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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Since the Covid-19 pandemic struck, schools across the world Received 19 April 2024
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OECD reports that during this period, globally, over 1.2
billion children were out of the classroom. As a result, . . .
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teaching remotely via digital platforms. Evidence suggests identity
that for digital learning to be successfully integrated into
schools, it requires the support and vision of school leaders
to create a digital strategy. Our previous research into
strategy in schools illustrates that there is substantial
evidence that leaders’ strategising closely adheres to a
strategy as learning model, which appears to link to leader
identity. Based on prior empirical work alongside other
evidence from the field, this paper explores whether there
are links between strategy as a learning activity during a
crisis, and leader identity. The paper reveals that there is
evidence within this study to support this link. However,
this can imply that, whilst there is evidence to suggest this
can be a positive influence, there is also evidence that
leaders can resist productive innovation due to deep-
seated beliefs linked to their identities.

KEYWORDS

Introduction and background

Since the Covid-19 pandemic struck, schools across the world, in response to
policy directives, closed, either periodically or over a considerable time. Accord-
ing to the OECD (2021), globally, over 1.2 billion children over this period were
out of the classroom. As a result, schools moved part or all of their curriculum
online, teaching remotely via digital platforms.
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Before then, there was already an increasing trend in the adoption of digital
learning in schools, with global EdTech investments reaching 18.66 billion US
dollars by November 2020 (Insider, 2021), and the overall market for online edu-
cation projected to reach 350 billion dollars by 2025. Since Covid-19, the uptake
of online products and platforms has surged (OECD, 2021 in Baxter, Floyd, and
Jewitt 2022). Whilst integrating digital learning into classroom practice has been
on the policy agenda in the UK since the early 1980s, it was not until the mid-
1990s with the emergence of the concept of a global information society, that it
gained momentum. (Younie 2006). The new Labour government of 1997
launched the UK’s first national ICT strategy, with the flagship initiatives of
the National Grid for Learning (NGfL) and the New Opportunities Fund (NOF).
Yet 22 years on, despite billions of pounds worth of funding, schools are still
struggling with the five key areas outlined as problematic when the ICT in
Schools Programme was established: ‘management, funding, technology pro-
curement, ICT training and impact on pedagogy’ (Younie, 2006, 385). In short,
the full integration of digital learning into secondary schools in England has
not lived up to early initiatives. One reason is that some teachers and headtea-
chers are not convinced that digital learning leads to improvement of learning
outcomes for all students — a fact supported by the effects of digital poverty on
inclusion and equity, brought into stark relief by research carried out in schools
during lockdown (Crick 2021; Rouleson et al. 2021).

Because it has been so difficult to state whether digital learning improves
learning outcomes, it is perhaps unsurprising that some leaders have been
cautious in embedding it into their plans for the future. But what does
emerge clearly from the literature is that in order for it to be successfully inte-
grated into schools, it requires the support and vision of school leaders to
create and sustain a culture of digital learning (Eickelmann 2011). For this
to happen, it requires a strategy for digital learning (Brooks and McCormack
2020). As leaders are responsible for creating (in consultation with their gov-
ernors), strategy and have a great deal of influence in the direction of schools,
we argue, as several studies suggest, that identity is a key component of strat-
egy as learning, and is worthy of further investigation (Chia and Holt 2006;
Fenton and Langley 2011; Oliver 2015). This paper extends previous theoreti-
cal and empirical work in this area (Baxter and John 2021), by specifically
investigating the link between strategy as learning and the identity of the
strategist leader.

English education

Education is an area which internationally has become increasingly decentra-
lised over the last 40 years. Globally, and particularly in Western contexts,
bureaucratic forms of governing have shifted to forms of networked govern-
ance in which public services and schools in particular, are governed ‘at arm’s
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length’ via a constellation of, targets, high stakes inspection and forms of man-
agement derived from the new public management techniques of the mid-
1980s (Baxter and Cornforth 2018). The last 20 years have seen a radical shift
in the English state secondary education sector with the majority of schools con-
verting (whether by choice or statute) to academy status; this follows a range of
government policies which have been implemented in an attempt to reduce
state monopoly of education and allow for schools to operate in a purported
liberal arena of market competition (Greany and Higham 2018).

In England (education is devolved in the UK), academies-state sponsored
schools with budgetary and curricular independence-were introduced by the
Labour Government to improve standards in poor-performing inner London
schools (Woods, Woods, and Gunter 2007). The Education Act 2010, devised
by a Conservative/Liberal Democratic coalition, placed pressure on all schools
to convert to academies, or join a Multi Academy Trust (MAT). MATs are
groups or federations of state-funded academies that have grouped or been
grouped together in order to rationalise resources and improve standards in
education. There is no conclusive proof that this is the case, with many research-
ers arguing that MATs undermine the democratic purpose of schools, removing
them from community control and influence (Baxter and Cornforth 2018), whilst
not improving standards in education (Research, 2020). Academies and MATs
are part of a constellation of differing forms of school, but in 2023 over 55%
of all schools in England were part of MATs; 2000 MATs with 7600 academies,
out of 10,000 academies (DfE 2023).

Strategy and the effectiveness of strategy creation has gained increased pro-
minence in the research on school leadership, in order to achieve long and
short-term objectives: it has also emerged as a problematic area in large
MATSs due to their size and scale.

Our previous research into strategy in MATs (Baxter and Floyd 2019; Baxter
and John 2021) illustrates that there is substantial evidence that MAT leaders’
strategic planning closely adheres to a strategy as learning model, consisting
of five elements, as featured in Figure 1. This paper explores one of the ques-
tions arising from this and other work in the field, in relation to whether creating
strategy is linked to the identity of the school leader-the strategist.

This study is unique in carrying out empirical work that investigates leader
identity in relation to strategy creation during and after a crisis. It takes as its start-
ing point, the idea that strategy creation is a learning/schema-based activity
(Baxter and John 2021; Casey and Goldman 2010). Specifically asking: Is there evi-
dence to suggest that school leaders’ strategy making changed according to
changes in their core beliefs, metacognition, and therefore identity, as a result
of covid19? What are the implications of the results of this study on literature
on strategy as learning as a schema-based identity work approach?

We begin by examining strategy making in times of crisis, before going on to
explain our theoretical approach, methods and sample. In common with
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Figure 1. Components of strategy as learning (Baxter and John 2021).

narrative convention, our next section merges a discussion with our findings,
before moving to the concluding section of the paper.

Strategy making in times of crisis

During times of crisis, research suggests that leader strategic planning under-
goes significant transformations compared to normal circumstances. Crises
introduce unique challenges that demand swift and adaptive decision-
making. Leaders must navigate uncertainty, mitigate risks, and ensure
organisational survival (De Oliveira et al. 2023). Several key aspects in the
literature, distinguish strategy making during times of crisis, from activity
during ‘normal times.’ Firstly, the urgency and intensity of decision-making
increase exponentially: leaders must make critical decisions under time
pressure, with limited information and heightened stakes (Grgn, Bro, and Ander-
sen 2020): the need for agility and the ability to adjust strategies quickly become
paramount (Wooten and James 2008). Secondly, crisis situations demand a
heightened focus on risk management and contingency planning. Leaders
must assess and rapidly anticipate potential threats, vulnerabilities, and disrup-
tions (Fleischer 2013). Strategies are therefore designed to mitigate risks, ensure
organisational continuity, and protect the wellbeing of employees, stake-
holders, and the organisation as a whole (Kim 2021).

Collaboration and coordination too, become essential during crises. Leaders
need to foster collaboration across departments, leverage external partnerships,



SCHOOL LEADERSHIP & MANAGEMENT . 57

and engage relevant stakeholders to collectively address challenges and find
innovative solutions (Maitlis and Sonenshein 2010). This collaborative approach
ensures a broader perspective and collective intelligence to inform strategy
making. It also demands a reflective mindset, on lessons learned, adjusting strat-
egies based on new insights, and integrating these learnings into future plan-
ning. (Noordegraaf and Newman 2011)

The Covid19 global pandemic was such a crisis: a period in which rapid
decision-making, risk management, transparent communication, collaboration,
and a learning-oriented approach, were needed, in order to successfully
manage the lockdown and the period immediately following the lockdown.
In subsequent lockdowns, schools shifted to online learning, accelerating the
adoption of digital education that was already on the rise in some schools.

Schema-based strategy as learning and its links to identity

There is a vast literature on strategy and its creation, and our previous work in
this area sets out in detail, our rationale for approaching strategy creation as a
learning activity. This is one of a number of conceptual approaches that fall
under the umbrella of strategy practice (Fenton & Langley 2011; Vaara and
Whittington 2012). The Strategy as Practice approach conceptualises strategy
not merely as a high-level plan, but as something that happens through the
day-to-day activities of organisational members. This perspective, pioneered
by scholars like Whittington, emphasises that strategy is shaped by the
routines, rituals, and actions of individuals at all levels of an organisation
(Whittington 2006). It views strategising as a social practice, influenced by
the micro-actions of individuals, which collectively contribute to the broader
strategic outcomes. This approach argues for the importance of understand-
ing these practices, to fully grasp how strategies are actually formed and
implemented in real-world scenarios. Within this concept, strategy is informed
by sensemaking and constantly in flux. This is in direct opposition to other
understandings of the concept, many of which are outlined in Minzberg’s
seminal book, which conceptualise strategy as a plan, or resource-based
activity in which competitive advantage is gained via maximisation of organ-
isation-specific resources (Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampel 2005).

Within the strategy as learning school, the term schema, first used by
Bartlett in 1932 in relation to his work on perceptual experience, has been
widely adopted in the field of social psychology (Janoff-Bulman 1989, 81).
A schema is the processing of new information via an existing framework
of understanding. For example, a school leader approaching a crisis situation
will engage their own schema in order to understand how to proceed.
Schemas are key to sensemaking and strategy creation, from a strategy as
learning perspective, in lending structure to experience (Holt and Cornelissen
2014; Weick 1988).
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Along with schemas, agency is also a key element in the strategy as a learning
approach: This assumes that when individuals transform their knowledge and
abilities into action, the transformation is mediated by their belief in their
capacity to transform (Bandura 1977). This is important in relation to strategy
in a crisis, as it has been found to link with; persistence in the face of obstacles;
effective control of thoughts that focus on attention to self rather than task; a
perception of the environment as controllable; the likelihood of setting higher
goals and remain committed to them for longer periods and the increased
ability to visualise the future in terms of scenarios of success rather than
failure (Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld 2005, 32). A schema is a key component
in the formation and evolution of identities, and this process of forming and
amending frameworks of understanding has been thought to influence the
ways in which leaders carry out their strategic aims (Holt and Cornelissen
2014; Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld 2005, 1988), although there has not been
a great deal of empirical work in this area, particularly not in education. In
our next section, we outline the links in the literature, between identity work
and strategy.

Identity work and strategy

Identity work refers to the active process through which individuals actively con-
struct, maintain, and negotiate their identities in various social contexts. It
involves efforts to align personal beliefs, values, and self-perceptions with societal
expectations and norms. It is influenced by internal factors such as personal
values and motivations, as well as external factors including social interactions,
organisational cultures, and societal expectations. This process is dynamic and
ongoing, as individuals continually adapt and refine their identities in response
to changing environments and life experiences. Identity work is a central
concept in sociology and organisational psychology, and it provides valuable
insights into how individuals navigate and shape their sense of self within
social and professional contexts (lbarra 1999). Identity work is thought by a
number of researchers, to adhere to a strategy as practice approach (Oliver 2015).

As stated earlier, a key part of identity work is the development or adaptation
of conceptual schema. The link between individuals’ identity and conceptual
schema is well established (Brown 2020), along with personal values which
inform and shape schema and can also shape strategy (Ashforth et al., 2020).
Identity work is therefore an ongoing process, informed by and shaping
schema, and which also involves the integration of personal and professional
values, beliefs, and behaviours.

In the strategy literature, leader identity has been characterised variously as,
‘a strategic resource or asset potentially underlying an organisation’s competi-
tive advantage’ (Oliver 2015, 333). Oliver’s work on identity work as strategic
practice identifies three perspectives on the role of identity for strategy,
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Identity as
lens

Identity acts as a frame,
influencing how staff
perceive and interpret their
environment

Identity as
work

Identity as work- has been
found to influence praxis and
have a significant effect on
organisational changes. The
process can be part of a
wider process that evokes

meaning to others

Figure 2. Identity as strategic practice (adapted from Oliver 2015, 334).

outlined in Figure 2. These perspectives address leader identity’s, ‘mutually
shaping relationship with strategic practice’ (Oliver 2015, 331). Of the three
approaches highlighted in Figure 2, this paper looks to examine the concept
of identity as work, in relation to strategic practice. This builds on the work of
Johnson, Balogun, and Beech (2010), which examined the identity work of
CEOs in relation to their strategic organisational change work. This approach
aligns with the sensemaking approach to strategy as learning, in that it pos-
sesses the metacognitive element identified as being so important in previous
work on strategy as learning (Baxter and John 2021), it also aligns with the strat-
egy as narrative approach outlined in our own work and the work of De La Ville
and Mounoud (2010), and illustrated in Figure 2.

Based on this, the study adopts a sensemaking framework to investigate if
there is any evidence that strategy making in times of crisis, influences
changes to the identity of the creator, articulated via changes to their schema
in relation to digital strategy. This builds on and advances our previous work
in strategy as learning, along with that of Chia and Holt (2006), in examining
this schema change in relation to identity, as a key component in a strategy
as learning approach. On this basis, we argue that the four activities of strategy
as learning:

Scanning, testing, questioning and conceptualising are based on the existing
schema and that in order to adapt these schemas to the crisis, school leaders
must understand and acknowledge changes to their identities, through the
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Figure 3. Elements of strategy as learning and identity.

narratives they provide to the researcher (Casey and Goldman 2010; 169 in Baxter
and John 2021, 295).

We choose a crisis situation for our focus, as the literature reports that this is a
time when the schema of leaders are most likely to change or evolve (Chia
and Holt 2006, Brown 2015).

Figure 3 illustrates how our areas of focus fit together for this study.

In what follows, we outline our framework for data examination, our sample
and method.

Methods and sample

Following a pilot study, interviews were carried out online using Microsoft
Teams with each one lasting between 1 and 1.5 h. The sample consisted of
heads of single schools and CEOs of Multi Academy Trusts (MATs) as shown
Figure 4. These academies are run by not-for-profit trusts rather than Local
Authorities and held to account by contracts held with the central government
rather than by the traditional model of school governing bodies. Approximately
40% of the schools were located in areas of high socio-economic deprivation
(SED), chosen due to their above-average number of students receiving free
school meals (FSM). Participants were recruited through our three school
support project partners (Schools North East, Derbyshire Teaching Alliance
and The Key for school leaders), and direct approaches via social media. The
interview schedule was developed using themes that emerged from an initial
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Type of Organisation  Role Number Number of schools represented Abbreviation used throughout
Multi Academy Trust Chief Executive Officer 4 31 CEO

Community Schools Headteacher 2 2CS

Local Authority Schools Headteacher 22 19 LA

Stand Alone Academy Headteacher 20 20 SAT

Special School Headteacher 2 2SS

Figure 4. Sample.

literature review and from the survey data analysis. These were then peer
reviewed by our project partners (all senior educational leaders or researchers)
and piloted. The interview schedule is included in Appendix 02.

Sample and design

The data on which this article is based are drawn from an externally funded,
two-stage mixed-methods study exploring headteachers’ experiences of
leading digital strategy before, during and after Covid-19 restrictions in
England. In this paper, we focus specifically on data collected from semi-struc-
tured interviews.

It should be noted that we refer to organisations throughout the paper, when
we wish to capture results from individual schools and MATs. The sample for the
interviews is illustrated in Figure 4.

The types of school and their corresponding transcript number are listed in
Appendix 4.

Ethics permissions were obtained from all participating universities, in line
with BERA (British Educational Research Association) protocols, which included
a consent form and information about the project. Online interviews, carried out
via Microsoft Teams, were semi-structured, lasted between 1 and 1.5 h and took
place between March and October 2021. The school leaders interviewed
included both heads of single schools and CEOs of MATs (groups of schools
with one executive headteacher along with individual school heads). In total,
there were four CEOs interviewed, representing a total of 31 schools in total,
21 of these in areas of high SED. We recognise that strategic management is
a key role for trustees and governors, but this project did not consider their
views owing to time constraints and the difficulties of contacting governors
during Covid. A pilot was carried out in January 2021 and a code book was
derived from the researchers, each coding a sample of three scripts within
the pilot. This involved all researchers reading and coding each transcript indi-
vidually, then discussing, merging and reflecting on these codes to form larger
categories and emerging conceptual themes, then further analysing these
themes by comparing and contrasting them across datasets and with the
study’s conceptual framework.

We adopted two main coding schemes within the study: The first, we coded for strat-
egy as learning, according to the same framework as we have employed in previous
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Sensemaking
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schema change
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Challenges emanating from Changes not necessarily linked
government policy and to fundamental identity /
expectations value change

Evidence of
metacognition

Figure 5. Coding framework for this study.

papers (Baxter and Floyd 2019; Baxter and John 2021), categorising data into the fol-
lowing themes: Person schemas; organisation schemas; object/concept schemas, and
event schemas (see Figure 1 earlier in the paper). Our second coding scheme,
designed to examine the links between strategy and identity, is outlined in Figure
5. We adopted a narrative approach to data and its analysis, as this worked effec-
tively in similar studies on strategy as learning (Baxter and John 2021; Baxter,
Floyd, and Jewitt 2022; Floyd et al. 2023). Once the initial coding was carried out,
citations were collated under the three main headings which evidence strategy as
a learning activity (sensemaking opportunities, strategy as learning) and strategy
as learning links to identity (sensemaking challenges/ideology and personal beliefs
as a result of covid; vision changes and values), the results of which can be seen
in Table 1 in the next section.

Discussion and findings

In line with narrative research techniques, we group together our findings and
discussion (Mishler 2000).

Our research looked to investigate two key research questions, which we
now respond to, in turn.

 Is there evidence of strategy as learning activity and that suggests that school
leaders strategy making changed according to changes in their core beliefs
and therefore identity.

» What are the implications of the results of this study on literature on strategy
as learning as a schema-based identity work approach?
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A listing of evidence and exemplar quotes under each heading is given in
Table 1. As can be seen by the tables, quotes were examined under three
broad headings: sensemaking challenges to ideology and personal beliefs as
a result of covid19 crisis; Sensemaking opportunities, evidence of strategy as
learning, and evidence of vision change and values, and leaders’ recognition
of these changes (metacognition). The results were then examined in relation
to the research questions.

Evidence of identity change and strategy as a learning activity

There was ample evidence that strategy during the covid crisis was a learning
activity, in which leaders constantly evaluated and re-evaluated their approach
to digital and online learning. Examples of the evidence are listed in Table 1,
under the heading: Sensemaking opportunities, strategy as learning. These
data revealed ample evidence of strategy as a learning activity both during
and within the period immediately post-lockdown. There were mentions of
this in 47 out of 50 transcripts. This occurred in both headteacher interviews
and CEO interviews. The learning related to new ideas and opportunities that
had arisen during the crisis and were clearly going to change practices in the
future. For example, this CEO points out, the will to collaborate with other
trusts, something that has been missing from England’s heavily marketised
system which pits MAT against MAT in a competitive marketplace.

We've collaborated much more and recognised the benefits of working
together for both staff and pupils. Where we weren’t previously able to offer
a particular curriculum subject because of timetable clashes, now we can
offer that online and co-deliver with another school.” (CEO 23).

Another CEO saw great potential in much stronger relationships with
stakeholders:

There has been some silver linings, for example, building stronger relationships with all
our stakeholders. We've been in much more contact with parents. Parents evenings,
CPD, [..]Jonline have all worked well online and will continue. (CEO 22)

This was echoed by 41 other schools, who believed that the stronger relation-
ship with stakeholders would influence plans for the future.

Although schools saw many possibilities that heads and CEOs intended to
harvest post crisis, it is not certain that this ever happened, as our fieldwork
ended 6 months after the last lockdown. In addition, there were myriad con-
cerns about the learning lost during the crisis, and the extent to which
schools could hope to recover. In relation to strategy, this was important, as
this head recounts:

So, I'm already thinking about what our one-year plan will, two-year plan, three-year
plan be to recapture these lost moments. Because we need to consider that. (HT 3)
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There was considerable concern and resistance by a number of heads and CEOs,
that the government had taken the opportunity to impose their agenda on
schools, with the creation of Oak Academy, an online lesson resource bank
(also discussed in our conclusion). This CEO explains their position:

[in relation to Oak Academy] And secondly, and this is my view of a Govian curriculum
generally [... .JHonestly, some of the lessons are absolute pants. | really was shocked at
the lack of quality and the lack of any kind of intellectual depth to them. It's all just so
surface and so prosaic. Here you are and now you can go off and do something with it.
It's just such a reductive view of the craft of learning and the development that sits
underneath it. (CEO x for confidentiality purposes)

This suspicion is perhaps unsurprising, as crisis situations are very often used by
governments, to push through policies that would never see the light of day
under normal conditions, and education is a powerful medium for social
control (Hogan and Feeney 2012; Winters 2007). This contrasted with the feel-
ings of relative freedom and creativity that were expressed, in relation to the
breaking down of normal decision-making hierarchies. This included the infor-
mal collaboration between staff and heads that would have been more con-
strained during business as usual.

Analysis of the data reveals that there are instances of identity reference in 47
of the 50 transcripts. These references link to the use of the pronoun ‘I' in
relation to changing beliefs, inherent values (either personal or organisational)
and evidence of metacognition in relation to the way that they articulated how
the crisis had changed their thinking or beliefs on learning and digital learning.
As these headteachers and CEOs report:

| think we’ve accelerated our learning with online learning and our skills. So much so
we will continue to capitalize on that in the future. | will definitely be putting a
digital strategy in place and then that's the next step in in what we're looking at
(HT 34)

I think that it can work really, really well, | think it's changed the way we and | think in
terms of feedback, particularly so you know traditional learning. (HT 28)

That is what is important. [...} It's refreshing. It has changed me as a professional.
(CEO x)

The most compelling evidence of identity change occurs within the CEO tran-
scripts, as the example above illustrates. In some cases, the data reveals a
total reimagining of education and its delivery, as this example illustrates:

In many ways, primarily by personalising provision, reimagining schooling. Moving
away from one size fits all tyranny and the unit of 30 in a class. We can redesign
the whole organisation. Covid has shone a light on schools and shown that
they work for those that schools work for, but they don't work for others who
either don’t cope or agree on the surface to comply or fall out of the system.
(CEO 15)
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This represents not only an important strategic change, but equally a change in
relation to their identity as CEO within the future of their organisation. The
potential revealed by Covid19, has clearly for some leaders revealed the poten-
tialities in digital. However, this excitement is tempered by the feeling from two
out of the four CEOs, that online learning is not the panacea that it appears it
may be, as this CEO and headteacher, explain:

| think that we've got to be very careful that we don't allow the notion that there’s
really good online learning to be a reason for children not to attend school. And if
we end up with a massive sense of school refusal and anxiety about coming into
school, and an expectation from parents that schools and the system sanctions that
and provides remote learning, we need to be very clear that there is no substitute
for face-to-face learning.(CEO 4)

We don't want to lose what we've developed but at the same time online is no substi-
tute for having bums on seats. We believe there’s no better place than for children to
be in school. Online learning will be built into our disaster recovery and risk planning.
(HT 25)

There is ample evidence in the study, that the identities of heads and CEOs have
been influenced by their problem-solving work during the crisis. However,
although the potential of digital learning appears to have been brought to
light in an unprecedented way, only three of the respondents indicated wide-
spread and wholesale change to strategy as a result of this, and only three actu-
ally indicated recognition they had changed as professionals. The rest of the
participants clearly saw tentative potential for digital innovation, but not to
the extent that it changed their profound beliefs about how learning should
be delivered. The examples below illustrate this:

I'd like to recruit a data expert to manage all the data we can now gather from online
learning and use this for strategy planning (HT 26)

I think we will now have a blended form of education drawing upon the best of online. |
think it's going to lead us to utilise classroom time more effectively and move things
that work better online for home learning (HT 28)

The data revealed no shift in personal values, but rather a deepening of them as
this quote illustrates:

| think we have never more valued the importance of being in a classroom with chil-
dren in front of you, even being in the classroom, you're stuck in a box at the front
of the room where you cant go out and speak to the kids. (HT 8)

Where identity shift had occurred, it was unclear how the individual’s personal
values were altering or aligning with future digital strategy. This is a point for
future research.

One element that appeared very clearly throughout the narratives was a dis-
course of resistance to an imagined, or actual, expectation (by government and
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parents), that online education would be the way to go once the Covid19 crisis
had passed. A word frequency search revealed the word expect, in relation to
digital learning, no less than 2000 times. There is some evidence to suggest
that this discourse of expectation emanates from the creation of Oak
Academy (mentioned earlier), seen as a key driver for the promotion of govern-
ment ideology. Oak Academy, an online learning platform used in England
during the Covid-19 pandemic, has faced widespread criticism from the pro-
fession, for this very reason (Morgan 2020). Critics argue that the platform’s
content reflects a narrow and politically biased perspective, promoting a con-
servative agenda in education. They raise concerns over the lack of diverse view-
points and the downplaying of certain topics that might challenge the
government’s narrative, potentially limiting critical thinking and fostering a
one-sided view of social and political issues (The Guardian 2020).

A key term to emerge from the data was the word learning (See Figure 6), in
relation to individuals’ own learning from the crisis. However, this was not
always positive, as individuals viewed it as a pressure, often a pressure to
change. Personal learning as leaders was viewed in a more positive way by
CEOs but appeared to produce a resistance discourse in 42 out of the 50 partici-
pants. Resistance discourse - the expression and articulation of opposition,
dissent, or protest against established power structures, norms or ideologies,
(Haworth 2006), is a significant factor in the forming and shaping of identities
(Laine and Vaara 2007; Satterthwaite et al. 2003). The resistance discourse
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Figure 6. Word frequency diagram: 100 most frequently used terms in the dataset.
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largely emanated from the challenges that emerged during lockdown, and
there seemed to be a powerful sense that these challenges confirmed what
heads already thought about the wholesale adoption of digital learning in
schools. As such, the resistance built on what was already a key element in
their narratives before the crisis.

Resistance discourse is important here as it has been found to play a crucial
role in the formation of organisational strategy by challenging prevailing
assumptions, power dynamics, and dominant ideologies within an organisation
(Mangan et al. 2018). Through the process of engaging in resistance discourse,
organisations can identify weaknesses in their strategies and adapt to changing
external environments (Jarzabkowski 2004). The role of resistance discourse in
this study appears to be exerting a considerable influence on the future creation
of digital strategy. Finances, mental ill health of pupils and staff, and supporting
students from troubled backgrounds, are cited in 95% of the data, as being
reasons to put a brake on digital innovation, or even, in the case of two
schools, to revert completely to previous practices. It also hearkens back to a dis-
course that has been present since technology-enhanced learning was first
introduced in schools; the fear that its wholesale adoption will lead to deskilling
or a loss of control among teachers and leaders. The shift towards digital learn-
ing environments can impact how educators perceive their professional identi-
ties and the ways they engage with students and curriculum. In this respect, we
argue that the presence of resistance discourse in narratives of strategy, indi-
cates a causal link to the identity of those creating strategy.

Implications and conclusions

This paper set out to establish links between strategy as a learning activity and
the identities of school leaders during the covid19 crisis. In what follows we
discuss the implications of our findings, for the field of strategy as learning in
education.

The paper has contributed two key elements to the literature: evidence of a
strategy as a learning approach during a crisis period, and evidence that sup-
ports the links between identity and strategy as learning.

Figure 1 (repeated) Categories for the analysis of strategy as a learning
activity adapted from Baxter and John 2021.

The links to the former were, seen in the citations emerging from the person,
strategy and variables, in Figure 1. Examples of these collated under the middle
heading is shown in Table 1. In terms of the latter, evidence emerged via narra-
tives that illustrated considerable changes to approach, awareness of insights
gained during covid, and intention to use these insights to inform strategy.
They were also present in the form of powerful resistance discourses that link
strongly to deep beliefs about teaching and learning. The discussion which
follows examines aspects of each and their implications for practice.
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It is perhaps unsurprising that heads and CEOs should take a critical approach
to further integration of digital learning in their strategic planning given the
resistance to the plethora of large-scale sweeping government innovations in
this area, over the last 30 years. In addition the real challenges that they were
presented with during the crisis, did confirm the issues particularly around
inclusion, that are a real issue in digital learning. This, for a number of respon-
dents did not sit well with future and further digital innovations.

However, this contrasted with the digital innovation that did take place
during the crisis, one that reflected core educator values and principles: that
education should continue to be offered by whatever means possible. It is
perhaps for this reason that the narratives within this study appear, in many
cases to be conflicted - on one hand, with a leaders’ natural inclination to
learn, on the other, a continued resistance to what is perceived as a deskilling
of the profession by introducing a hegemony of digital innovation into the pro-
fessional sphere: a hegemony that often fails to explicitly consider the needs of
particular students (see for more detail on this: Baxter, Floyd, and Jewitt 2022;
Floyd et al. 2023).

The paper illustrated that in some cases leaders have a deep and abiding
belief that digital learning negates important elements of education, such as
preparation for living in a democratic society and important elements of the
so called, ‘hidden curriculum’ (Giroux and Penna 1979), that pertains to
elements of socialisation, inclusive learning and the principals that underpin a
democracy. There is also the fact that education and government in England
have long had an adversarial relationship (Childs and Mender 2013). Under
the present administration (since 2010, Conservative), the Department for Edu-
cation and the inspectorate-Ofsted, have long been seen as the means by which
the government promotes and pushes its ideological, neoliberal agenda (Baxter
and Cornforth 2019, 2021, Greany 2018). This has also been combined with a
move to take teacher training away from universities, with the aim of removing
any trace of a left-wing curriculum (Acton and Glasgow 2015), something that is
seen as an overarching trend to carry out neoliberal assaults on teacher edu-
cation, internationally (Acton and Glasgow 2015).

In relation to leader identity and strategy, leaders whose identity is based
upon resistance to these ideologically driven discourses, this may result in
two outcomes: either digital progress will be inhibited, or it will be strategically
and discerningly implemented, bearing in mind some of the not inconsiderable
barriers to the success of wholesale adopting. Areas such as digital poverty,
cannot be overcome by schools alone (Baxter and Hinton 2025), but require hol-
istic societal approaches by government. The lack of this joined up approach by
government did offer a rationale for some leaders, in spite of seeing strategic
potential for digital learning, to return to former practices. When teachers
and teacher leaders were, ‘rushing around delivering data dongles,” (Baxter,
Floyd, and Jewitt 2022, 333). If learning becomes increasingly digital, students
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without proper devices or connectivity face limited access to online resources
and remote classes (Bannister and Ehrich 2021). This disparity has and would,
jeopardise their academic achievement and future prospects, and invariably
widen the performance gap between rich and poor (Judge, Puckett, and
Cabuk 2004; Seah 2020).

From a theoretical perspective, this study has contributed to the literature on
strategy as learning in several ways: It has found ample evidence that strategy as
learning does take place during a crisis and some evidence that it is linked to
fundamental beliefs, values and concomitantly, identities of those responsible
for crafting strategy. In addition, it has provided empirical evidence that has
furthered the idea that the identities of those creating strategy are intrinsically
linked to their strategising activities, and that personal views, policy and ideo-
logically driven discourses of digital learning, colour identities and strategy. It
has highlighted that this is not only achieved through metacognitive activity,
but equally, by productive resistance discourse as an integral part of both strategy
as practice and learning, and identity work. It is recommended, that further
empirical study be carried out, examining how strategy is influenced by pro-
ductive and non-productive resistance discourse of leaders is influential in a
strategy as learning, strategy as practice approach. For example, non-productive
resistance discourse as the type of discourse that is based on outdated schema,
and that may act as a constraining element on creative strategy. In comparison
to productive resistance discourse as those which question imposed ideologi-
cally driven policy on education and influences policy in such a way as to
enable creative strategy for the future of education.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 National Lockdowns in England
Table A1. National Lockdown periods in England (Newton, 2020).

Date Announcement

2020

23 March Prime Minister Johnson announces first lockdown

25 March Coronavirus Act 202 gains royal assent

26 March National Lockdown England

16 April Lockdown extended by 3 weeks

10 May PM announces conditional plan for lifting lockdown

01 June Phased re-opening of schools in England

29 June Local Lockdowns implemented, beginning with Leicester

14 September Rule of six, indoor and outdoor social gatherings above six banned in England

22 September New restrictions announce, including return to working from home and a 10 pm curfew for

hospitality

14 October Three tier system of Covid19 restrictions in England

31 October PM announces second national lockdown

5 November Second Lockdown begins — England

02 December Second lockdown ends with return to three tier system of lockdown

19 December Tougher restrictions for London and SE England announced by PM
2021

04 January Pm announces children to return to school following Xmas break.

06 January England enters third national lockdown

08 March Return to school for children in England (primary and secondary)

Appendix 2 Questions for Interviews

During Covid

©

10.

11.
12.
13.

How did the first lockdown affect teaching and learning in your school /MAT?

Who was responsible for putting learning online during lockdown and now?

What role do head of departments play in providing learning for learners during
lockdown?

What support did you find most valuable during lockdown, for example: Oak Academy?
Did you request and receive any laptop provision from Government?

What changes or amendments to online learning strategy have you implemented due to
Covid19?

Why did you implement the online strategies that you did?

What guidance did you have in developing online learning during covid? And from who?
Did your strategic planning procedures change due to covid? If so, what were the
changes?

What were the key challenges in terms of provision, that you encountered during covid?
Opportunities?

How did you deal with them?

How did you engage hard to reach learners, SEND pupils during covid?

What strategies are in place for pupils who lack IT kit or have no internet access or limited
study space?

After Covid

HwnN =

What did you learn re online learning during Covid?

Has the pandemic changed the way you plan learning, if so, how?

What role do you think online will now play in your school, and the future of secondary ed.
What strategies are you putting in place for online learning in the future, both as a
response to ongoing pandemic situations and as part of business as usual.
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Appendix 3 Types of school

Types of state schools in England, taken from Department of Education (https://www.gov.uk/
types-of-school)

All children in England between the ages of 5 and 16 are entitled to a free place at a state
school.

State schools receive funding through their local authority or directly from government.

The most common types of schools are:

¢ Community schools, which are sometimes called local authority-maintained schools. They
are not influenced by business or religious groups and follow the National Curriculum.

* Foundation schools and voluntary schools. Funded by the Local Authority but have more
freedom to change the way they offer education. They may be supported by representa-
tives from religious groups.

e Academies and Free Schools. These are run by not-for-profit academy trusts. They are
independent from the Local Authority and have more freedom over curriculum.

e Grammar schools. These may be run by the Local Authority, a foundation body, or an
Academy Trust. They are selective and there is a test to get in.

Appendix 4 Sample of schools

Transcript number code School Type Location (N, S, Midlands, London) Ofsted rating
1 LA S 1

2 LA S 1

3 SAT M 2

4 MAT S 2

5 MAT S N/A

6 MAT S N/A

7 LA M 1

8 SAT M NO INSPECTION TO DATE
9 LA N 2

10 LA N 2

1 LA S 3

12 SAT S 2

13 SAT S 3

14 cS S 2

15 MAT S N/A



https://www.gov.uk/types-of-school
https://www.gov.uk/types-of-school
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