionate about the value of PE and programmes 

like FMS that have immense benefits for the holistic development of young children 

however, engaging in this research has heightened my understanding of what can be 

realistically achieved in terms of delivering primary PE. I am aware that whilst the 

implementation of the FMS programme has enormous benefits for teaching and 

learning, the principles attached to this can be viewed as idealistic and therefore require 

a more nuanced approach. The collision of these principles has caused me to acquire a 

renewed sense of empathy for primary teachers as they struggle to meet the demands of 

an expansive curriculum positioned in a polity that is influenced by the global neoliberal 

economic agenda (Donnelly et al., 2006). Subsequently, I have developed a greater 

appreciation of the context within which teachers work and the challenges and pressures 

teachers experience on a daily basis. Ultimately, my respect for teachers has increased 

and I have been challenged to think differently as to the best ways of introducing and 

embedding innovations like FMS within the context of primary PE. Whilst there is no 

doubt that teachers play an instrumental role in the success of any innovation, this 

research has underscored the need to take greater cognisance of the vast array of 

environmental factors at macro and meso levels that  influence the ways in which 

teachers engage with innovation at a micro level. As a teacher educator, this insight is 

invaluable and will help to inform my own practice and the expectations that I have for 

student teachers as I prepare them for classroom practice. 
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7.7 Limitations to the research 

Whilst it was my intention to conduct research that was both methodologically rigorous 

and ethically sound it is important to acknowledge that there are some limitations to this 

research, that, upon reflection, could be improved.  

Firstly, qualitative enquiry is not a neutral activity and researchers are not neutral 

(Cohen et al.,2011) as Sword (1999, p 277) posits, ‘no research is free of the biases, 

assumptions, and personality of the researcher and we cannot separate self from those 

activities in which we are intimately involved’. Therefore, as discussed in chapter one, I 

assumed a reflexive approach during this study by acknowledging my own values, 

biases and world views in order to ‘legitimize, validate and question my research 

practices and representations’ (Pillow, 2003). In doing so I was able to recognise how 

my own interpretative frameworks had been influential in shaping the research. 

Specifically, I was aware of how my own subjectivities as a former primary school 

teacher and PE co-ordinator and my present position as a lecturer in PE with a 

background in FMS allowed me to approach the study with specific knowledge, insight 

and ‘cultural intuition’ (Berger, 2015) that impacted the formation of interview 

questions, the nature of the research interviews and analysis of the findings. My insider 

position in relation to my involvement in the FMS programme and subsequent 

familiarity with the participants’ realities therefore carried the danger of participants 

potentially withholding information they assumed to be obvious to me as the researcher. 

I was also conscious of taking aspects for granted as well as overlooking certain aspects 

of participants’ experience (Berger,2015).I was therefore  constantly alert and had to 

engage in rigorous self- reflection as to how my presence and how I, as a researcher, 

shaped the conversations I had with participants. Engaging in regular reflective 

conversations about my research with my supervisors, colleagues and critical friend, 

enabled me to challenge my interpretations therefore going some way to mitigate my 

personal impact on the research.  

A second challenge centred on limitations surrounding the scope of the study. Due to 

my concern with investigating the views of FMS specialists and the experiences and 

perspectives of individual teachers and principals who had been actively engaged in 

delivering the FMS programme, I employed a purposive sampling strategy to access 



167 
 

‘knowledgeable people’ who were proficient and well-informed in providing an in-

depth understanding surrounding the context and implementation of the FMS 

programme in practice. However, purposive sampling has potential limitations. In this 

research, the sample was limited to focusing on three pilot schools that were upheld as 

demonstrating best practice in the delivery of primary PE but were also schools that 

were involved in the initial implementation and trialling of the FMS programme before 

the wider roll out. Whist it could be argued that these schools provided information rich 

cases that were likely to make the greatest contribution to the research aims 

(Patton,1990) the research did not portray the broader extent to which teachers were 

enacting the programme in the many other schools that had also received FMS training. 

It would therefore have been beneficial to access the views of teachers and principals in 

those schools which were not pilot schools as the experiences of implementing the FMS 

programme and the agency of teachers in these settings may have been different.  

Lastly, a final limitation is related to the scope of my study. As there was a specific 

focus on the acquiring teachers’ stories, I was unable to investigate the extent to which 

teachers’ engagement with the FMS programme had impacted on children’s learning. 

As alluded to in chapter one, the enactment of the STEPS PD FMS programme is an 

area that requires further research, therefore investigating the extent to which teachers’ 

implementation of the programme  impacted on pupils’ fundamental movement skill 

development would contribute to a gap in the literature regarding the effectiveness of 

the programme but more specifically within the context of NI. 

7.8 Areas for further research 

1. This study focused on examining teachers’ constructions of change within three of 

the pilot schools that were amongst the first to implement the FMS programme in NI. 

As mentioned in the previous section on limitations, further study should therefore 

consider the extent to which the FMS programme has been enacted by teachers in 

schools other than the pilot schools. Many hundreds of schools across the various 

Education Authority areas received FMS training and embarked on implementing the 

programme so examining a different sample would offer additional insights into teacher 

agency and its role in the mediation of change in different contexts for action. 
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2. As teacher agency is the linchpin to successful educational change further research 

should focus on the practices and approaches of schools where the implementation of a 

PE focused innovation has been successful. Examining the agency of teachers within 

these contexts would serve to illuminate the most effective ways that teacher agency 

could be developed and enhanced as a means of providing a quality PE experience. 

3. Future research may also consider the ways in which teachers exercise their agency in 

grappling with other PE focused initiatives against a powerful global and political 

framework that values neoliberal technologies. This study highlighted that the FMS 

programme (because it is a particular PE initiative and because of related factors 

concerning the promotion of the business ethic in schools) has the potential to be 

undermined by competing policy imperatives which skew school cultures away from 

the promotion of the holistic development of children towards academic attainment. 

Focusing on the ways in which neoliberal agendas impact the delivery of PE would add 

to the debate around the challenges to the implementation of PE focused initiatives like 

the FMS programme and how these could be mitigated.  

4. Using Priestley et al.’s (2015a) ecological model of teacher agency has provided a 

useful lens through which to explore teachers’ experiences of implementing the FMS 

programme and the range of factors that have shaped their agency in instigating 

curricular change within the context of PE. Using this model as a theoretical framework 

for future research in PE has the potential to provide empirical evidence regarding the 

conditions under which, and the means by which, teachers can achieve agency in their 

everyday practice. Priestley et al. (2015b, p149) argue that understanding how agency 

can be enhanced at individual, cultural and structural levels is important ‘as it is the 

only sustainable way towards the maintenance of everything that is good in education 

and the improvement of that which needs improvement’. This will help to address a gap 

in the research that criticises teacher agency as being under-theorised and misconstrued 

(Priestley et al.,2012c). 

7.9 Recommendations for policy and practice 

Bridges et al. (2009) suggest that good research has the potential to provide valid and 

insightful accounts of educational reality that can provide the impetus for professional 

action and decision-making by policy makers. Whilst it is recognised that most research 
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does not have a direct impact on either policy or practice (Furlong and Oancea, 2005) 

Weiss (1991) highlights the need for researchers to provide evidence-informed advice 

that helps people reconsider issues, to think differently, to reconceptualise ideas and to 

challenge assumptions. This current research raises some pertinent recommendations 

that may inform and guide future policy initiatives as it provides insight into those 

structures that enable as well as constrain teacher agency during the enactment of 

curricular reform within the context of PE. 

7.9.1 Policy makers 

Recent discourses driving global education policy have underscored the important role 

that teachers play in enacting curriculum policy constructing them as agents of change 

and the most significant within-school influence on school improvement (McKinsey 

and McKinsey 2007). However, this study has also shown that the macro level policy 

context forms part of the ecology that shapes teacher agency and has the potential to 

distort the cultural and structural conditions that play important roles in enabling 

teachers to achieve agency in their work (Priestley, et al.,2015b). Therefore, it is 

imperative that policy makers look at the context within teachers operate and the ways 

in which they can frame policy to facilitate teacher agency as contexts may ‘disable 

individuals with otherwise high agentic capacity’(Priestley, et al.,2015b). Utilising an 

ecological approach to teacher agency provides a useful tool for policymakers as it 

provides insight into how teachers enact practice and engage with policy. Therefore, 

there is greater potential to facilitate policy frameworks that are more likely to lead to 

school improvement (Priestley et al.,2015c). 

Within the context of PE, competing policy imperatives that privilege neoliberalist 

discourses have served to undermine the legitimacy of PE focused initiatives, like FMS, 

‘discouraging the possibility for alternative educational ideas and practices to persist’ 

(Wright, 2012, p282). Whilst the recent public and political concern around the health 

crisis appears to have repositioned PE as having central importance to addressing these 

concerns, messages about the meaning and focus of PE remain to be muddled and 

inconsistent (Cuplan, 2005). Until policy makers reach a consensus about the role of 

PE, then programmes like FMS will continue to be compromised. 
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7.9.2 Initial Teacher Education 

Initial teacher education has a key role to play in preparing teachers to be reflective 

confident and agentive professionals who are able to contribute meaningfully to the 

teaching profession (Coker,2017). Utilising the ecological model of teacher agency as a 

tool to encourage students to engage in the reflexive process, creates a space for them to 

foster understanding of their own values, needs and working practices and supports 

them in realising their potential as agents of change in the enactment of curricular 

policy.  

7.9.3 School leaders 

School leaders play an important role in encouraging teachers to engage in the process 

of curricular change. If change is to be effective it is imperative that leaders shape their 

schools in such a way that creates the necessary conditions for teacher agency to be 

facilitated and fostered. Close consideration should therefore be given to those relational 

factors that enhance teacher agency in order to understand why some teachers are 

enabled to enact curricular change and why others are not. The importance of ongoing 

support and opportunities for continuous professional development must therefore be 

prioritised so that the learning potential that comes through programmes like FMS is 

recognised. However, it is also important to acknowledge that whilst leaders within 

schools have an important role to play in engendering a climate that promotes teacher 

agency, they too work within ecologies that impact their own agency. This underscores 

the need for policy makers, schools and teachers to work in tandem to ensure agency is 

enhanced at all levels.  
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Dear participant, 

I am currently undertaking a Doctorate of Education (EdD) within the School of Education at 
Queen’s University Belfast.  As part of my dissertation research study I hope to examine the 
context of Fundamental Movement skills (FMS) within Northern Ireland Primary schools and 
specifically the implementation of the Steps PD Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) 
programme. My study has a particular focus on examining how teachers have responded to this 
particular curricular innovation within the context of their own school and the factors that 
influence the delivery of FMS activities. 

To facilitate this research, it is my intention to ascertain the perspectives of those teachers 
who received the Steps PD professional development two day training course as well as the 
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main aims of the study are therefore to explore teachers’ responses to curricular change with 
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to complete. There is no obligation for you answer any question that you consider to be 
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confidential however if information of an illegal nature is disclosed then that will be passed on 
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to the relevant authority. No individual will be named in the dissertation and pseudonyms will 
be assigned to each participant in order to protect individual identities. However, due to small 
scale nature of this study and the specific nature of your current/previous role it may be possible 
that challenges to anonymity could occur. Consequently, your permission will be sought 
regarding the inclusion or exclusion of data at all stages of the research process. All information 
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the researcher and will be used only for this research.  Findings will be used for the purpose of 
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Queen’s Library.  The dissertation may be held at the library at Queen’s University and the data 
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received full ethical approval from the School of Education QUB Ethics Committee. 
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                                                            FMS  Specialist consent form 

                                         Declaration of Consent to Participate in Research 

Research Title:  
Teachers’ constructions of curricular change. An exploration of primary teachers’ responses to 
and enactment of the STEPS PD Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) programme in Northern 
Ireland Primary Schools. 
Please indicate your consent to participate in the research by ticking the relevant boxes and e-
mail to j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk 

 Yes No 
• I have read and understood all relevant information pertaining 

to this study 
  

• I agree to voluntarily take part an audio-recorded interview 
that will last no longer than 60 minutes. 

  

• I understand that I have the right to withdraw my participation 
at any time, up to 28th April 2017 without any reason and with 
no negative consequences from the researcher or Queen’s 
University 

  

• I understand that the information shared during the interview 
will be confidential and no information will be imparted to a 
third party.  I understand that every attempt will be made to 
ensure that no one will be identified or identifiable from any 
thesis, report, journal article or presentation arising from this 
research. 

  

• I understand that anonymous quotations may be used in the 
dissertation but that every attempt will be made to ensure that 
participants will not be identifiable from the information 
provided. 

  

• I agree to take part in the outlined study, and I understand that 
the thesis may be stored in the library at Queens, may be used 
in a report, journal article or presentation. 

  

• I understand that data will be stored at QUB for a minimum of 5 
years.  Written/recorded data can be stored electronically and 
the originals (Paper data and photographs) destroyed once 
checked and verified by the supervisor. 

  

 
Signature ____________________________________________ 
 
Date         ________________________________ 
 
E-mail address________________________________________ 
                                                                             Thank-you. 
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Appendix 3    Principal information letter and consent form   

Copy of information letter for Principals                                             

 

           

           
                                                                                         Stranmillis University College 

                                                                                                        Belfast 

                                                                                                        BT9 5DY 

                                                                                                        23rd March 2017 

Dear Principal, 

I am currently undertaking a Doctorate of Education (EdD) within the School of Education at 
Queen’s University Belfast.  As part of my dissertation research study I hope to examine the 
context of Fundamental Movement skills (FMS) within Northern Ireland Primary schools and 
specifically the implementation of the Steps PD Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) 
programme. My study has a particular focus on examining how teachers have responded to 
this particular curricular innovation within the context of their own school and the factors that 
influence the delivery of FMS activities. 

Based on data available from the Education Authority, your school has been asked to 
participate as some of your teaching staff received the Steps PD FMS two-day professional 
development training and subsequently were involved in the delivery of FMS within your 
school. To facilitate this research, it is my intention to ascertain the perspectives of those 
teachers who have been involved in delivering FMS within your school.The 2 main aims of the 
study are therefore to explore teachers’ responses to curricular change with respect to the 
STEPS PD FMS programme and secondly to examine current FMS practices and approaches 
within your school. 

I am writing to request your permission for your school to be involved in this research. In order 
to carry out the study I would be grateful if you, as principal, would be willing to participate in 
an interview regarding your school’s participation in the delivery of the Steps PD FMS 
programme and FMS generally. I also intend to ask the PE co-ordinator, and between 3 -5 
teachers from Foundation Stage, Key stage 1 and Key Stage 2 if they would be willing to 
participate in an interview. If you agree, all proposed participants will be provided with an 
information sheet and consent form (which I have also provided you a copy of) and interviews 
will only be undertaken with those who have provided written consent. All participants will be 
fully informed of what to expect during the interview by the researcher in person, as well as 
receiving this in writing. It will be made very clear to teaching staff that they are under no 
obligation to participate and that any involvement is of an entirely voluntary nature. Participants 
will also be informed that there is no obligation to answer any question which they consider to 
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be inappropriate. Interviews with teaching staff will be carried out in their own available time 
and will last no longer than 1 hour. All interviews will be audio recorded. All participants will 
receive a copy of the interview schedule in advance in order to provide an opportunity to 
develop familiarity with the nature of the questions and to allow some time to consider and 
prepare answers. 

Furthermore, and with your permission, it would be helpful to this research if I could have access 
to the school’s current PE policy, to some examples of schemes of work within Physical 
Education and to any other related documentation which you would consider to be pertinent to 
FMS in your school.  This would be beneficial as it would allow me to acquaint myself with your 
specific school context. If you are agreeable, the opportunity to examine school documentation 
could be organised with the PE co-ordinator at a mutually convenient time.  

All participants will be reminded that they are free to withdraw at any time up until 28th April 
2017 when the data will be analysed.  Any participant who wishes to withdraw can simply inform 
me of their intention to do so and any information that has been given will be removed upon 
their request. Those who withdraw will not suffer any adverse consequences and their decision 
will not influence their relationship with the school, Queen’s University or with myself as 
researcher.  

I would like to assure you that all responses imparted during interview will be treated 
sensitively and with the utmost respect. Data will not be used to evaluate participants in any 
way. Responses imparted during interview will remain completely confidential, however, if 
information of an illegal nature is disclosed then that will be passed on to the relevant 
authority. Neither the school, nor any individual participant will be named in the dissertation 
and pseudonyms will be assigned to each in order to protect individual identities however due 
to the small-scale nature of this study it may be possible that challenges to anonymity may 
occur. Consequently, limited references will be made to other teachers within the school 
during the interviews as an additional means of protecting individual identities. All information 
collected will be stored securely in a password protected computer, will remain confidential to 
the researcher and will be used only for this research.  Findings will be used for the purpose of 
informing the write up of my doctoral thesis and may also be used to inform academic papers 
and/or for presentation at academic conferences.  The School of Education may store 
anonymous transcripts for a period of 5 years and a copy of the dissertation might also be 
stored at Queen’s Library.  The dissertation may be held at the library at Queen’s University 
and the data may be used to inform academic journal articles and/or conference papers. This 
study has received full ethical approval from the School of Education QUB Ethics Committee. 

I would greatly appreciate the involvement of your school in this research. If you wish to 
discuss any aspect of the study the please do not hesitate to contact me 
(j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk).  Alternatively, you can contact my supervisor, Dr Caitlin Donnelly, 
using the details below. 

Yours sincerely 
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Joanne Gardiner 

QUB EdD student 
Lecturer at Stranmillis University College, Belfast 
Tel: 02890384275 
Email: j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk 
 
Dr Caitlin Donnelly 
School of Education 
Queen’s University Belfast 
69/71 University Street 
Belfast BT7 1HL 
Tel: 02890975943 
Email: caitlin.donnelly@qub.ac.uk 
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Copy of consent from for Principals                                               

 

                                                                

 

                                              Declaration of Consent to Participate in Research 

Research Title:  
Teachers’ constructions of curricular change. An exploration of primary teachers’ responses to 
and enactment of the STEPS PD Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) programme in Northern 
Ireland Primary Schools. 
Please indicate your consent to participate in the research by ticking the relevant boxes 
 

 Yes No 

• I have read and understood all relevant information pertaining to this 
study 

  

• I agree to my school taking part in the outlined study and I will assist 
the researcher in the selection of staff members 

  

• I agree to voluntarily take part in an audio-recorded interview that will 
last no longer than 60 minutes. 

  

• I agree to the researcher having access to the school PE policy, a 
selection of PE schemes of work and other FMS related documentation 
pertinent to the research 

  

• I understand that I have the right to withdraw my participation at any 
time, up to 28th April 2017 without any reason and with no negative 
consequences  

  

• I understand that the information shared during the interview will be 
confidential and no information will be imparted to a third party.  I 
understand that every attempt will be made to ensure that neither my 
institution nor I will be identified or identifiable from any thesis, report, 
journal article or presentation arising from this research. 

  

• I understand that anonymous quotations may be used in the 
dissertation but that every attempt will be made to ensure that the 
school and participants will not be identifiable from the information. 

  

• I agree to take part in the outlined study, and I understand that the 
thesis may be stored in the library at Queens, may be used in a report, 
journal article or presentation. 

  

 
School Name___________________________________ Date____________________ 
 
Principal’s signature____________________________________________ 
 
E-mail address________________________________________________ 
                                                                             Thank-you. 
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Appendix 4:  PE Co-ordinator information letter and consent form  

Copy of information letter for PE co-ordinator                                               

 

                                                                                                         Stranmillis University College 

                                                                                                          Belfast 

                                                                                                          BT9 5DY 

                                                                                                         13th March 2017 

 

Dear PE co-ordinator 

I am currently undertaking a Doctorate of Education (EdD) within the School of Education at 
Queen’s University Belfast. As part of my dissertation research study I hope to examine the 
context of Fundamental Movement skills (FMS) within Northern Ireland Primary schools and 
specifically the implementation of the Steps PD Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) 
programme. My study has a particular focus on examining how teachers have responded to 
this particular curricular innovation within the context of their own school and the factors that 
influence the delivery of FMS activities. 

Based on data available from the Education Authority, your school has been asked to participate 
as some of the teaching staff received the Steps PD FMS two-day professional development 
training and were subsequently involved in the delivery of FMS within your school. To facilitate 
this research, it is my intention to ascertain the perspectives of those teachers who have been 
involved in delivering FMS within your school.The 2 main aims of the study are therefore to 
explore teachers’ responses to curricular change with respect to the Steps PD FMS programme 
and secondly to examine current Fundamental movement skills (FMS) practices and approaches 
within your school in order to gain insight into how FMS is currently being delivered. 

I am writing to request your permission to take part in an interview to assist me with the 
research.  The interview will explore a variety of themes related to your involvement in teaching 
FMS and how you have responded to this curricular innovation within the context of Physical 
Education. The interview will be audio recorded and should take no longer than 1 hour to 
complete. There is no obligation for you answer any question that you consider to be 
inappropriate, but your assistance would help me greatly in acquiring an understanding of your 
responses to this innovation. You will receive a copy of the interview schedule in advance to 
provide you with an opportunity to familiarise yourself with the nature of the questions and to 
allow you some time to consider and prepare answers. 

Furthermore, and with your permission, it would be helpful to this research if I could have access 
to the school’s current PE policy, to some examples of schemes of work within Physical 
Education and to any other related documentation which you would consider to be pertinent to 
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FMS in your school.  This would be beneficial as it would allow me to acquaint myself with your 
specific school context. If you are agreeable, the opportunity to examine school documentation 
could be organised with you at a mutually convenient time.  

I would like to emphasise that participation is completely voluntary, and you have the right to 
withdraw up to 28th April 2017 when the data will be analysed. Simply, inform me that you wish 
to withdraw and any information that you have given will be removed upon your request. Those 
who withdraw will not suffer any adverse consequences and their decision will not influence 
their relationship with the school, Queen’s University or me.  

I would like to assure you that all responses imparted during interview and through the analysis 
of school documentation will be treated sensitively and with the utmost respect. Data will not 
be used to evaluate participants in any way. Responses will remain completely confidential, 
however, if information of an illegal nature is disclosed then that will be passed on to the 
relevant authority. Neither the school, nor any individual participant will be named in the 
dissertation and pseudonyms will be assigned to each in order to protect individual identities 
however due to the small-scale nature of this study it may be possible that challenges to 
anonymity may occur. Consequently, limited references will be made to other teachers within 
the school during the interviews as an additional means of protecting individual identities. All 
information collected will be stored securely in a password protected computer, will remain 
confidential to the researcher and will be used only for this research.  Findings will be used for 
the purpose of informing the write up of my doctoral thesis and may also be used to inform 
academic papers and/or for presentation at academic conferences.  The School of Education 
may store anonymous transcripts for a period of 5 years and a copy of the final dissertation 
might also be stored at Queen’s Library.  The dissertation may be held at the library at Queen’s 
University and the data may be used to inform academic journal articles and/or conference 
papers. This study has received full ethical approval from the School of Education QUB Ethics 
Committee. 

I would greatly appreciate your assistance with this research. If you wish to discuss any aspect 
of the study the please do not hesitate to contact me (j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk).  Alternatively, 
you can contact my supervisor, Dr Caitlin Donnelly, using the details below.  

Thank you in anticipation, for your co-operation and support. 

Yours sincerely 

Joanne Gardiner 

QUB EdD student 
Lecturer at Stranmillis University College, Belfast 
Tel: 02890384275 
Email: j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk 
Dr Caitlin Donnelly 
School of Education 

mailto:j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk
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Queen’s University Belfast 
69/71 University Street 
Belfast BT7 1HL 02890975943 
caitlin.donnelly@qub.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

mailto:caitlin.donnelly@qub.ac.uk
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Copy of PE co-ordinator consent form 
 

                                           

 
 
 
                              Declaration of Consent to Participate in Research 

                                                                       Research Title: 
Teachers’ constructions of curricular change. An exploration of primary teachers’ responses to and 
enactment of the STEPS PD Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) programme in Northern Ireland 
Primary Schools. 
Please indicate your consent to participate in the research by ticking the relevant boxes 

 Yes No 
• I have read and understood all relevant information pertaining to 

this study 
  

• I agree to voluntarily take part in an audio-recorded interview 
that will last no longer than 60 minutes. 

  

• I agree to providing the researcher with access to the PE policy, 
exemplar PE schemes of work and other FMS related 
documentation pertinent to the research 

  

• I understand that I have the right to withdraw my participation at 
any time, up to 28th April 2017 without any reason and with no 
negative consequences  

  

• I understand that the information collected during the interview 
will be confidential and no information will be imparted to a third 
party.  I understand that every attempt will be made to ensure 
that neither my institution nor I will be identified or identifiable 
from any thesis, report, journal article or presentation arising 
from this research. 

  

• I understand that anonymous quotations may be used in the 
dissertation but that every attempt will be made to ensure that 
the school and participants will not be identifiable from the 
information. 

  

• I agree to take part in the outlined study, and I understand that 
the thesis may be stored in the library at Queens, may be used in 
a report, journal article or presentation.  

  

 
School Name___________________________________       Date____________________ 
 
Teacher’s signature____________________________________________ 
 
E-mail address________________________________________________ 
 
                                                                             Thank-you. 
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Appendix 5: Teacher information letter and consent form 

Copy of teacher information letter       

 

                                                                                                         Stranmillis University College 

                                                                                                          Belfast 

                                                                                                           BT9 5DY 

                                                                                                         23rd March 2017 

Dear Teacher, 

I am currently undertaking a Doctorate of Education (EdD) within the School of Education at 
Queen’s University Belfast.  As part of my dissertation research study I hope to examine the 
context of Fundamental Movement skills (FMS) within Northern Ireland Primary schools and 
specifically the implementation of the Steps PD Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) 
programme. My study has a particular focus on examining how teachers have responded to this 
particular curricular innovation within the context of their own school and the factors that 
influence the delivery of FMS activities. 

Based on data available from the Education Authority, your school has been asked to participate 
as some of the teaching staff received the Steps PD FMS two-day professional development 
training and were subsequently involved in the delivery of FMS within your school. To facilitate 
this research, it is my intention to ascertain the perspectives of those teachers who have been 
involved in delivering FMS within your school.The 2 main aims of the study are therefore to 
explore teachers’ responses to curricular change with respect to the Steps PD FMS programme 
and secondly to examine current Fundamental movement skills (FMS) practices and approaches 
within your school in order to gain insight into how FMS is currently being delivered. 

I am writing to request your permission to take part in an interview to assist me with the 
research.  The interview will explore a variety of themes related to your involvement in teaching 
FMS and how you have responded to this curricular innovation within the context of Physical 
Education. The interview will be audio recorded and should take no longer than 1 hour to 
complete.  There is no obligation for you to answer any question that you consider to be 
inappropriate, but your assistance would help me greatly in acquiring an understanding of your 
responses to this innovation. You will receive a copy of the interview schedule in advance to 
provide you with an opportunity to familiarise yourself with the nature of the questions and to 
allow you some time to consider and prepare answers. 

I would like to emphasise that participation is completely voluntary, and you have the right to 
withdraw up to 28th April 2017 when the data will be analysed. Simply, inform me that you wish 
to withdraw and any information that you have given will be removed upon your request. Those 
who withdraw will not suffer any adverse consequences and their decision will not influence 
their relationship with the school, Queen’s University or me.  



254 
 

I would like to assure you that all responses imparted during interview will treated sensitively 
and with the utmost respect. Data will not be used to evaluate participants in any way. 
Responses will remain completely confidential, however, if information of an illegal nature is 
disclosed then that will be passed on to the relevant authority. Neither the school, nor any 
individual participant will be named in the dissertation and pseudonyms will be assigned to each 
in order to protect individual identities however due to the small-scale nature of this study it 
may be possible that challenges to anonymity may occur. Consequently, limited references will 
be made to other teachers within the school during the interviews as an additional means of 
protecting individual identities. All information collected will be stored securely in a password 
protected computer, will remain confidential to the researcher and will be used only for this 
research.  Findings will be used for the purpose of informing the write up of my doctoral thesis 
and may also be used to inform academic papers and/or for presentation at academic 
conferences.  The School of Education may store anonymous transcripts for a period of 5 years 
and a copy of the dissertation might also be stored at Queen’s Library.  The dissertation may be 
held at the library at Queen’s University and the data may be used to inform academic journal 
articles and/or conference papers. This study has received full ethical approval from the School 
of Education QUB Ethics Committee. 

I would greatly appreciate your assistance with this research. If you wish to discuss any aspect 
of the study the please do not hesitate to contact me (j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk). Alternatively, 
you can contact my supervisor, Dr Caitlin Donnelly, using the details below.  

Thank you in anticipation, for your co-operation and support. 

Yours sincerely 

Joanne Gardiner 

QUB EdD student 
Lecturer at Stranmillis University College, Belfast 
Tel: 02890384275 
Email: j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk 
 
 
Dr Caitlin Donnelly 
School of Education 
Queen’s University Belfast 
69/71 University Street 
Belfast BT7 1HL02890975943 
caitlin.donnelly@qub.ac.uk 

  

mailto:j.gardiner@stran.ac.uk
mailto:caitlin.donnelly@qub.ac.uk
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   Copy of teacher consent form                                                  
 
 
 
 
    
                                                     
 

Declaration of Consent to Participate in Research 

                                                                       Research Title: 
Teachers’ constructions of curricular change. An exploration of primary teachers’ responses to and 
enactment of the STEPS PD Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) programme in Northern Ireland 
Primary Schools. 
Please indicate your consent to participate in the research by ticking the relevant boxes  

 Yes No 

• I have read and understood all relevant information pertaining to 
this study 

  

• I agree to voluntarily take part in an audio-recorded interview 
that will last no longer than 60 minutes. 

  

• I understand that I have the right to withdraw my participation at 
any time, up to 28th April 2017 without any reason and with no 
negative consequences  

  

• I understand that the information collected during the interview 
will be confidential and no information will be imparted to a third 
party.  I understand that every attempt will be made to ensure 
that neither my institution nor I will be identified or identifiable 
from any thesis, report, journal article or presentation arising 
from this research. 

  

• I understand that anonymous quotations may be used in the 
dissertation but that every attempt will be made to ensure that 
the school and participants will not be identifiable from the 
information. 

  

• I agree to take part in the outlined study, and I understand that 
the thesis may be stored in the library at Queens, may be used in 
a report, journal article or presentation.  

  

 
School Name___________________________________       Date____________________ 
 
Teacher’s signature____________________________________________ 
 
E-mail address________________________________________________ 
 
                                                                             Thank-you. 
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Appendix 6: FMS Specialist Interview Schedules 

Copy of FMS specialist interview schedule- 1  

I want to thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. My name is Joanne Gardiner and 
I would like to talk to you about the concept of FMS, your experiences of FMS and your 
involvement in the STEPS PD FMS programme in the context of N. Ireland. 

The interview will last no longer than one hour. Whilst I will be taking some notes during the 
interview, I will also be audio recording the session to ensure that I don’t miss any of your 
comments.  

As mentioned in the information letter all responses will remain confidential. This means that 
your interview responses will only be shared with my supervisor. I will endeavour to ensure 
that any information included in the dissertation does not identify you as the respondent. 
Please remember that you do not have to talk about anything that you don’t want to, and you 
may end the interview at any time. 

Are there any questions about what I have just explained? 

Are you still happy to participate in this interview? 

 

Introductory Questions 

Today I am going to be asking you some questions the STEPS PD FMS programme, your 
involvement in it and your views about it. Firstly, I would like you to tell me a bit about 
yourself and how you came to be involved in the STEPS PD FMS programme. 

1. Could you tell me about your involvement in STEPS PD professional development and 
your role within this? 
 

2. Can you tell me about how you became involved in the STEPS PD FMS programme and 
how it came about? What was your role in relation to the programme? 
 

3. Can you tell me anything about the STEPS PD FMS programme and its introduction 
within the context of NI? How was the programme marketed and rolled out? 
 
 

Thank-you. I am now going to ask you a little more about the STEPS PD FMS programme 

4. What, in your view, are the main aims and objectives of the STEPS PD FMS programme 
and to what extent do you feel these aims were achieved in schools across the UK/in 
NI? 
 

5. What would you say are the strengths of the STEPS PD FMS programme? 
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6.  What would you say are the weaknesses of the STEPS PD FMS programme? 

 
7. Can you tell me a little bit about the training that was given to teachers in the context 

of the STEPS PD FMS programme? To what extent has the training been 
successful/unsuccessful in meeting the objectives of the STEPS PD FMS programme? 
 

8. To what extent would you say the STEPSPD FMS programme was adapted to fit with 
current practices in NI/UK primary schools? 
 
 

9. How would you describe the status of the STEPS PD FMS programme in Northern 
Ireland/nationally/ globally? Can you explain the reasons for this? 
 

10. What do you envisage the future of the STEPS PD FMS programme to be in primary 
schools globally/UK/NI? 
 

11.  Is there anything specifically that needs to happen/not happen for this to be 
achieved? 

  

Thank-you. I want to ask you some questions about how teachers view FMS and the STEPS 
PD FMS programme. 

12. Research suggests that teachers are pivotal to the success of any innovation. To what 
extent would you agree with this in relation to the STEPS PD FMS programme? 
 

13. To what extent do you feel teachers engaged with the concept of FMS and the 
implementation of the STEPS PD FMS programme in Northern Ireland/UK? What were 
the reasons for this?  
 

14. In your experience, how would you describe the characteristics of those teachers who 
embraced the STEPS PD FMS programme positively? Can you describe the 
characteristics of those teachers who did not embrace the STEPS PD FMS programme 
positively? 
 
 

15. What influence does the school context have in relation to teachers’ engagement with 
the STEPS PD FMS programme? Can you provide any examples? 
 

16. What factors would you say, supported teachers in their implementation of the STEPS 
PD FMS programme? 
 
 

17. What factors, would you say, hindered teachers in their implementation of the STEPS 
PD FMS programme? 
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18. Can you tell me about any successes that you may have experienced in the context of 
the STEPS PD FMS programme during your work with teachers in NI primary 
schools/further afield? 
 

19. Can you tell me about any challenges that you may have experienced in the context of 
the STEPS PD FMS programme during your work with teachers in NI primary 
schools/further afield? 
 

20. In your opinion, how successful was the implementation of the STEPS PD FMS 
programme in NI primary schools/UK? Can you explain the reasons for this? 
 

21. If the STEPS PD FMS programme were to be launched in NI/UK again what changes or 
adaptations do you think should be made? Are there any specific areas for 
development that you can identify? If so, can you describe what these might be? 
 

22. Finally, is there anything else you would like to tell me about the STEPS PD FMS 
programme? 

 

Closing Comments 

Is there anything further that you would like to add? 

Thank you for your time. Your comments have been very useful. 

 I will be analysing the information that you and others have given me and will be writing up 
the key findings in the coming months. I will be happy to send you a copy of the main 
findings, once these have been finalised. 
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Copy of FMS specialist interview schedule -2 

I want to thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. My name is Joanne Gardiner and 
I would like to talk to you about the concept of FMS, your experiences of FMS and your 
involvement in the STEPS PD FMS programme in the context of N. Ireland. 

The interview will last no longer than one hour. Whilst I will be taking some notes during the 
interview, I will also be audio recording the session to ensure that I don’t miss any of your 
comments.  

As mentioned in the information letter all responses will remain confidential. This means that 
your interview responses will only be shared with my supervisor. I will endeavour to ensure 
that any information included in the dissertation does not identify you as the respondent. 
Please remember that you do not have to talk about anything that you don’t want to, and you 
may end the interview at any time. 

Are there any questions about what I have just explained? 

Are you still happy to participate in this interview? 

Introductory Questions 

Today I am going to be asking you some questions the STEPS PD FMS programme, your 
involvement in it and your views about it. Firstly, I would like you to tell me a bit about 
yourself and how you came to be involved in the area of FMS and with the STEPS PD FMS 
programme. 

1. Could you tell me about your involvement in the area of FMS and the STEPS PD FMS 
programme? 
 

2. How has your background influenced this journey? 
 

3. How would you describe the status of the STEPS PD FMS programme in Northern 
Ireland/nationally/ globally? 
 

4. What do you envisage the future of the STEPS PD FMS programme to be in primary 
schools globally/UK/NI? 
 

5.  Is there anything specifically that needs to happen/not happen for this to be 
achieved? 
 

Thank-you. I am now going to ask you a little more about the STEPS PD FMS programme 

6. What, in your view, are the main aims and objectives of the STEPS PD FMS programme 
and to what extent do you feel these aims were achieved in NI schools? 
 

7. What would you say are the strengths of the STEPS PD FMS programme? 
 



260 
 

 
8.  What would you say are the weaknesses of the STEPS PD FMS programme? 

 
9. What is the value of a school being involved in implementing the STEPS PD FMS 

programme for the pupils/teachers /wider community? 
 
 

10. Can you tell me a little bit about the training that you currently give or have given to 
teachers in the context of the STEPS PD FMS programme? To what extent has the 
training been successful/unsuccessful in meeting the objectives of the STEPS PD FMS 
programme? 
 

11. To what extent would you say the STEPSPD FMS programme was adapted to fit with 
current practices in NI primary schools?  

Thank-you. I want to ask you some questions about how teachers view FMS and the STEPS 
PD FMS programme. 

12. Research suggests that teachers are pivotal to the success of any innovation. To what 
extent would you agree with this in relation to the STEPS PD FMS programme? 
 

13. To what extent do you feel teachers engaged with the concept of FMS and the 
implementation of the STEPS PD FMS programme in Northern Ireland? What were the 
reasons for this?  
 

14. In your experience, how would you describe the characteristics of those teachers who 
embraced the STEPS PD FMS programme positively? Can you describe the 
characteristics of those teachers who did not embrace the STEPS PD FMS programme 
positively? 
 
 

15. What influence does the school context have in relation to teachers’ engagement with 
the STEPS PD FMS programme? 
 

16. What factors would you say, support teachers in the implementation of the STEPS PD 
FMS programme? 
 
 

17. What factors, would you say, hinder teachers in the implementation of the STEPS PD 
FMS programme? 
 

18. Can you tell me about any successes that you experienced in the context of the STEPS 
PD FMS programme during your work with teachers in NI primary schools/further 
afield? Can you tell me about any examples of good practice that you may have 
experienced? 
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19. Can you tell me about any challenges that you may have experienced in the context of 
the STEPS PD FMS programme during your work with teachers in NI primary 
schools/further afield? 
 

20. In your opinion, how successful was the implementation of the STEPS PD FMS 
programme in NI primary schools/further afield? Can you explain the reasons for this? 
 

21. If the STEPS PD FMS programme were to be launched in NI again what changes or 
adaptations do you think should be made? Are there any specific areas for 
development that you can identify? If so, can you describe what these might be? 
 

22. Finally, is there anything else you would like to tell me about the STEPS PD FMS 
programme? 

 

Closing Comments 

Is there anything further that you would like to add? 

 

Thank you for your time. Your comments have been very useful. 

I will be analysing the information that you and others have given me and will be writing up 
the key findings in the coming months. I will be happy to send you a copy of the main 
findings, once these have been finalised. 
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Copy of FMS Specialist interview schedule - 3 

I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. My name is Joanne Gardiner 
and I would like to talk to you about the concept of FMS, your experiences of FMS and your 
involvement in the STEPS PD FMS programme in the context of N. Ireland. 

The interview will last no longer than one hour. Whilst I will be taking some notes during the 
interview, I will also be audio recording the session to ensure that I don’t miss any of your 
comments.  

As mentioned in the information letter all responses will remain confidential. This means that 
your interview responses will only be shared with my supervisor. I will endeavour to ensure 
that any information included in the dissertation does not identify you as the respondent. 
Please remember that you do not have to talk about anything that you don’t want to, and you 
may end the interview at any time. 

Are there any questions about what I have just explained? 

Are you still happy to participate in this interview? 

 

Introductory Questions 

Today I am going to be asking you some questions the STEPS PD FMS programme, your 
specific involvement in it and your views about it. Firstly, I would like you to tell me a bit 
about yourself and how you came to be involved in the area of FMS and with the STEPS PD 
FMS programme. 

1. Could you tell me about how you became involved in the area of FMS and the STEPS 
PD FMS programme? 
 

2. How did your background influence this journey? 
 
 

3. What would you say have been the main successes you have experienced in working 
within the context of the STEPS PD FMS programme in NI? 
 

4. What would you say have been main challenges you have faced in working within the 
context of the STEPS PD FMS programme in NI? 
 
 

5. How would you describe the current status of FMS within schools in NI/ 
nationally/globally? 
 

6. What do you envisage the future of FMS to be in primary schools globally/UK/NI? 
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7.  Is there anything specifically that needs to happen/not happen for this to be 
achieved? 

Thank-you. I am now going to ask you a little more about the STEPS PD FMS programme 

8. What do you think are the main aims and objectives of the STEPS PD FMS programme 
and to what extent do you feel these aims were achieved in NI schools? 
 

9. What would you say are the main areas of strength, if any, within the STEPS PD 
FMS programme? 
 
 

10. What would you say are the main areas of weakness, if any, within the STEPS 
PD FMS programme? 
 

11.  Why do you think schools and teachers became involved in the STEPS PD professional 
development training and the FMS programme in NI? 
 

12. What would you say is the value of a school being involved in implementing the STEPS 
PD FMS programme for the pupils/teachers /wider community? 
 

13. Can you tell me a little bit about the training that you currently give or have given to 
teachers in the context of FMS? To what extent was the training 
successful/unsuccessful in meeting the objectives of the STEPS PD programme? 

 

Thank-you. I want to ask you some questions about how teachers view FMS and the STEPS 
PD FMS programme. 

14. Research suggests that teachers are pivotal to the success of any innovation. To what 
extent would you agree with this? 
 

15. How do you feel teachers engaged with the concept of FMS and the implementation of 
the STEPS PD FMS programme in Northern Ireland? How would you describe those 
teachers who embraced FMS positively/successfully? Can you tell me about those 
teachers who did not embrace FMS positively? 
 

16. What did you notice, if anything, about teachers’ engagement with the FMS 
programme in different school contexts? 
 

17. What factors supported teachers in the implementation of the STEPS PD programme in 
their schools? 
 

18. What factors hindered teachers in the implementation of the STEPS PD programme in 
their schools? 
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19. Can you tell me about any successes that you experienced in working with teachers 
within the context of FMS? 
 

20. Can you tell me about any challenges that you experienced in working with teachers 
within the context of FMS? 
 

21. To what extent do you feel that the Steps PD FMS programme was adapted to fit with 
current practices in NI primary schools? 
 

22. In your opinion how successful was the implementation of the STEPS PD FMS 
programme in NI primary schools? If possible, provide specific examples to illustrate? 
Describe any examples of good practice that you may have experienced. 
 

23. How do you feel the FMS programme could have been further supported and 
developed in schools? 
 

24. What recommendations would you give to teachers/schools implementing the STEPS 
PD FMS programme/FMS activities in the future? 
 

25. Finally, is there anything else you would like to tell me about the STEPS PD FMS 
programme?   
 

Closing Comments 

Is there anything further that you would like to add? 

Thank you for your time. Your comments have been very useful. 

 I will be analysing the information that you and others have given me and will be writing up 
the key findings in the coming months. I will be happy to send you a copy of the main 
findings, once these have been finalised. 
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Appendix 7: Principal interview schedule 
 
 
I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. My name is Joanne 
Gardiner and I would like to talk to you about the concept of Fundamental Movement 
Skills (FMS) and the delivery of the STEPS PD FMS programme in your school. 

The interview will last no longer than one hour. Whilst I will be taking some notes 
during the interview, I will also be audio recording the session to ensure that I don’t 
miss any of your comments.  

As mentioned in the information letter all responses will remain confidential. This 
means that your interview responses will only be shared with my supervisor. I will 
endeavour to ensure that any information included in the dissertation does not 
identify you as the respondent. Please remember that you do not have to talk about 
anything that you don’t want to, and you may end the interview at any time. 

Are there any questions about what I have just explained? 

Are you still happy to participate in this interview? 

 

Background Information 

Today I am going to be asking you some questions FMS and the STEPS PD FMS 
programme but first I would like you to tell me a bit about yourself and your school. 

 
1. How long have you been a teacher and how long have you been principal in your 

current school? 

2. Were you trained in an area of specialism? If so, what area? 

3.  How would you describe your school and the children within it?   

4. How would you describe the place of PE within your school?  

5. How would describe teachers ’perceptions of PE within your school? 

6. Has PE featured in your school development plan in recent years? If so, can you 

describe the context for this? 

 
The next few questions will ask you about your understanding of FMS and the 
Steps PD FMS programme 
 

7. What is your understanding of the term Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS)? 
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8. There is a perspective that FMS need to be nurtured not only because they are 
deemed to be important for a child’s long-term health and well- being but 
because they support a child’s physical development. There is also a belief that 
FMS lack focus on the context of learning and place too much emphasis on the 
development of technique at the expense of understanding and application. 
What are your thoughts about this? 

 
9. Tell me about how your school became involved in FMS and the Steps PD FMS 

programme? What was the catalyst and context for this?  
 

10. Your school has been involved in implementing the Steps PD FMS 
programme/FMS activities. What would you say are some of the benefits of this 
engagement for the pupils and teachers within your school and for the wider 
community? 

 
11. What would you suggest have been the main challenges, if any, associated with 

implementing and delivering FMS in your school? How did you overcome these 
challenges? 

 
12. Can you draw any specific comparisons/similarities/differences with FMS and 

other initiatives that you may have introduced into school in the past? If so, what 
might these be? 

 

The next set of questions will focus on the leadership and management of FMS in 
your school and current practice regarding FMS activities. 

Leadership and management of FMS  
 

13. How was the leadership responsibility for FMS structured throughout your 
school? 

 
14. To what extent have you, as principal, been involved in the development and 

decision-making process related to FMS/the STEPS PD programme within your 
school? Describe your specific role and your responsibilities in this process? 

 
 

15. Can you tell me something about the process of planning for and rolling out of 
FMS in your school? What did this involve? Was there a specific time frame? 
Were specific classes used? Were adaptations/changes made to the programme 
to suit your school? 

 
16. What mechanisms did you use to monitor and evaluate the progress of FMS 

within your school? How effective would you say these mechanisms were? 
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17. Can you describe the extent to which FMS supports the main development 
priorities of your school? Has it featured within your school development plan? 
How important do you consider FMS to be in meeting the development needs of 
your school? 
 

18. To what extent has your school’s involvement in FMS promoted and improved 
standards of achievement in PE? 

 
19. To what extent are FMS activities that take place in school shared with the whole 

school/parents/wider community? 
 

20. To what extent would you say FMS has been embedded within the ethos of your 
school? 

 
21. How would you describe your school’s current involvement in the delivery of 

FMS? Has this changed over time? What are the reasons for this? 
 

The next set of questions focus on how teachers construct and interpret change 
related to teaching FMS/ the Steps PD FMS programme. 
 
Ownership of FMS 

22. To what extent, if any, did teachers embrace the concept of FMS in your school? 
How would you describe those teachers who embraced FMS 
positively/successfully? Can you tell me about the teachers that did not embrace 
FMS positively? 

 
23. To what extent was the teaching staff consulted and involved in the decision- 

making process regarding the implementation of FMS in your school? 
 

24. Can you describe any instance/s where you encountered resistance or 
dissatisfaction from the teachers? If so, how did you deal with these issues? 

Training 

25. Was your school involved in the STEPS PD FMS training or any other FMS training 
internally or externally and if so, can you tell me about it? How effective was the 
training in preparing teachers to deliver FMS? Can you provide any specific 
examples? 

 
Professional development and support  
 

26. How have the teachers in your school been supported in the delivery of FMS? For 
example, do they receive additional planning time, funding for equipment and 
resources, support from colleagues, support from the PE co-ordinator, support 
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from the senior leadership team, INSET/staff development days, external 
support? 

 
27. To what extent was collaboration promoted regarding the implementation and 

delivery of FMS in your school? Was there any collaboration amongst teaching 
staff, between teachers and senior leaders or with other schools?  

 
28. What recommendations would you give to principals /schools implementing the 

FMS programme/FMS activities in the future? 
 

29. What are your aspirations for FMS within your school? 
 

Final question 

Is there a plan to continue with or develop FMS in your school over the next 2-3 years? 
If so, what does this involve? If not, can you explain the reasons why this is the case? 

Closing Comments 

Is there anything further that you would like to add? 

Thank you for your time. Your comments have been very useful. I will be analysing the 
information that you and others have given me and will be writing up the key findings in the 
coming months. I will be happy to send you a copy of the main findings, once these have 
been finalised. 
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Appendix 8: PE Co-ordinator Interview Schedule 

I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. My name is Joanne Gardiner 
and I would like to talk to you about the concept of FMS, your experiences of FMS and your 
involvement in the STEPS PD FMS programme in the context of N. Ireland. 

The interview will last no longer than one hour. Whilst I will be taking some notes during the 
interview, I will also be audio recording the session to ensure that I don’t miss any of your 
comments.  

As mentioned in the information letter all responses will remain confidential. This means that 
your interview responses will only be shared with my supervisor. I will endeavour to ensure that 
any information included in the dissertation does not identify you as the respondent. Please 
remember that you do not have to talk about anything that you don’t want to, and you may 
end the interview at any time. 

Are there any questions about what I have just explained? 

Are you still happy to participate in this interview? 

Introductory Questions 

Today I am going to be asking you some questions the STEPS PD FMS programme, your 
involvement in it and your views about it.  

Firstly, I would like you to tell me a bit about yourself, the context of PE within your school. 

1. How long have you been a teacher and how long have you taught in your current school? 

2. Do you have an area of specialism/responsibility within the school? If so, what area? 

3. How would you describe your school and the children that you teach?   

4. How would you describe the place of PE within your school?  

5. How would you describe teachers’ perceptions of PE in your school? 

6. How would you describe your own feelings about teaching PE? 

Thank-you. I am now going to ask you a little more about your understanding of the STEPS 
PD FMS programme and how your school came to be involved in delivering it in your school.  

7. What does the concept of FMS mean to you? 

8. There is a perspective that FMS need to be nurtured not only because they are deemed to 
be important for a child’s long-term health and well- being but because they support a child’s 
physical development. There is also a belief that FMS lack focus on the context of learning and 
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place too much emphasis on the development of technique at the expense of understanding 
and application. What are your thoughts about this? 
 
9. Tell me about how your school became involved in FMS and the Steps PD FMS programme?  

10. Your school has been involved in implementing the Steps PD FMS programme. What would 
say are some of the benefits of this engagement for the pupils and teachers within your school 
and for the wider community? 

11. What would you suggest are the main challenges you have experienced, if any, associated 
with delivering the FMS programme/FMS activities? Have you been able to overcome these 
challenges? If so, how have you done this? 

12. Can you draw any specific comparisons /similarities/differences with FMS and other 
initiatives that you may have been involved with or introduced into school in the past? If so, 
can you tell me about these? 

 

The next set of questions will focus on current practice, curriculum and pedagogy related to 
delivering FMS in your school 

13. Can you describe the extent to which FMS has been infused into current programmes 
within PE? Has this changed over time? Can you explain the reasons for this? 
 

14. To what extent do you/teachers plan for FMS within other areas of the curriculum? 
Can you explain the reasons for this?  
 

15. On a weekly basis, how often do you/teachers deliver FMS related activities to your 
respective classes?  
 

16. Can you describe examples of FMS activities that you or other teachers may have 
planned? Can you provide examples of child led activities; learning through play, 
including outdoor play; playground activities; home-link activities; Community related 
activities for example? 
 

17. What resources have you used to support the planning of FMS? How beneficial have 
you found these to be? 
 

18. Can you tell me about some of the teaching approaches/strategies that you/teachers 
have used or continue to use to deliver FMS? 
 

19. How confident would you, as PE co-ordinator, describe yourself in relation to the 
planning and teaching of FMS related activities?  
 

20. How confident would you describe the teachers in your school in relation to the 
planning and teaching of FMS related activities? Can you explain the reasons for this? 
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21. Can you share any examples of good practice or successes you or your teachers have 
had in relation to teaching FMS activities with your class/es? Can you tell me about a 
time which was not successful? 
 

22. Do you share the FMS activities that take place in school with the whole 
school/parents/wider community? 
 

23. To what extent would you say that FMS has been embedded within the ethos of your 
school? 
 

24. To what extent, have you developed your own professional knowledge and pedagogy 
related to teaching FMS specifically and PE more generally? 
 

25. To what extent has your school’s involvement in FMS promoted and improved 
standards of learning and achievement in PE? 

 

Thank-you. I want to ask you some questions about how you and the teachers in your school 
have engaged with the STEPS PD FMS programme. 

Responses to FMS 

26. Can you describe how you reacted and responded to the introduction of the 
FMS programme within your school? 
 

27. To what extent, if any, did teachers embrace the concept of FMS in your 
school? How would you describe those teachers who embraced FMS 
positively/successfully? Can you tell me about the teachers that did not 
embrace FMS positively? 
 
 

28. To what extent do you think personal experiences of PE as a school pupil 
and/or your teaching experiences in PE to date affected your/teachers’ 
engagement with FMS? 

 

Leadership and management of FMS 
 

29. How was the leadership responsibility for FMS structured throughout your 
school? 
 

30. To what extent have you, as PE co- coordinator, been involved in the 
development and decision-making process related to FMS/the STEPS PD 
programme within your school? Describe your specific role and your 
responsibilities in this process? 
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31. What opportunities did you have to make changes or adaptations to the FMS 
programme? 
 

32. To what extent was the teaching staff consulted and involved in the 
development and decision-making process regarding the implementation of 
FMS in your school? 
 
 

33. Can you tell me something about the process of planning for and rolling out of 
FMS in your school? What did this involve? Was there a specific time frame? 
Were specific classes used? Were adaptations/changes made to the 
programme to suit your school? 
 

34. What mechanisms did you use to monitor and evaluate the progress of FMS 
within your school? How effective would you say these mechanisms were? 
 

Training 

35. Was your school involved in the STEPS PD FMS training or any other FMS 
training internally or externally and if so, can you tell me about it? How 
effective was the training in preparing teachers to deliver FMS? Can you 
provide any specific examples? 

 
Professional development and support  
 

36. How have the teachers in your school been supported in the delivery of FMS? 
For example, do they receive additional planning time, funding for equipment 
and resources, support from colleagues, support from the PE co-ordinator, 
support from the senior leadership team, INSET/staff development days, 
external support? 

 

37. To what extent was collaboration promoted regarding the implementation and 
delivery of FMS in your school? Was there any collaboration amongst teaching 
staff, between teachers and senior leaders or with other schools?  
 

38. If you were to implement the FMS programme again in your school would you, as PE 
co-ordinator, have done anything differently? What recommendations would you 
give? 
 

39. What are your aspirations regarding the delivery of FMS in your school? 
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Final question 

Is there a plan to continue with or develop FMS in your school over the next 2-3 years? 
If so, what does this involve? If not, can you explain the reasons why this is the case? 

 
Closing Comments 

Is there anything further that you would like to add? 

 

Thank you for your time. Your comments have been very useful. 

 I will be analysing the information that you and others have given me and will be writing up 
the key findings in the coming months. I will be happy to send you a copy of the main 
findings, once these have been finalised. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



274 
 

Appendix 9: Teacher interview schedule 

I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. My name is Joanne 
Gardiner and I would like to talk to you about the concept of Fundamental Movement 
Skills (FMS), your experiences of FMS and your involvement in the delivery of FMS 
within your school. 

The interview will last no longer than one hour. Whilst I will be taking some notes 
during the interview, I will also be audio recording the session to ensure that I don’t 
miss any of your comments.  

As mentioned in the information letter all responses will remain confidential. This 
means that your interview responses will only be shared with my supervisor. I will 
endeavour to ensure that any information included in the dissertation does not 
identify you as the respondent. Please remember that you do not have to talk about 
anything that you don’t want to, and you may end the interview at any time. 

Are there any questions about what I have just explained? 

Are you still happy to participate in this interview? 

Background Information 

Today I am going to be asking you some questions about FMS and the STEPS PD FMS 
programme but first I would like you to tell me a bit about yourself, your school and 
the place of PE. 

 

1. How long have you been a teacher and how long have you taught in your 

current school? 

2. Were you trained in an area of specialism? If so, what area? 

3. What are your current responsibilities within your school? 

4.  How would you describe your school and the children that you teach?   

5. How would you describe the place of PE within your school?  

6. How would you describe your confidence and competence regarding the 

teaching of PE? 

The next few questions will ask you about your understanding of FMS and the Steps 
PD FMS programme 

7. What is your understanding of the term Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS)? 
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8. There is a perspective that FMS need to be nurtured not only because they are 

deemed to be important for a child’s long-term health and well- being but 
because they support a child’s physical development. There is also a belief that 
FMS lack focus on the context of learning and place too much emphasis on the 
development of technique at the expense of understanding and application. 
What are your thoughts about this? 
 

9. Your school has been involved in implementing the STEPS PD FMS 
programme/FMS activities. What would you say are some of the benefits of this 
engagement for the pupils and teachers within your school and for the wider 
community? 
 

10. What would you suggest are the main challenges, if any, associated with 
delivering FMS activities/ the STEPS PD FMS programme? Have you been able 
to overcome these challenges? If so, how have you done this? 
 

11. Can you draw any specific comparisons /similarities/differences with FMS and 
other initiatives that you may have been involved with or introduced into 
school in the past? If so, can you tell me about these? 
 

The next set of questions will focus on current practice, curriculum and pedagogy 
related to delivering FMS.  

12. To what extent do you plan for FMS within curricular PE? Can you explain the 
reasons for this? Has this changed over time? Have you been able to integrate 
FMS with current practices in PE? 

 
13. To what extent do you plan for FMS within other areas of the curriculum? Can 

you explain the reasons for this?  

 

14. On a weekly basis, how often do you deliver FMS related activities to your 
class?  

 
15. Can you describe examples of FMS activities that you may have planned? Can 

you provide examples of child led activities; learning through play, including 
outdoor play; playground activities; home-link activities; Community related 
activities for example? 

 
16. What resources would you use to support the planning of FMS? How 

beneficial have you found these to be? 
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17. Can you tell me about some of the teaching approaches/strategies that you 
have used or continue to use to deliver FMS? 

 
18. How confident would you describe yourself in relation to the planning and 

teaching of FMS related activities? Can you explain the reasons for this? 
 
 

19. Can you tell me about any successes you have had in relation to teaching FMS 
activities with your class/es? Can you tell me about a time which was not 
successful? 
 

20. Do you share the FMS activities that take place in school with the whole 
school/parents/wider community? 

 

21. To what extent would you say that FMS has been embedded within the ethos 
of your school? 

 
 

22. To what extent, have you developed your own professional knowledge and 
pedagogy related to teaching FMS specifically and PE more generally? 

 
23. To what extent has your school’s involvement in FMS promoted and 

improved standards of learning and achievement in PE? 

The next set of questions focus on how teachers construct and interpret change in 
relation to the teaching of FMS activities/ the Steps PD FMS programme. 

Response to FMS 

24. To what extent did you welcome the introduction of FMS/the STEPS PD FMS 
programme into your school? Can you explain and elaborate on the reasons 
behind your response? 

 
25. How would you describe how you feel about FMS currently? 

 

Personal biographies and teaching experiences 

26. To what extent do you think your own personal experiences of PE as a school 
pupil and/or your teaching experiences in PE to date have affected your 
engagement with FMS? Can you provide any examples? 

Ownership of FMS 
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27. To what extent did you have the opportunity to influence the development and 
decision-making process regarding the implementation of FMS within your 
class/year group/school? What opportunities did you have to shape the 
contents, design and organisation of FMS?  
 

Training and continuous professional development 

28. Have you undertaken the STEPS PD FMS training or any other FMS training in 
school or externally and if so, can you tell me about it? How effective was the 
training that you received in preparing you to deliver FMS? Can you provide 
any specific examples? 

Collaboration and support 

29. In what ways did your school support you in the delivery of FMS? For 
example, did you get additional planning time, funding for equipment and 
resources, support from colleagues, support from the PE co-ordinator, 
support from the senior leadership team, INSET/staff development days, 
external support? 

 
30. To what extent was collaboration promoted regarding the implementation 

and delivery of FMS in your school? Was there any collaboration amongst 
teaching staff, between teachers and senior leaders or with other schools?  

 
31. What recommendations would you give to teachers/schools implementing 

FMS activities in the future? 
 

 
Final question 

Is there a plan in school to continue with or develop FMS in the next 2-3 years? If there 
is, can you tell me about it, if not can you explain the reasons why this is the case? 

Closing Comments 

Is there anything further that you would like to add? 

Thank you for your time. Your comments have been very useful. I will be analysing the 
information that you and others have given me and will be writing up the key findings in the 
coming months. I will be happy to send you a copy of the main findings, once these have 
been finalised.            
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