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ABSTRACT 

 

The Resource Teacher: Learning and Behaviour (RTLB) provide an essential 

education specialist support service to clusters of schools across New Zealand. The 

Education Review Office’s (Education Review Office, 2009) criticism of the 

governance and management of the RTLB service by cluster management 

committees resulted in sweeping changes to the service in 2012. The changes or 

‘transformation’ of the RTLB service was the responsibility of the cluster manager; an 

educational leader appointed to replace the principal-led management committees. 

This study explores the experiences of the cluster manager as they faced the 

challenges of implementing change and identifies the strategies they used in the 

change process. To date there has been no research into the area of leadership and 

management of the RTLB service apart from the government reviews. 

 

A qualitative methodology with an interpretive approach using semi-structured 

interviews was used to identify the challenges and strategies that eight cluster 

managers experienced in the change process. A documentary analysis of relevant 

documents was also undertaken to provide a deeper understanding of the role and 

responsibilities of the cluster manager. 

 

The study revealed that despite the educational leadership and management 

experiences of these cluster managers, it did not prepare them for the dual challenges 

of turning policy into practice and the impact of the change process on the RTLB staff. 

The key finding has revealed that the cluster manager role is management focussed 

however in reality, particularly in this change process, the role is leadership driven. 

This research identified several aspects of the role that requires attention particularly 

in the area of professional learning support and knowledge in specific areas that are 

pertinent to the role. Induction, mentoring and supervision would ensure cluster 

managers were confident in implementing the strategies that enabled RTLB to 

engage positively in the change process; setting vision and direction, building 

relational trust and distributing and including others in leadership. Several funds of 

knowledge are also critical to this role and include change management, service 

management and an understanding of inclusive education and the RTLB service. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

The Resource Teacher: Learning and Behaviour (RTLB) service is considered an 

important special education provider in the area of specialist support in New Zealand, 

supporting schools with their students with moderate learning and behaviour issues. 

It was established in 1999 as part of a suite of initiatives introduced by the Ministry of 

Education to fulfill the aims of the Special Education 2000 policy (SE2000) as stated 

in their policy guidelines (Ministry of Education, 1995). The RTLB was defined as an 

itinerant specialist trained teacher that could work with teachers, family and 

community members to support positive outcomes for students (Ministry of Education, 

2001). The RTLB service was described as having a ‘pivotal’ and ‘significant’ role in 

realising the aims of SE2000 (Walker, Moore, Anderson, Brown, Thomson, Glynn & 

Medcalf, 1999; Ministry of Education, 2001) of New Zealand having a “world class 

inclusive education system” in which all children and young people with special needs 

were educated in regular classrooms in inclusive education setting (McMenamin, 

2009; Thomson, Brown, Jones & Manns, 2000; Walker et al.,1999). 

 

However, two reviews conducted by the Education Review Office (Education Review 

Office, 2004, 2009) were critical of the governance and management of the RTLB 

service citing inconsistent service provision and practices leading to minimal impacts 

on improving student learning outcomes in the cluster schools. This resulted in a 

major re-structure and ‘transformation’ of the RTLB service in 2012 which included 

the establishment of a new management role called the cluster manager. This single 

figure now replaced the multi-level management structure of principal-led committees 

that were responsible for the operation of the cluster. The cluster manager manages 

the funding resourcing and employer obligations of their RTLB cluster (Ministry of 

Education, 2011). However, the cluster manager was also ultimately responsible for 

implementing the significant structural and organisational changes expected by the 

Ministry of Education. This research explores these challenges and reveals that the 

cluster managers experienced two simultaneous processes of change; the practical 

implementation of policy and managing the change process with people.  

Rationale 

It is the change process aspect of the cluster manager’s role that is of interest to me 

as a newly appointed cluster manager who has yet to commence the role. I consider 
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the learning from this research will be particularly useful for two reasons; firstly to 

understand the process of managing change in a complex setting from a management 

position and secondly to reveal the strategies for leading and managing people in the 

change process.  Since the transformation, the RTLB service has experienced an 

expansion in its role of service provision that includes additional responsibilities for 

providing professional development for teachers, additional specialist assessments 

for groups of diverse learners and an increased role in the coordination of external 

support agencies. The cluster manager will be expected to lead and manage constant 

change in an educational environment that is driven by the demands of political, social 

and economic factors that impact heavily on schools and their communities.  

 

Mitchell (2001) suggests the area of special education was in a continual state of 

change and this in itself was a challenge to providing a quality service for children 

with special education needs in the 21st century. The RTLB service’s  ability to adapt 

and change to meet the diverse and competing pressures from cluster schools, their 

communities, government expectations and the wider educational community 

demands much more than a management approach to leadership. The cluster 

manager’s role is certain to become increasingly complex and will require funds of 

knowledge and expertise that are additional to their school management and 

pedagogical knowledge.  

 

Academics have evaluated the RTLB service from the fields of education and 

psychology, advocates for special education and inclusion, educational institutions 

with the focus centred mainly on the RTLB model of practice in the classroom (Hoyle, 

2001; Thomson et al., 2000; Walker et al., 1999). To date, there has been little 

research into the area of leadership and management of the RTLB service apart from 

two ERO evaluations conducted in 2004 and 2009 which were critical of the service. 

Cluster managers are experienced teachers with management skills in several 

administrative areas including change management and are expected to possess 

exceptional organisation and communication skills. Each cluster is made up of 

geographical groupings of schools organised by the Ministry of Education. The 

number of RTLB staff allocated to each cluster is based on a formula that takes into 

account the roll numbers of students in each school as well as particular 

considerations for the number of Maori and Pasifika students in the cluster. A funding 

and service agreement exists between the lead school’s governing board and the 
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Ministry of Education to ensure the RTLB service meets all the requirements set by 

the Ministry.  

 

RTLBs are experienced teachers who have specialist knowledge and skills in 

supporting students with additional learning and behaviour issues. Undertaking a two 

year postgraduate qualification in specialist teaching is mandatory for teachers who 

become RTLBs. The cluster manager in collaboration with the lead principal is 

responsible for the recruitment, induction and performance management of the RTLB 

staff. (Ministry of Education, 2015). With a teaching staff to manage and a strong 

focus on student outcomes, the cluster manager is considered to be an educational 

leader. However much of the research on educational leadership is focussed on 

principal leadership and their pedagogical focus on learning and achievement in 

schools.  

 

Research aims  

To examine the role and responsibilities of Cluster Managers in the RTLB service. 

To identify the challenges for Cluster Managers while leading and managing change 

in a RTLB cluster. 

To identify the strategies used during the implementation of change in their respective 

cluster. 

 

Research questions 

What is the role and responsibilities of the Cluster Manager in the RTLB service? 

What are the challenges for the Cluster Manager while leading and managing change 

in the RTLB cluster? 

What are the strategies used during the implementation of change in their respective 

cluster? 

 

Thesis outline 

Chapter One 

Introduction – provides the background, rationale, research aims and questions and 

an outline of the five thesis chapters.  
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Chapter Two   

Literature review - presents a critical review of the three themes; government 

initiatives, leadership and management theories and leading and managing change. 

 

Chapter Three  

Methodology - provides the rationale for the qualitative interpretive approach, and 

explains the selection of methods and data analysis, and the considerations for 

validity and ethical concerns. A description of the selection of participants and the 

process of gathering data is also explained.  

 

Chapter Four  

Findings - the main themes from the findings are set out in two sections; firstly from 

the perspectives of the cluster managers and secondly from the documentary 

analysis. Cluster manager perspectives and the analysis of documents are combined 

into a consolidated overview of key findings at the end. 

 

Chapter Five  

Discussion – the findings from Chapter Four are discussed in light of the literature 

discussed in Chapter Two. These are presented in two sections; challenges for the 

cluster manager and strategies used to lead and manage change. Conclusions, 

recommendations, strengths and limitations and additional areas for research are 

also described in this chapter. 

 

 

 

 

  



5 
 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

The first theme of this chapter reviews two key New Zealand government initiatives 

that provide the political backdrop for the establishment of the RTLB service. The 

second theme explores leadership and management theories, and the final theme 

focuses on change management theories. 

 

Theme 1: Government Initiatives 

Education Act (1989) 

Tomorrow’s Schools policies (Ministry of Education, 1988) signalled a significant 

turning point in New Zealand’s educational history.  Of relevance to special education 

was the opportunity for parents to have a wider choice in the education of their 

children with special needs; be it in regular school classrooms or special schools and 

units. In terms of educational governance, leadership, and management, the changes 

created a separation from the government that would leave schools to manage 

themselves. Schools were governed by Boards of Trustees which were made up of 

representatives from the parent community who were responsible for overseeing the 

management of all aspects of school organisation delegated to the principal.  

 

Legislation through the Education Act (Education Act, 1989) ensured that the Ministry 

of Education maintained authority through administration and educational guidelines 

that required schools to regularly report on student achievement in relation to Ministry 

initiatives and goals. The governance of schools shifted from a centralised system to 

a largely decentralised system that required schools to formulate policies and 

practices that ensured planning that met the needs of all their students (Wylie, 2012). 

The policy aimed to create a more flexible and responsive education system that 

would lead to schools improving outcomes for students.  

 

Special Education 2000 

Ongoing concerns regarding the lack of equity and quality in the provision of special 

education led to even more changes and responsibilities for principals and boards to 

manage. The introduction of the SE2000 policy (Ministry of Education, 1995) 

attempted to bridge the gulf of support that schools required for their students with 
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learning needs in the regular classroom and also for students in special schools and 

units. SE2000 promised improved equitable sharing of resources and quality of 

resources and services through its vision of improving educational outcomes for 

students with special needs, providing more specialist education services and 

ensuring there are clear, predictable and consistent resourcing (Wylie, 2000). 

However, academics were also critical of the tension caused by SE2000’s vision of 

an inclusive education system while promoting education in special schools and 

classrooms at the same time (Thomson et al., 2000; Walker et al.,1999; Wylie, 2000). 

 

Schools were provided with tagged money for the various levels of support dependent 

on the needs of the student as well as the establishment of a network of both 

centralised and school-based support services. Essentially SE2000 transformed the 

way resources and services were distributed to schools, requiring schools to now 

manage these resources. The multiple levels of support, funding, and resources 

required to maintain the aims of SE2000 were unsustainable, and Wylie’s (2000) 

review of SE2000 identified a system that was ‘fragmented’ and the separation of 

support initiatives and funding pools became a barrier to schools and families trying 

to access appropriate services. Wylie (2000) describes SE2000 as more of a funding 

policy than an implementation policy leading to its incapacity to deliver a promised 

‘seamless and integrated service’ deemed as the best way to support students with 

special needs.  

 

The Resource Teacher: Learning and Behaviour Service 

Essentially the RTLB service was established in 1999 as one of these levels of 

specialist support. The RTLB were assigned to work with students with moderate 

needs defined in the Ministry of Education guidelines as “students who are at risk of 

low achievement due to learning and or behaviour difficulties.” (Ministry of Education, 

1999, p.18). Critical to student success was the expectation that the RTLB would work 

with teachers to adapt the learning environment and teaching practice to enable 

students to engage and participate in the classroom programme. The role of the RTLB 

is fundamentally centred on implementing an approach that strengthens the inclusive 

practices of the teacher in the classroom.  

 

Thomson et al., (2000) who were co-developers of the RTLB training programme 

provided by a consortium of universities, emphasised the ‘significant’ role the service 
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had in forging the direction for inclusive education. Walker et al. (1999) who were 

fellow developers of the training referred to the RTLB service as an ‘innovative, 

inclusive initiative’ (p.2) that would train specialist teachers to support classroom 

teachers to adapt the curriculum and environment through an ecological and 

collaborative approach. The literature presented by researchers working in the field 

of special education identify some resistance by principals and teachers to the RTLB 

model of working that was designed to promote inclusive practice in classrooms 

(Hoyle, 2001; Thomson et al., 2000; Walker et al., 1999). Evidence of these practices 

was reported in the ERO’s evaluations of the clusters in 2004 and 2009. 

 

RTLB Management structure 

RTLB were managed in geographically designed groups of schools. There were multi-

level hierarchies of management roles held by principals from cluster schools that 

were responsible for the strategic and daily operation of the RTLB service. In 1999 

there were 750 RTLBs employed by 190 clusters throughout the country. The RTLB 

workforce was made up mainly of teachers who were formerly employed in primary 

and secondary schools as special education teachers. Clusters were grouped 

according to designated geographical areas to provide a shared service for their 

schools. The initial management structures of clusters and lines of accountability were 

multi-layered and involved most of the principals in the cluster in various management 

roles as determined by the Cluster Committee (Ministry of Education, 1999). 

The Cluster Committee was the governing body of the RTLB service and made up of 

Board of Trustee representatives from cluster schools. It was required to create, set, 

approve and adopt policies that related to the use of cluster funding for the RTLB 

service in its cluster of schools as well as reporting to the Ministry of Education and 

the community. Two other management roles were responsible for managing cluster 

funds (fund holder school) and the employer school that employed RTLB on behalf of 

the cluster. The day to day management of the service was the responsibility of the 

management subcommittee, and for some clusters, there was an optional level of 

committees that were responsible for other areas of the service.  

 

Wylie (2000) described the establishment of the RTLB service in 1999 as ‘unique’ 

particularly in the era of self-managing schools. The Ministry of Education (1999) 

termed it as an intervention that would bring together groups of schools to lead and 

manage a specialist support service for their schools, and described as the first of its 
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kind in New Zealand education history. Others were critical of this particular model of 

management that were considered dominated by principals with competing agendas, 

mistrust of other schools, little understanding and acceptance of special education 

and inclusion, limited knowledge of the RTLB role and schools that were unwilling to 

share (Hoyle, 2001; Middleton & Loper, 1999; Wylie, 2000, Wylie, 2012).  

 

Although outlined in the RTLB guidelines for cluster principals (Ministry of Education, 

1999), many clusters had different configurations of the management structure 

depending on geography, size, roll and the commitment of principals. The diverse 

nature of cluster configurations was problematic and led to inconsistencies in the way 

the RTLB role was interpreted and the expectations of how it was fulfilled (Walker et 

al., 1999). 

 

Wylie’s (2000) review of SE2000 identified clearer criteria for service provision and 

formal documentation in the form of the first iteration of the RTLB manual or Toolkit 

named Effective Governance, Management and Practice (Ministry of Education, 

2001). According to Hoyle (2001), these guidelines proved to be too little too late, The 

RTLB had already been operating in schools for two years managed by committees 

working with little experience, knowledge, and guidance.  

 

The Education Review Office (2009) considered the different configurations in cluster 

management did not significantly contribute to how well clusters were governed and 

led. However, the absence of operational guidelines and policies evident in some 

clusters and the lack of monitoring and accountability in others contributes greatly to 

the wide variation in practice (Education Review Office, 2009). This is of significant 

concern to ERO as the Policy and Toolkit (Ministry of Education, 2007) provides the 

policy framework that RTLB and their management committees must adhere to. 

 

 

The Education Review Office (2009) also uncovered examples of effective practice 

demonstrated by some clusters that were ‘led and managed’ well by those in charge. 

Effective leaders were described as visionary and focussed on building trusting and 

respectful relationships. They included others in decision making and contributed to 

creating a well-defined cluster identity and contributed to cluster-wide service 

provision. The structural organisation was well supported by strong operational 
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guidelines and policies as well as regular reviews supported by a collective 

understanding of roles and responsibilities.  

 

With under half of the 40 clusters performing well in the nine areas of focus, the 

Education Review Office’s (2009) recommendations indicated that significant change 

was required. This evidence led to the structural and organisational changes of the 

RTLB service that included the replacement of the multi-level management structures 

led by principals to the new role of the cluster manager. 

   

Theme 2: Leadership versus management 

Leadership  

Educational leadership is used very broadly to describe the field of study about 

leadership in educational settings. Cardno (2012) comments that in recent years 

leaders were given titles that connected with the tasks they were carrying out in 

schools hence the terms; instructional leaders, curriculum leader, professional leader, 

and pedagogical leaders just to name a few. Put simply, leaders lead teaching and 

learning. 

 

Although simply explained educational leadership is complex and continues to be a 

field that is considered to be challenging in the organisational world of school and 

beyond. Cardno (2012) describes the core work of administrators, managers, and 

leaders is to solve complex problems of schools through productive problem-solving 

process. However, some authors note, that formal positions of leadership can become 

problematic when there is vagueness or confusion about roles and responsibilities. 

There is particular confusion in the role distinction of leadership and management 

especially as these titles are used interchangeably in schools, and this is also 

identified strongly in the research regarding distributed leadership (Cardno, 2012; 

Harris, 2008; Spillane & Coldren, 2011). The research has shown that leadership and 

management can be viewed as functioning together, separately or part of each other. 

This has been an important consideration when defining and clarifying what effective 

educational leaders look like when they are leading and managing.  

 
Universal theories of leadership emphasise providing direction and exercising 

influence as two key functions of leadership (Bush, 2011; Cardno, 2012; Gronn, 

2003). In educational settings, these are essential capabilities for a leader to possess 



10 
 

to fulfill the goals and actions of educational leadership which is to impact positively 

on student learning.  

 

Cardno (2012) asserts that: 

Effective leadership in education requires the focus of strategic management 

is unwaveringly on teaching and learning, and that is the ultimate concern in 

the improvement of student outcomes. A leader must work with others inside 

and beyond the organisation to forge relationships that are positive and 

productive for turning strategy into action. (p.167) 

Robinson, Hohepa and Lloyd (2009) compared two types of educational leadership 

that have made an impact on student outcomes; transformational leadership and 

pedagogical leadership. In their findings Robinson et al. (2009) report that 

pedagogical leadership (setting clear educational goals, planning the curriculum, 

evaluating teachers and teaching, educational purposes), had an impact to be nearly 

four times that of transformational leadership (emphasised, vision, inspiration, and 

relationships). Robinson et al. (2009) surmise that both forms of leadership are 

needed.  

Direct and indirect forms of leadership 

Leadership can take both direct and indirect forms. When leaders interact and 

communicate on a face to face basis, this is viewed as a direct form of action. When 

leaders make decisions from a distance (not directly interacting), this is viewed as 

indirect. Leadership at higher levels has indirect effects that cascade down the 

hierarchy (Cardno, 2012). Research from Waters, Marzano and McNulty (2004) 

demonstrate that leadership matters, and there is a significant, positive correlation 

between effective school leadership and student achievement. The principal’s role is 

seen as critical in setting up the environment to maximise learning (indirect) and to 

give support and guidance to improve instruction (direct). Waters et al. (2004) 

identified 21 key areas of responsibility which include forms of indirect and direct 

interactions that impact on student outcomes at each level of school organisation and 

include a focus on the environment, curriculum, pedagogy, policy, culture, and 

community. 

Seashore Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom and Anderson (2010) refer to two distinct but 

complementary sets of actions that principals take to influence instruction. 1) 

instructional climate – is about influencing the context in which instruction takes place. 
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In their study of successful leaders, high scoring principals emphasised the value of 

research-based strategies, investing time into developing the school’s vision, 

gathering research information, teacher evaluation and regular checking by principals 

with teachers. These principals demonstrated strong personal vision, belief in success 

for their students and provided high-quality programmes in their schools. They 

support learning indirectly by setting up conditions for successful learning. 2) 

instructional actions – principals are actively engaged in providing direct instructional 

support to teachers. In this study, high scoring principals implement their mission, 

their actions are very intentional and focussed on high student achievement. Effective 

leaders require multiple skills sets to work with people, systems, processes at multiple 

levels of the organisation that ideally impacts directly or indirectly on the goals of 

education which is to improve student outcomes (Robinson et al. 2009). Education is 

about people, their relationships with each other and the systems and contexts they 

work in.  

 

Teachers need to learn and grow at the same time. Ultimately an educational leader 

will lead and manage to focus on the key task of the organisation which is teaching 

and learning (Cardno, 2012). This is supported by Ramsden (1998) who agrees and 

notes that: 

Academic work gets done better when leadership is enabling, coherent, 

honest, firm and competent; when it is combined with the efficient management 

of people and resources; and when it blends with a positive vision for future 

change with a focus on developing staff- a focus on helping them to learn. 

(p.109) 

 

Management 

Macky and Johnson (2003) describe ‘managing people’ as a type of people 

management that is pragmatic and concerned with recruiting, retaining and rewarding 

people and contend that ‘developing people’ to be contributors to the organisation’s 

strategic planning is important. Kotter (1996, 2013) describes management as a set 

of processes that keep a complicated system of people and technology functioning 

smoothly and includes planning, budgeting, organising staff, controlling and problem-

solving as key aspects. This ensures there is predictability and organisational order 

that can lead to consistently achieving short-term results.  
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The era of self-managing schools in New Zealand in the late eighties and nineties put 

the pressure on principals to learn these processes from the models of the business 

world (Robinson, 2006; Wylie, 2012).  Marshall, Orrell, Carmeron, Bosanquet and 

Thomas (2011) describe the management of teaching and learning as; planning and 

budgeting to ensure the desired changes in teaching and learning occur, organising 

and staffing to ensure people with the right skills, knowledge and dispositions are 

employed, and monitoring and problem-solving is embedded in the process to ensure 

that improvement is occurring.  

 

In its document to support principals, the Ministry of Education (2008) identifies 

systems and structures for self-review, external review, performance management 

and student assessment as critical to maintaining the core focus on optimising 

teaching and learning opportunities. Effective management systems strengthen 

cohesiveness between people and operations enabling principals to shift and manage 

resources better to meet the needs of their school communities. The Kiwi Leadership 

for Principals document (Ministry of Education, 2008) suggests that “Principalship 

requires a mix of professional knowledge and expertise along with the ability to 

develop and manage systems efficiently” (p.20).  

 

Similarly Bush (2011) asserts that educational management activities and tasks must 

link strongly to the purposes and aims of schools. Omitting the educational focus can 

put schools in danger of being too ‘managerial’ and too focused on procedures rather 

than educational purpose and value. Elkin, Jackson and Inkson (2008) recognises 

that being able to engage and include people is considered a highly valued quality for 

managers to have and is instrumental in directing energy towards achieving 

organisational goals. 

  

However, Ramsden (1998) cautions that excessive management produces 

compliance, passivity, and order for order’s sake; it discourages risk-taking and stifles 

creativity and long-term vision (p.108). Zaleznik (1992) asserts that managers are 

problem-solvers whose managerial goals arise out of necessities whereas leaders 

influence the way people think about what is desirable, possible and necessary. In 

simpler and more practical terms, Zaleznik also notes that leadership is managing the 

work that other people do. While Spillane and Coldren (2011) recognise these 

differences, they also stress that leadership and management go hand in hand. Bush 

(2013) agrees and believes that leadership and management must be given equal 
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prominence in schools to achieve educational goals and ensure that that the vision, 

implementation of innovations and the general running of the school is well 

maintained.  

 

The interdependent nature of the leadership and management relationship is also 

highlighted by Cardno’s (2012) belief that the most important component of effective 

management is leadership, and she states that  “An effective manager can utilise their 

personal decisions about the distribution of work as a way of influencing the quality of 

that work” (p.118). Despite their distinct functions leadership and management are 

intertwined and cannot act in isolation from one another. Robinson et al.,(2009) 

suggest that managers still need leadership skills to be influential and leaders need 

management skills to understand how routines and systems can inhibit or support 

possible change. 

 

Theme 3: Leading and managing change 

Understanding change 

 Elkin et al., (2008) describe change and its effects as an old problem that remains a 

global and widespread phenomenon. They state: 

           In an increasingly dynamic and competitive business environment, it has 

almost become a truism, that if you are not managing change, you are not 

really managing…especially in the case of an increasingly over-stretched, 

cynical, burnt-out and hostile workforce (p.296) 

 

It is worthwhile to consider at this stage, the types of change that occur in 

organisations. These are explained by Waters and Grubb (2005) as first-order change 

and second-order change. These particular types of changes are important for 

leaders to understand as they refer to the magnitude or size of the change that is 

expected and the type of leadership they will need to exercise to manage the change. 

The key is that essentially it is not the change itself that is important but how the 

change will be perceived by the people likely to be affected by it. 

First order change is perceived as more simple and straightforward as it is seen as 

an extension of previous work, following the same values and assumptions and 

implemented using familiar knowledge and practices. Second order change is 

considered more difficult and perceived as something new or a break from the past 

requiring a new set of knowledge and practices, based on values and assumptions 
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that may conflict with those held by group members. This deeper level of change can 

result in varying types of responses that reflect levels of acceptance to the change 

which include internalisation (accepting change), compliance (accept change even 

though they do not agree with it) and identification (accept the change and associate 

as a source of admiration and inspiration). On the contrary, second-order changes 

can also evoke levels of resistance that range from passivity to conflict, emotional 

stress, and unpleasantness. Waters and Grubb (2005) caution that leaders must 

understand that people may perceive the magnitude of change differently, and what 

is considered first order change for some, may be seen as a second order change for 

others. Failure to understand this distinction can make the implementation of change 

more difficult for leaders to gain support for change. 

Elkin et al., (2008) describe resistance to change as reflective of an individual’s fears 

of what and how the change may affect their world (have to learn new skills, loss of 

control, fear of the unknown, fear of failure) and how they will cope. Alternatively, 

Fullan (2001) argues that there are two reasons why ‘resisters’ should be respected 

in an organisation; firstly, they may provide alternatives and ideas, and secondly if not 

attended to, resisters can disrupt the implementation part of the process. 

When individuals experience change, it may be a process of change or a process of 

transition. Understanding the difference between the two processes is critical to 

ensuring change is accepted and occurs. Elkin et al., (2008) define the transition 

process as an internal psychological process affecting heart and mind, whereas the 

change process is situational and determined by ‘new’ circumstances, i.e., new site, 

new role, new boss. Elkin et al., (2008) identify three phases of transition; ending, 

neutral and beginning and suggest that more attention be paid to the transition phase 

to allow people to work through a type of grieving process. 

 

The dual role of leadership and management in the change process 

Fullan (2001) believes that effective leaders understand that change is a process not 

an event and that they are “empathetic to people immersed in the unnerving and 

anxiety ridden work of trying to bring a new order” (p.41). Fullan claims that leaders 

understand that people experiencing an implementation dip, often feel the social-

psychological fear of change as well as the lack of skills or know how to make it work.  

While Kotter (1996) contends that the inability of an organisation to learn to adapt to  

change often ends in failure and bankruptcy. Bureaucratic cultures can smother 
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attempts to shift conditions and to be effective, a method designed to alter strategies 

and processes must address the barriers to organisations learning to change.  

 Fullan (2001) and Kotter (1996) both agree that leaders must have the skills, 

knowledge, and capacity to lead change in organisations. However, these cannot be 

learned from packaged programmes, off the shelf products or external consultants. 

Instead, Fullan (2001) insists that change must be understood in order to lead it and 

proposes five leadership competencies to consider when thinking about leading 

powerful change; moral purpose, understanding change, relationship building, 

knowledge creation and sharing and coherence making. 

Kotter (1996) offers an eight-step process that suggests key actions that utilised fully 

and in sequence, could guide an organisation through the change process eventually 

leading to the change being embedded in the organisation’s culture. The first four 

steps; establishing a sense of urgency, creating a guiding coalition, developing a 

vision and strategy and communicating the change vision is critical for ‘defrosting a 

hardened status quo’, steps five to seven introduce new practices that build on the 

vision, actions and success and finally committing change into the organisation’s 

culture and making it stick. Kotter (1996) proposes that the Eight Stage Change 

Process can overpower the forces that block change in organisations if it is driven by 

high-quality leadership and exceptional management.  

Fullan (2001) explores Kotter’s change process model and other models of ‘bottom-

up’ and ‘top-down’ strategies and finds these theories are contradictory and unclear 

and do not provide an ‘answer’ to the question of how to manage change. Fullan 

continues that change cannot be managed or controlled, but it can be led by leaders 

who can respond with leadership practices that are right for the situation. Bendikson 

(2015) suggests that a directive approach as useful for implementing significant 

change for short-term gains, moreover establishing trust can maintain the 

commitment of others to make a difference.  

Similarly, Cherniss and Goleman (2003) describe this approach as coercive, and 

although suitable to ‘kick-start a turnaround’ can impact negatively on the workplace 

environment if over-used. The preferable leadership approaches require high levels 

of empathy, confidence and have strengths in building relationships and managing 

conflicts. Cherniss and Goleman (2003) call these the visionary, affiliative, democratic 

and coaching types of leadership approaches that have strong and positive impacts 

on the workplace environment.  
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Conversely, Fullan (2001) argues, if the vast majority of people do not feel intrinsically 

motivated or internally committed to the change, these leadership approaches can 

become ineffective. Internal commitment can be built through the daily activities of 

organisations and requires many leaders to make it happen. According to Bryk and 

Schneider (2003) relational trust is a critical element in garnering commitment and 

support, and requires leaders to have respect, personal regard, competence in their 

role and personal integrity for the people they work with. These authors contend that 

this can be achieved through daily interactions that reflect shared obligations, values 

and expectations. These ‘simple’ interactions can lead to more groups of people 

across the organisation feeling more confident to withstand more complex change 

and propose that “…increasing trust and deepening organisational change support 

each other” (p.4). 

Fullan (2001) adds that cultivating leadership that is based on strong values and the 

five leadership competencies can lead to the improvement of the organisation’s 

performance as well as new leadership being developed all the time. Similarly, Kotter 

(1996) asserts that the solution to the change problem does not lie in the hands of a 

solitary person but the hands of many people in the organisation, “Many people need 

to help with the leadership task…by modestly assisting with the leadership agenda in 

their spheres of activity” (p.30). Kotter maintains that leaders that can set direction to 

align, motivate and inspire people are capable of creating powerful change. 

Management activities that encompass planning and budgeting, organising and 

staffing, controlling and problem-solving produces a degree of predictability and 

order. Cuban (1988) notes that the distinction between leading and managing change 

is that while managing often exhibits leadership skills, this approach leads towards 

maintenance rather than change. However, both are important as different settings 

require different responses. Spillane and Coldren (2011) concur that management is 

critical when implementing and maintaining new approaches particularly when 

making changes across the organisation. In order to lead change, it is crucial to 

maintain others. “Management is critical for organisational stability, and stability is 

critical for leadership” (p.64). 
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Summary 

The review of key Government initiatives provided a background to the study of the 

RTLB service, while the literature reviewed on leadership, and change management 

confirmed the relevance of the three research questions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



18 
 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the research methodology and the rationale for 

the selection of the interpretive epistemology used in this research. Participant 

selection, data collection methods, and their analysis, as well as validity and ethical 

issues, will also be discussed.  

 

Research Methodology 

Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2011) describe ontology as a critical first step in 

defining and doing the research. Considerations of the nature of reality lead to ways 

of researching and enquiring into the nature of reality (epistemology and 

methodology) and the identification of data gathering tools and instruments 

(methods). Davidson and Tolich (2003) assert that before we can talk about how to 

research something, we need to know how we can believe in anything as well as 

questioning what can and does exist in the real world. Davidson and Tolich continue 

that all research makes assumptions about issues of reality and what counts as 

legitimate knowledge.  

 

Bryman (2012) suggests two approaches that can reveal the ‘truth’ or the nature of 

reality through questioning that can be answered through objectivist or constructivist 

approaches. He proposes that the nature of social entities can be questioned as being 

either entities that have a reality external to social actors (objectivism) or entities that 

are socially constructed by the perceptions and actions of social actors 

(constructivism) building meaning in and through interactions. Bryman also implies 

that objectivism depicts social phenomena as external facts that are beyond our reach 

or influence whereas constructivism engages the researcher in discovering the ways 

social reality is constructed by social actors rather than the external influences that 

affect them.  
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Rationale for a qualitative approach 

Epistemology is described as the philosophical theory of knowledge, is concerned 

with deciding on what counts as legitimate knowledge and helps to define how we 

know what we know (Davidson & Tolich, 2003).  These authors suggest that this 

approach can help us to understand what the world is made of and how it works and 

how we can know about it. This will also help determine the epistemological approach 

to be taken in this research. The two competing paradigms, positivism and 

interpretivism have different approaches to explore knowledge.  

 

Positivism which came out of the success of the scientific approach in physics, 

chemistry, and biology focusses on solving problems and finding the ‘ultimate truth’ 

in the natural world through examination and evaluation of observable phenomena. 

This generated law-like relationships based on an accumulation of facts leading to an 

approach that is objective, neutral and value-free that can be predicted, controlled 

and repeated.  

 

In contrast to the positivist approach, interpretivism seeks to understand and describe 

meaningful social action created by human interaction as people constantly strive to 

make sense of their world. Truth is determined by whether participants feel 

comfortable with what is being studied and interested in how a group’s meaning 

system is generated and sustained (Davidson & Tolich, 2003). A constructivist 

ontological approach was more appropriate to find out more about the reality of the 

experiences of the eight cluster managers through an interpretive lens. 

  

For this research, cluster managers were encouraged to reflect and share their 

leadership philosophy, explore their experiences of leading change and describe key 

values, attitudes, and skills that attributed to enabling change within their cluster. This 

concurs with Morrison’s (2007) perspective that educational research is done with 

people and is grounded in their experiences and not found ‘out there’ as external 

phenomena but as a construct which enables people to understand reality in different 

ways. A methodological approach provides a rationale for how researchers conduct 

research activities and consider the underlying reasons for the selection of specific 

tools and instruments (Briggs & Coleman, 2007). An interpretive epistemology that 

seeks to understand social actions lends itself to a qualitative approach to research 

that assumes that reality is socially constructed (Merriam, 2009) and that there is no 
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single observable reality but multiple realities or interpretations of a single event, 

“Researchers do not find knowledge; they construct it” (p.9). Whereas a quantitative 

approach places significance on collection and analysis of data while qualitative 

research emphasises the importance of words (Bryman, 2012) made possible by 

getting “inside the person” to understand from within (Cohen et al., 2011).  

 

Cresswell (2007) identifies several scenarios when qualitative research should be 

used, and this aligns strongly with the proposed research; the need for a complex, 

detailed understanding of an issue and understanding of the contexts in which 

participants address an issue and empowering individuals to share their stories and 

voices. Bryman (2012) describes this exploratory stance as more preferable for the 

qualitative researcher as it is associated with the generation of theories rather than 

the testing of theories as dictated by the quantitative approach. Cresswell (2007) 

describes an extensive collection of data from multiple sources of information as the 

‘backbone’ of qualitative research. He identifies four basic types of information; 

interviews, observations, documents and audio-visual materials. The methods or 

types of information that will be used in this research are; semi-structured interviews 

and documentary analysis.  

 

Research Methods 

Semi-structured interviews 

Lichtman (2013) surmises that an unstructured interview approach can provide more 

in-depth and meaningful responses. Semi-structured interviews are considered to be 

more appropriate for qualitative studies (Lichtman, 2013; Wellington, 2015) and are 

designed to include an interview guide or framework that includes a range of 

questions and opportunities for other questions that may be generated from the 

conversations. The flexible nature of semi-structured interviews makes it easier for 

the interviewer to control the agenda and process, thus leaving the interviewees ‘free’ 

within limits to respond (Ribbins, 2007). 

 

In considering the questions to ask the interviewee, Wellington (2015) emphasises 

that there should always be a clear link between the interview questions and research 

questions and the former, must serve and feed into the latter allowing interview 

questions to map onto the research questions.  Wellington (2015) identifies issues 
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that are important to consider when selecting questions to ask, particularly on the 

research that is being undertaken. Firstly, the use of leading questions can lead to a 

bias in an interview, and it is best to use more open questions that genuinely invite 

interviewees to open up without leading or prompting. It is also important to distinguish 

between the meaning of probing and prompting questions as they have distinct roles 

but may also lead to bias. Wellington (2015) also cautions against ‘over probing’ and 

the over use of open-ended questions which can lead to bias and be difficult to 

analyse.  

 

The researcher designed an interview schedule (Appendix 1) that was made up of 

four sub-sections that included personal information, experiences in the role, and 

change management strategies. The use of probing questions was useful for eliciting 

feelings and emotions, and the prompts served as reminders and expanding on 

information. Ribbins (2007) surmises that there is no such thing as a bad interviewee, 

only bad interviews, “If people fail to talk about themselves candidly, then the fault 

usually lies with the interviewer...” (p.208).  

 

Practising disclosure (sharing something personal) can break down the potential 

power barrier between parties.  Smith (as cited in Wellington, 2015) highlights two 

important considerations the researcher must be aware of during an interview; task 

involvement – managing the questions and answers related to the business at hand 

and managing the social involvement with the interviewee. Smith advocates for task 

involvement to be as high as possible and social involvement at the low end and the 

role of the interviewer to assess the balance of the two. The interview schedule used 

by the researcher was a very useful tool to maintain a focus on the key themes of the 

research while allowing the cluster managers to participate and share their 

experiences freely.  

 

Sample selection for semi-structured interviews 

Key informants are key figures that play an important part in qualitative research as 

they provide special knowledge and status and are willing to share that with the 

researcher. The sample selected for interviews is therefore purposeful and considers 

particular characteristics of people to be interviewed.  In this study, the key informants 

or participants were identified as the eight cluster managers in the RTLB service. 

RTLB clusters are very diverse regarding geographical location (rural/urban) and size 

(number of schools within the cluster). The eight cluster managers who participated 
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in this research reflected the diversity of clusters. Half of the semi-structured 

interviews were conducted on-site at the respective workplace and the other half were 

telephone interviews. All of the interviews were recorded and varied from 60 to 90 

minutes in length and notes were taken. The semi-structured nature of the interviews 

enabled the interviewees to expand on the key questions in the interview schedule 

and provided additional information. 

 

Analysis of semi-structured interviews 

The responsibility of making sense of the data belongs to the researcher who is the 

closest to the data and has the best knowledge of what has been collected. Lichtman 

(2013) provides a process that can be followed to translate some vast amounts of raw 

data to a small number of concepts and themes. The “Three C’s of Data Analysis” 

considers three key activities of analysis. The first is coding and emerges from the 

data through reading, writing and thinking about the text. A code is assigned after 

reading through parts of the text – the goal is to accumulate a manageable number 

of codes. Subsequent analysis of transcripts can result in more codes, identifying 

overlapping codes and some codes being made redundant. These codes can be 

moved into hierarchical categories (second C) in which some codes can become 

subsets of categories. For example, 80 codes could be translated into 15 concepts 

(third C) which in turn can be translated into five to seven themes.  

 

This coding process was applied to the first transcript analysed however the 

researcher found that after the third transcript, the coding process began to make 

more sense, and categories could be identified more easily. Becoming familiar with 

the coding process took time particularly at the word and sentence level however after 

many cycles of coding of each transcript, it was easier to identify the categories and 

establish their links and connections to the other transcripts and identify key themes. 

Analysis is a constant activity in this iterative process and continuing to re-organize, 

re-write and re-think about what is being coded and categorised and leads to more 

powerful ideas. Lichtman (2013) also emphasises that making meaning from 

qualitative data is a process that moves between asking questions, gathering data, 

analysing data and finding meaning. This involves continually sifting, sorting, coding, 

organising and extracting concepts and themes.  
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Documentary analysis 

Documentary analysis as described by Fitzgerald (2007) is a form of qualitative and 

interpretive research that requires researchers to locate, collect, collate and analyse 

empirical data that generates a theoretical perspective that can help to describe, 

interpret and explain what has occurred. Bowen (2009) describes the analysis as a 

systematic process of evaluation and review that enhances qualitative studies with its 

potential to provide rich descriptions of phenomena, events, organisation, and 

programmes. However, Fitzgerald (2007) warns that to reveal the evidence, 

researchers must take a critical stance and the interrogation of the evidence requires 

considerable skills in critiquing the documents.  

 

Documents can be described as forms of written text available in print or electronic 

print that can be valuable sources of educational research and may include; 

curriculum documents, government papers, reports, minutes of meetings, policy 

documents, videos, newsletters and web pages. Wellington (2015) comments that the 

word ‘document’ has expanded to include a range of media and modes of 

presentation including email discussions, online blogging, and websites.  

 

In educational research, the range of methods used can be divided roughly into two 

categories; primary sources – which include interviews, observations, questionnaires 

and focus groups and secondary sources – which Wellington (2015) refers to 

everything else known as ‘documents.’ Fitzgerald (2007) emphasises the distinction 

between the two sources is dependent on authorship. Primary sources are considered 

first-hand reports written by witnesses to that event and secondary sources as 

providing interpretations of that report.  

 

Wellington (2015) provides a useful typology of documents for educational research 

that offers a framework for classifying documents according to two different 

dimensions; access or ‘openness’ (from closed or restricted access to open public 

access) and authorship (from a private individual to an organisation or government 

department). The framework can be useful for educational researchers to plot where 

documents are positioned. The position can, in turn, affect and influence the way the 

document is analysed regarding their intention, source, and meaning and 

subsequently guide the ethics when writing up the analysis. Wellington (2015) 

emphasises that documents cannot be taken and read at face value and recommends 

that all documents be assessed against four criteria; authenticity (is evidence genuine 
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and of unquestionable origin); credibility (is the evidence free of error and distortion); 

representativeness (is the evidence typical of its kind) and meaning (is the evidence 

clear and comprehensible). 

 

Of all the criteria, meaning is deemed to be the most contentious (Wellington, 2015), 

as it is dependent on being interpreted by the researcher’s ontological and 

epistemological perspectives (Fitzgerald, 2007). Wellington (2015) offers another 

useful approach to evaluating documents that consider dual levels of understanding; 

the literal or surface level of understanding words, terms and phrases (detonation) 

and the interpretive or deeper level of understanding through interpretation 

(connotation). Wellington explains this by suggesting that the literal reading of a 

document must be supported by an examination of the document’s context, 

authorship, intended audiences, intentions, and purposes, vested interests, genre, 

style and tone and presentation, and appearance.  

 

Sample selection for documentary analysis 

The documents below were selected to provide the historical background to the 

research on leading and managing change in the RTLB service. The documents 

served to outline the chronological journey of changes in the leadership and 

management of the service and its implications on the eight cluster managers 

appointed to lead change. The documents were critical to the analysis of the roles 

and responsibilities of the cluster managers and their relationships with others. 

Documents pertaining specifically to the cluster manager’s role are rare as this is a 

relatively new role and officially established in 2012. All the documents are available 

to the public through the authors’ websites and email.  

 

 Report: Update of the RTLB Transformation (Vause, 2011). 

 Cluster manager job description (New Zealand School Trustees Association, 
2011) 

 Cluster manager job description (Ministry of Education, 2011) 

 Cluster manager job description (Ministry of Education,  2015) 

 Person specification for cluster manager position  
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Analysis of documentary analysis 

Bowen (2009) maintains that documentary analysis can have several uses; to provide 

supplementary information, capture and track change and development, be used to 

verify findings from other data sources and provide the most effective means of 

gathering data when events can no longer be observed or when informants no longer 

remember the details.  

 

However, the process of coding and extracting themes from data is not explicit, 

therefore making themes difficult to retrieve. Fitzgerald (2007) continues that a 

possible strategy to search for themes in data is the use of a coding system that will 

enable the development of categories that can be used to draw up conclusions. The 

Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA) developed by Altheide (1987) presents a 

codification of procedures typical of qualitative content analysis that includes constant 

revision of themes generated from data collections and emerging interpretations.  

Fitzgerald (2007) concludes that any analysis must be approached systematically, 

critically and in an informed way. It is critical that the research design match the 

questions posed and the analysis process is iterative that provides scrutiny of the data 

and its conclusions. For this research the documents were critically analysed and 

coded at multiple levels, including the three aims of the research, considering the 

contexts in which they were generated and authorship.  

 

Validity of the results 

Qualitative validity according to Gibbs (as cited in Cresswell, 2014) is conducted by 

the researcher to check for accuracy by using certain procedures. Bowen (2009) 

describes one form of validity as allowing participants to check the accuracy of 

qualitative findings by ensuring that participants are satisfied that specific themes or 

descriptions are correct.  

 

For this research validity was achieved by allowing the participants to view their 

transcript to check for accuracy. Cresswell (2014) asserts that researchers that write 

detailed descriptions of a setting or offer multiple perspectives about a theme provide 

a more realistic and richer picture which adds to the validity of the findings. A core 

characteristic of qualitative research is reflectivity and researchers being transparent 

about how their interpretation of the finding is shaped by their background, gender, 

culture, and history presented as an open and honest account. Davidson and Tolich 
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(2003) assert that the strength of qualitative research lies in its validity. A critical point 

is that the findings accurately reflect the opinions and actions of the people in the 

study.  

 

Triangulation 

Triangulation is a means of cross-checking data to establish its validity (Bush, 2007) 

and can be used in a multi-methods approach, between methods or within a method. 

For this research, the cross-checking of data was analysed with a between methods 

approach also known as methodological triangulation and included two different 

methods of exploring the same issue. Essentially, Cohen et al., (2011), surmise, 

triangulating data can provide a richer and deeper picture of human behaviour by 

observing it from other perspectives. Davidson and Tolich (2003) add that in 

qualitative research, the meaningful integration of data from different sources leads 

to the data being valid and the more documents contrast with each other, the more 

confident the researcher can feel about the data being valid. The process can provide 

richer data and a deeper understanding of the opposing or compatible viewpoints that 

are revealed in the research.  

 

Comparing the documents which outlined the role expectations of the cluster manager 

and the lived experiences of the cluster managers revealed differences between their 

job description and the reality in practice. The triangulation of documents and 

interviews have been useful to identify several key factors of the cluster manager’s 

role. Firstly it identifies the challenges cluster managers encountered and the 

strategies they used to manage difficulties, secondly it highlights the priority tasks for 

the cluster managers and where they spent most of their time and energy on and 

lastly, the documents reflect how the role has expanded to include supporting and 

developing the leadership of others. 

 

 

Ethical issues 

Ethical issues arise at all stages of the research project (Bryman, 2012) particularly 

when dealing with human subjects (Busher & James, 2007).  Ethical research 

demonstrates a commitment to honesty and respect for the privacy and dignity of 

those people who are subjects of research. A key principle of ethical practice is to 

minimise harm and avoid deceit. 



27 
 

 

For this research, one method of collecting evidence is to conduct semi-structured 

interviews with eight cluster managers. Anonymity and confidentiality are critical 

ethical considerations for this group of participants as the sample is drawn from a total 

group of 40 Cluster managers employed across New Zealand. Ethical codes advocate 

for the care of maintaining identities and records of individuals as confidential. Care 

must also be taken to ensure that when research is published, individuals are not 

identified or identifiable (Bryman, 2012). 

 

As interviewing is the main interactive and qualitative activity in the proposed research 

it is critical that informed consent is obtained from participants. According to Bryman 

(2012), prospective participants must be given as much information as needed to 

decide to participate in the research or not. Even when people know they are being 

asked to participate, they must be fully informed. Bryman (2012) reports that it is 

critical for participants to complete and sign informed consent forms that include the 

relevant information about the research and the implications of their participation. In 

this research gaining access to the cluster managers involved a two-step process that 

required the consent of the employing principal to whom the cluster manager is 

responsible and accountable.  

 

Cresswell (2014) premises that it is important to obtain access to research or 

participants by seeking the approval of ‘gatekeepers’ these are individuals on site that 

can provide access to the site and allow the research to be done. Gaining access into 

an organisation requires a constant process of negotiation. Part of the initial 

negotiation is gaining the approval of a research proposal that includes key features 

of the research including the benefits for participants and the wider education 

community and the field of educational leadership and management.  

 

 The participants were identified from the National RTLB list of cluster managers that 

is available on the RTLB website. The lead (employing) school principals of the 

clusters were approached by phone and email to discuss the aims of the research. 

The information sheet (Appendix 2) and an organisational consent form (Appendix 3) 

were then emailed to the lead school principals to gain consent for their cluster 

manager to participate in this research. Once consent was granted, cluster managers 

were contacted by phone and email to briefly discuss the aims of the research before 

emailing the information letter and the participant consent form (Appendix 4) to be 
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completed. This process was quite straightforward, however, after gaining consent 

from the eight cluster managers.  

 

The findings reported from the eight semi-structured interviews of cluster managers 

are now reported in the following chapter four findings. These are triangulated by the 

documentary analysis of the documents related to the development of the role of the 

cluster manager in the RTLB service. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a summary of the findings gathered from the interviews of eight 

cluster managers and a documentary analysis of documents related to the 

development of the role of the cluster manager in the RTLB service.  

 

The research design focused on investigating the role of the cluster manager, the 

challenges faced in leading and managing changes in the RTLB service mandated in 

2012 and the strategies used in the change process. A constructivist ontological 

approach was appropriate to find out more about the reality of the experiences of the 

eight cluster managers through an interpretive lens. 

Research participants 

The cluster manager must be a registered teacher with experience in school 

management and administration. The eight cluster managers who agreed to 

participate in this research have been employed from two different education settings; 

either from schools or from the RTLB service.  

  

The four RTLB cluster managers are coded: RCM1, RCM2, RCM3, RCM4 and the 

four school cluster managers are coded: SCM1, SCM2, SCM3 and SCM4.  

 

Structure of data presentation 

Firstly I will describe the interview findings under the three research questions as 

headings: 

1. What is the role and responsibilities of the cluster manager in the RTLB 

cluster? 

 

2. What are the challenges for the cluster manager while leading and managing 

change in the RTLB cluster? 

 

3. What are the strategies used during the implementation of change in their 

respective clusters?  
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Interview Findings 

What is the role and responsibilities of the cluster manager in the RTLB 

cluster? 

 

Prior knowledge of the role 

All of the cluster managers interviewed were acutely aware of the issues that had 

plagued the RTLB service previously and acknowledged that it was a daunting task 

to improve a service that was not valued by schools. The four school cluster managers 

reflected on the service their schools had received before the RTLB transformation 

and described a common problem, the inconsistent level of service delivery and 

provision. They noted that they either ended up doing the work themselves or did not 

refer students at all. The four RTLB cluster managers experienced a lack of support 

from their employer/principals and raised concerns regarding ineffective performance 

management, monitoring, and review processes. All of the cluster managers agreed 

that the inconsistency of service delivery and provision often resulted in different 

models of practice in clusters that created confusion and frustration for schools and 

teachers. Two cluster managers shared that: 

           One of the principals was really cynical three or five years ago when I spoke     

to him; he did not give a toss about the RTLB service (SCM3). 

           We used to be really peeved about the number of people (RTLB) that didn’t 

have that high level of commitment …so we were considered pretty terrible by 

the education profession (RCM1). 

Preparation for the role 

The cluster manager’s role started officially at the beginning of the 2012 school year. 

In 2011, the Ministry of Education had been working closely with lead RTLB 

practitioners to design and implement the changes proposed, including the 

description and purpose of the cluster manager’s role in the service. Meetings with 

schools, boards of trustees and RTLB explained the rationale for change, and what 

needed to change. However, cluster managers reveal that there was no plan, of how 

these changes were going to be implemented.  

Considering that the newly appointed cluster managers came from a diverse range of 

educational backgrounds including special schools, education consultancies, tertiary 

institutions, schools and the RTLB service, the cluster managers expected an 

induction process to prepare them for the role. Conversely, cluster managers were 
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particularly frustrated and critical of the lack of information, guidance, and support 

provided in the first 18 months on the job. All the cluster managers agreed that the 

induction process was not enough to support them to meet the demands of the 

implementation of the structural and organisational changes imposed by the 

transformation. Employment issues and the relocation and housing of RTLB 

dominated the work of most of the cluster managers, which they admitted was very 

difficult and these cluster managers stated that: 

           …even if it was a year-long course…we should have had some training and 

not just gone for two days at Massey and all of a sudden the magic wand was 

waved, and we were cluster managers (RCM1). 

           …bringing that together was [pause] quite challenging because there were 

issues that needed to be resolved by NZEI and NZSTA …that  took about a 

year I suppose maybe 18 months to resolve all that stuff before we could move 

on (RCM2). 

Both school cluster managers and RTLB cluster managers felt they were left to fend 

for themselves, with little support and guidance. One school cluster manager recalled 

ringing the RTLB National Coordinator on a daily basis for support, and said: 

           …it was just ridiculous what they were asking us to do because we were pretty 

much starting from a blank canvas and were making it up as we went along, 

flying an aeroplane while we were building it! (SCM1). 

Challenges in the role 

All cluster managers are employed by a lead school and their board of trustees. The 

RTLB Governance and Management Toolkit (Ministry of Education, 2011) outlines 

clear roles and responsibilities for governance and management. School cluster 

managers appointed by their lead school principals felt that their leadership and 

management experience in schools was acknowledged and valued and they felt 

supported and confident in the role. They felt that this was not the case for some 

RTLB cluster managers who did not have the same level of leadership and 

management experience. According to the school cluster managers some of the 

RTLB cluster managers were poorly treated by their lead schools, and they observed 

that: 
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           We knew straight away, a large number of them were going to walk into a lot 

of trouble, and they did…they had a large lack of knowledge about how 

teachers were employed…that’s why in many ways some of the lead schools 

walked straight over the top of the cluster managers…it was just the 

unawareness of the cluster managers (SCM3). 

            …the cluster manager sort of got pushed to one side, and I used to feel 

embarrassed for those cluster managers because it was like the principal was 

saying I don’t think you’ve got the leadership skills to actually do the job yet 

(SCM1). 

 

RTLB cluster managers interviewed felt that their lead school principals supported 

their appointment and recognised them as effective practitioners with strong 

networking relationships and were well respected in their cluster and RTLB 

communities. Management and administration experience according to most of the 

RTLB cluster managers were not enough to lead and manage the service. They 

asserted that education and particularly the knowledge and understanding of special 

education and inclusion was essential to the role. Some RTLB cluster managers 

insisted that a good knowledge of RTLB practices and an understanding of the 

itinerant nature of the RTLB role would be critical when setting up how the new 

clusters would operate. These cluster managers stated that: 

 

           …you need people who understand and are committed to the notion of special 

education and mainstream education as working collaboratively together, and 

that’s what makes the difference…you need an understanding of what the 

purpose of RTLB is, why they exist and how they operate (RCM2) 

            …having an understanding of the role was very good in terms of accountability 

and bringing in that evidence to be able to understand and support others 

(RCM3) 

 

Once appointed, both groups of cluster managers faced challenges and criticism on 

their appointment to the role. Some school cluster managers faced criticism 

from the RTLB service who felt that only RTLB staff could lead and manage the 

RTLB clusters. Similarly, some RTLB cluster managers also faced criticism and 

suspicion from RTLB staff who had formerly been their close friends and work 
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colleagues. These cluster managers felt that the RTLB had little understanding of the 

aims of the transformation and the role of the cluster manager as a change agent. For 

most of the cluster managers, it was essential to understand the approach that was 

required to ensure the  RTLB staff understood the change process and they state 

that: 

 

           …what they lost sight of was actually they didn’t need an RTLB trained person, 

what they needed at that time was somebody who could lead the change, and 

that’s what I was, I knew I had to lead the change that had to happen.” (SCM4). 

 

           …I did have an administration, and leadership background which I saw at that 

stage was very important because it was a management change by and large, 

rather than a professional change; in other words, the RTLB’s professional 

work remained the same, but the way they were administered and managed 

was the change (SCM3). 

 

Dual role of leadership and management 

The cluster managers agree that the term ‘cluster manager’ is a title that belies the 

complex nature of the role and highlights the importance of emphasising the dual role 

of leadership and management in the RTLB service. Most cluster managers 

recall their initial approach to change management as being focussed on setting up 

systems to facilitate change particularly around employment issues and changes to 

the housing and accommodation of the re-formed RTLB clusters. Some cluster 

managers believed that this change was easier to facilitate when RTLB staff had 

a shared understanding of their cluster’s vision and purpose, understood the rationale 

behind the changes and were willing to contribute to the process. Both school 

and RTLB cluster managers agreed that these leadership activities were critical to 

establishing trust within the RTLB service to progress the vision and goals of the 

organisation. One cluster manager commented that: 

 

            I don’t think my role should be called ‘cluster manager’, yes I’m managing, but 

there’s a significant part of your job every day which is leadership. 

Management doesn’t really, if you think about the definition of it, it only really 
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covers the basic day to day paper stuff, whereas leadership is stepping outside 

of that (SCM1). 

Other cluster managers commented that everyone including RTLB staff are leaders 

and everyone’s leadership; informal and formal is needed to drive the cluster forward: 

 

           …its not me on my own that does it, the more you get into it, the less it’s me, 

the more it’s them, and ultimately I think that is what leadership is about, it is 

about motivating people to do the job (RCM2). 

 

           I like to know that people are happy, that they are feeling effective and that 

they are enjoying the challenges – that they are feeling yes there’s a challenge 

but they have it within them to address the challenges – that for me – that’s a 

sense of purpose as a leader (SCM4). 

  

Complexity of the role 

Several cluster managers described the role as multi-faceted and complex 

particularly considering the emphasis on developing relationships within the service, 

with and across schools and the wider circle of government and non 

government agencies. One cluster manager observed that the role fulfills many 

purposes and that in different contexts, the role can shift from being a manager, to 

being a broker,a negotiator, an advocate, a researcher, an inquirer and an innovator. 

Another described the knowledge of schools, needs of students and teachers and the 

impact of social and economic pressures on school and family communities as 

essential knowledge that must be considered regularly  to ensure schools are 

adequately supported and resourced in a timely way. One school leader cluster 

manager described the role as no longer about looking after one school, but looking 

after all the schools in the cluster and sometimes this meant healing rifts between 

principals: 

 

           The fact is that you’re the meat in the sandwich…schools, principals might 

want a piece of you at any one time plus your staff plus you have outside 

agencies that you’re connected with and your handling a fairly big budget, and 

you’re keeping the whole thing together (RCM3). 
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Another cluster manager observed that: 

           Interconnectedness is an important way that I think about the cluster… it’s not 

just with the RTLB, but it’s the interconnectedness you have with teachers, 

schools, with whanau… its interconnected beyond agencies and health…it’s 

huge…multi-dimensional – you can’t think of it as a flat thing…it’s not a connect 

the dots, its too multi-dimensional to do that (RCM2). 

 

Two school  cluster managers, in particular, anticipated that the cluster 

manager’s role would be similar to an office administration role and involve less work 

and less stress. Some cluster managers commented that the role was a lot harder 

than expected and regarded their workload as comparable to the demands and 

expectations of the role of principal. However, they felt that this is not reflected in 

their remuneration or how they are regarded by cluster principals.  

One RTLB cluster manager observed that being on a lower pay scale deemed cluster 

managers as “lesser beings”  by principals from schools in the cluster: 

 

           …I think part of that’s to do with our pay scale; we’re working really long hours, 

and I think leadership allowances are not enough for the hours that we do and 

the calibre of the job. We’re doing what’s required that principals do and we’re 

no way recognized financially for what we do (RCM1). 

 

           You could almost be the cluster manager principal, just having that word in 

there, would put you on that equal footing… I’d been a principal of a school 

and this is much much harder (SCM1). 

 

 

Professional Advice and Support 

All the cluster managers participated in individual ongoing professional development.  

Most cluster managers had some knowledge of change management, productive 

conversations and performance management, however, the professional learning that 

made the most significant impact came from their regular termly meetings (forums). 
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They attribute this network of support as being instrumental in overcoming the 

challenges they faced on a daily basis. These forums met several needs of the cluster 

managers; problem-solving complex issues, sharing good practice, regular update of 

government initiatives and building a trusting and accessible support network. One 

school cluster manager commented that the sharing of practice helped create 

some consistency of RTLB practice across the clusters. Most of the cluster managers 

regarded the regular forums as the best professional development that was available 

to them and they commented that: 

 

           We haven’t got people in positions of executive power or anything else like 

that; we’re all equal and if we disagree with something we can say so and 

exchange  ideas. The cluster manager forums are very much a key to cluster 

management development (SCM2). 

           …honestly I wouldn’t have stayed in this job if there hadn’t been things like the 

cluster manager forum and the relationships that have been developed with 

other cluster managers…this is not a job that you can do in isolation, you have 

got to have somebody that you can talk to – who you can unload with or just 

say hey what do you do with such and such – you have to have those 

connections (SCM4). 

Values 

Most of the cluster managers’ core values are based on caring for and valuing people. 

Understanding what RTLB staff were going through was critical in moving them 

forward into the practicalities of establishing the new cluster, and this was managed 

in different ways. Sometimes this was done by listening to the concerns and issues 

raised by the RTLB. Other cluster managers were pro-active in creating opportunities 

to include others in solving problems and setting up systems to minimise frustration 

and anxiety. In the process, these cluster managers believed that caring for and 

valuing people is the basis for establishing trust and revealed that: 

 

           I said we would take things into consideration, so that helped me get a 

perspective on what is happening out in the schools and how individuals 

interpret things and what matters to different individuals… it allowed me to get 

an individual understanding of the people I was leading. (SCM4) 
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            …you need to give people the opportunity to give their voice confidently…you         

need to develop that in your team, a sense of belonging, a sense of trust. 

(RCM3) 

 

Role change 

The cluster managers acknowledged that the role has changed since 2012 from a 

strong emphasis on administration and management to leading innovative practice, 

growing leadership, and inspiring the RTLB to delivery a quality service to schools. 

One school cluster manager sees the change from a service that was not performing 

to a service that is making a positive impact on student learning outcomes. Most of 

the cluster managers attribute this to a strong focus on the professional learning and 

practice of RTLB, maintaining a culture of learning and development and building the 

leadership capacity of individual RTLB staff and they said that: 

            

           It’s a hard road, but it’s a very rewarding one, and no day’s ever the same… 

I’ve seen all sorts of growth in RTLB, I’ve seen kids become successful at 

school, I’ve seen teachers grow… I think I’m making a difference, but I know I 

couldn’t do it without my practice leaders or the RTLB… I think that is what 

leadership is about; it is about motivating people to do the job (RCM2).  

 

           To hear that people were seeing my RTLB as very professional, useful and 

making a huge difference for kids was pretty amazing…it’s a passion for those 

kids and those teachers who are having a hard time (RCM1) 

 

Summary 

Both the school leaders and RTLB that became cluster managers found the change 

process during the transformation problematic and challenging. They felt that they 

were ill prepared for the deep level of change that was required  and they were critical 

of the lack of  support, advice, and guidance provided to set them up in the new role. 

The educational leadership backgrounds of the cluster managers played a 

significant part in how the principals and other RTLB staff perceived them. 

 

However, cluster managers realised that the role was complex and demanding and 

required additional funds of knowledge aside from school management and 

education. By acknowledging their struggles, the cluster managers were able to forge 
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a professional support network that made a significant difference to the leadership 

and management of their respective RTLB clusters. This is evident in their 

commitment to valuing people and forming trusting relationships that contributed to 

an improved service.  

 

2. What were the challenges for the cluster manager while leading and 

managing change in the RTLB cluster?  

In 2011 the Ministry of Education alongside lead RTLB practitioners and 

principals worked together to finalise the new cluster formations that would 

reduce the number of clusters from 199 to 40 across New Zealand.  

At the beginning of 2012, most cluster managers were appointed and began 

the work of transforming the clusters. This included the re distribution of RTLB across 

regions, the merging of many clusters and the relocation of many RTLB staff.  

 

Structural change 

The re-distribution and relocation of many RTLB clusters meant that some host 

schools could no longer provide office space for  RTLB staff on their site. Some 

of these principals reacted negatively by evicting RTLB from their former workplaces 

with little notice. For some cluster managers, this did not alleviate the growing  

frustration of the logistic challenges of setting up the new clusters not only for 

themselves but for the RTLB and the new lead schools now responsible for employing 

and housing the RTLB service. These clusters managers shared that: 

 

           …one group of people were basically tossed out of the school they were in and 

told in two days time a truck is coming by at the gate, all of your stuff has to 

get on the truck (SCM4). 

 

           …he said, I’m not happy with this…I’m booting them out, what are you going 

to do about it? I said I’m going to do something…and I kept thinking…blimmin 

heck (RCM1). 

 

The ad-hoc set up of former clusters left to manage, and monitor themselves 

led to configurations of clusters that were depicted as dubious and dysfunctional. One 

cluster manager described the RTLB as previously working in ‘silos,' where decision 
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making was in-effective, and that the RTLB had poor working relationships with each 

other and their schools. Bringing the disparate groups of RTLB together to form the 

new clusters proved to be the most challenging task for the newly appointed cluster 

managers and they described this process as ‘fraught with difficulty’ and commented 

that: 

           …they (RTLB) basically had the mat pulled out from under them…so they 

knew that this was it, we’ve just got to deal with it … so it was about managing 

peoples’ feelings, peoples hurts, people being offended because there were  

people who they didn’t know and didn’t know them…it was quite difficult 

(SCM4). 

            

           I saw fear, you know being frightened of what was coming and they didn’t 

consider that it might be better than what they had because they couldn’t see 

it and its really hard to make that explicit to people because they hang on to 

what they know (RCM2). 

 

Organisational change 

Several cluster managers focussed on setting up and aligning systems to 

ensure there was an improved level of consistency in RTLB practice. 

However, one of the biggest frustrations faced by most of the cluster managers  

was uncovering the vast and varied ways RTLB practised, documented their practice, 

were appraised and how they maintained their professional learning and 

development. One cluster manager discovered several different interpretations of the 

same document used by RTLB staff who had previously been in clusters that worked 

quite differently from each other.  For example, two cluster managers noticed that: 

 

           …bringing together three clusters who all ran very differently and who had 

been managed very differently and some of those clusters you know the people 

there had never had an appraisal, there was no management – and there were 

some really funny things (RCM2) 

 

           … the way each of the clusters worked was quite diverse, each cluster thought 

they had it right… they were quite clear that everyone else had got it wrong 

(SCM3). 
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The school cluster managers, mainly, found the itinerant nature of the RTLB role 

problematic and a barrier to cohesion. The regular and daily routines of a school 

reinforced professional relationships and a collective culture of learning, problem-

solving and decision-making. Working with an itinerant workforce that did not meet on 

a daily basis, took some time for school leader cluster managers to get used to. The 

‘independent’ nature of the RTLB role also makes it difficult for most cluster managers 

to assess the level of effectiveness of the RTLB’s practice as well as accurately 

assess the RTLB’s workload on paper and in practice. One cluster manager observed 

that: 

 

           …you don’t see the immediacy of the improvement you have made that you 

would see with the staff because you’re in their office environment you’re not 

in their work environment to see whats happening and whether it's making the 

differences that you think (SCM3). 

 

Most cluster managers felt that the way RTLB practiced was unclear 

moreover, ill-defined and without accountability systems in place, it was difficult to 

monitor. Some of the cluster managers admitted that initially, they did not know what 

their RTLB were doing on a daily basis. 

 

Resistance to change 

Several cluster managers observed that some of their RTLB staff did not understand 

or accept the rationale for improvement. Some demonstrated resistance to the cluster 

manager’s introduction of accountability measures and the adherence to the RTLB 

policy framework which outlines expectations for the delivery and provision of the 

service. Despite maintaining a strong commitment to the implementation of change, 

several cluster managers described dealing with the ongoing resistance as stressful. 

One cluster manager commented that this process “took ten years off my life” and 

commented that: 

 

           … I don’t mind people resisting, if they’ve got a good reason, I’ll listen to it. But 

at the end of the day, I ‘m getting paid to do a job and to deliver a service to 

the cluster schools that they can access… find the right place for you but if it’s 

not this one, there is nothing I can do about it (RCM2) 
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Another cluster manager recalled having ‘accountability’ conversations with RTLB: 

 

          …and this person that you are accountable to is me and if I ask you a question 

about your delivery of your service you have to have a discussion with me 

about it because that’s my role (SCM4) 

 

Changing Focus 

Cluster managers agreed that building the capacity of teachers was a priority focus 

for the RTLB service. However this was not always evident in the philosophy and 

practice of some cluster managers who believed that many of the RTLB still practised 

in the medical paradigm of diagnosing and fixing students with learning and behaviour 

needs. Most cluster managers found this model to be unsustainable, dis-empowering 

for the student and teacher and made little impact on overall student outcomes. All 

the cluster managers believed that the RTLB could be the best support for the teacher 

to adapt and modify the classroom programme to meet the needs of the student. This 

is also in keeping with one of the principles of RTLB practice of inclusive teaching and 

expressed by one cluster manager as: 

           RTLB see themselves more as a fixer of students than providing a service to 

the teacher so they can manage what that student needs… that’s where I see 

RTLB working… it’s keeping that relationship between teacher and student 

positive…the teacher’s the pivot … if we put it in a sporting framework and see 

the RTLB is like the coach of coaches and they can affect the outcomes for the 

player but their work is indirect…it is not a direct outcome of their work (SCM3) 

 

Summary 

Cluster managers struggled with the structural and organisational challenges 

presented in the implementation of these changes particularly in regards to 

the employment issues and implications for the RTLB service and cluster schools. 

Cluster managers attempted to create more consistent systems and processes but 

were further frustrated by the variations in RTLB practice, documentation, and 

approaches to their work. School cluster managers noted that the itinerant 

nature of the RTLB practice made it difficult to establish trust and establish cohesive 

relationships in the cluster.  The dual role of leading and managing the transformation 

of the RTLB service presented multiple levels of challenge for cluster managers and 

the resistance they endured impacted significantly on their relationships with RTLB.  
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3. What were the strategies used during the implementation of change in their 

respective clusters? 

Bringing RTLB together 

Most of the cluster managers identified that a crucial step was to physically bring the 

disparate groups of RTLB clusters together in terms of location and workspaces. 

Depending on their geographical location some clusters were able to be all housed 

on one site, and other clusters spread their RTLB out across several sites. All cluster 

managers were intentional in how they set up specific teams of RTLB to reinforce the 

sense of change and difference and also provide opportunities for RTLB to establish 

collegial relationships. Two cluster managers shared their approaches: 

 

           A lot of them hadn’t met before and when we had our first meeting a lot were 

new to each other… they hadn’t actually met… If I didn’t mix them up, they’d 

stay in their silos…its like getting all the flavours together and giving everything 

a bit shake…(SCM2) 

 

           Changing the teams helped to change the culture of the teams…people 

became aware of themselves..putting someone different in all of the teams just 

made a little change to the culture of the team (SCM3) 

 

Establishing trust  

All the cluster managers recognised that establishing and maintaining a high level of 

trust was an essential ingredient in building positive relationships needed to build 

cohesive teams.  Acknowledging the difficulties RTLB were going through was 

essential and creating opportunities for RTLB to contribute confidently to decisions 

regarding the way the cluster could work, was an effective way to show RTLB that 

their knowledge and experience was valued.  A shared understanding of 

cluster values expectations and operational systems that was communicated clearly 

and supported by cluster leadership ensured RTLB felt confident and valued in their 

role. Some cluster managers identified trust as a ‘two-way street’ and felt that trust 

was built when they could work with their RTLB to solve problems. One cluster 

manager asserted that: 
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          …not everybody’s going to like what you do…if you’ve got a strong enough 

relationship, even though they don’t like it they will still be prepared to go with 

it (SCM4) 

 

These cluster managers commented that high trust environments yielded higher 

levels of engagement and commitment from the RTLB which led to an improvement 

of their relationships with schools and staff. One cluster manager felt that: 

 

            …there’s tremendous potential for the RTLB… they’re the only group that can 

go across schools that have got the trust of schools… for cross-pollination 

between schools; who’s left? RTLB – they are the best people there (SCM2). 

 

Creating a cluster identity by including others 

Setting the vision and direction for their respective clusters was considered by most 

of the cluster managers to be a critical component in building a new cluster identity 

and shaping the culture of RTLB. Some cluster managers felt that initially, RTLB did 

not see the value of being involved in the creation of the new cluster’s identity. Regular 

meetings to plan and build team identity were important in the initial phase of change. 

The idea of ‘starting the system from scratch’ was daunting for some cluster managers 

however, they recognised that the potential for real change had to be driven by RTLB 

and they observed that: 

 

           …if people disagreed with things, they were able to voice their disagreements 

and that as a full team we would work together on creating what we would be 

and how we would operate…with some lines in the sand from me and others 

too around the principles of RTLB work (RCM4). 

 

          …they had to work together, and they had to nut out their differences about 

what they understood about how practice works and sometimes they didn’t get 

solutions quickly, but they had to keep talking until they came to an 

understanding that they could actually be on the same page…(SCM4) 

 

One cluster manager admitted that setting the vision at the beginning was very hard 

to do, and it has only been in the last two years that their cluster has developed it’s 

purpose, vision, and direction: 



44 
 

 

           “We didn’t know who the hell we were. I mean, you were told what you                      

were, but we hadn’t developed our own idea of who we were. (RCM2) 

 

Distributing Leadership 

The appointment of the formal leaders of practice and professional learning (practice 

leaders) was not undertaken until later in the year prompting most of the cluster 

managers, to involve RTLB in making decisions about how the cluster would operate. 

These cluster managers delegated responsibility to groups of RTLB staff within 

their clusters to review and refine their systems to improve consistency in 

documentation, communication and professional learning. 

 

 Distributing leadership was especially invaluable for cluster managers who were 

trying to juggle difficult employment relations and accommodation issues as well as 

trying to get the cluster operational and working in schools.The competing demands 

of cluster development and service provision were overwhelming. However, cluster 

managers concluded that including RTLB in the decision-making process and sharing 

leadership responsibilities benefited everyone and forged a sense of achievement 

and belonging. One cluster manager reflected on their role and commented that: 

 

           I didn’t have the answers to everything because I was still learning how this 

job works but I also needed people to be on side…so the best thing to do was 

to get them involved and give them responsibilities that mattered and give them 

the opportunity to dictate the change in a way (SCM4). 

 

Similarly another cluster manager felt that: 

 

          …as long as RTLB feel like they’ve got a voice in the change that’s going to 

affect them, then they are going to be more willing to take it on, and its more 

likely to be sustainable (SCM1) 

 

All the cluster managers agreed emphatically that the practice leaders had made a 

significant impact on building team cohesion and developing a more consistent 

and improved model of service provision to schools. The focus on supporting the 

professional learning and practice of RTLB is an important facet of performance 

management that is evident in a comprehensive multi-layered approach that has been 
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developed with the lead school, RTLB and the practice leaders. One cluster manager 

described the importance of the practice leaders’ role: 

 

           …they are (practice leaders) involved in every aspect of decision making, 

that’s because I trust them, I need them…for me, who’s not out there doing the 

job… they fully understand the little twists and turns that you need to know 

about how to keep the team happy and schools happy (SCM1). 

 

Dual role of leadership and management 

Cluster managers described the different approaches they used to introduce the 

changes to their clusters. Some cluster managers adopted a robust management 

framework for setting up policies and systems to get the cluster operational. These 

cluster managers admitted that the policies and systems set up also made it easier to 

manage and resolve employment difficulties. Other cluster managers preferred a 

relational approach, bringing RTLB together to identify needs and plan for 

improvement collectively. These cluster managers described this as a ‘bottom-up’ 

approach and included RTLB from the beginning to affirm the sense of ownership and 

belonging as well as establish trust in the cluster manager.  Most of the cluster 

managers felt confident in the approach they took and understood the importance of 

the dual role of leadership and management that occurred in everyday tasks and 

interactions. The title of cluster manager they concluded, is mostly about leadership 

although one cluster manager described the need for a balanced approach: 

 

           I must say it is kind of a balance, you know policies and procedures is putting 

into place something as a  foundation for accountability, both for the service 

and individuals…rest of the time was spent being compassionate and 

understanding  the people who were going through a process of change and 

so there has to be a balance there. (RCM3) 

 

For another cluster manager, trust, professional relationships, and learning could be 

managed through efficient systems that required high levels of clear communication. 

 

          If you don’t have good systems, nothing works; you’ve got to have something 

to hang all that on and that’s systems and that’s got to be really clear to 

everybody. (RCM2) 
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Effective communication 

Explicit and consistent expectations that are shared, communicated regularly, 

understood and followed by everyone in the cluster contributes to a cohesive and 

efficient service. Cluster managers found that this is particularly pertinent for an 

itinerant service as a means to improve accountability, build credibility as a service 

and maintain positive relationships with RTLB and cluster schools.  

 

Most of the cluster managers had created various ways of sharing and receiving 

information from RTLB, so they had a good sense of what was happening within the 

RTLB practice and the quality of service to schools. However, these cluster managers 

emphasised that effective communication was also essential in times of confusion, 

uncertainty, and conflict and a high regard for evidence were required to ensure 

issues were resolved. Most of the cluster managers had participated in professional 

development to improve the facilitation of difficult conversations however, in some 

clusters this was delegated to the practice leader as part of their role in monitoring 

professional learning and supervision. Supporting and improving RTLB practice is a 

constant management focus, as one cluster manager explained: 

 

           …our focus was on the practice and what it should be, but it was also on the 

people, and how we could bring people through with integrity, and support 

them on what they’d been doing instead of putting them down (RCM1). 

 

Summary 

Establishing trust was critical to moving the cluster forward, and cluster managers 

found that they had to balance the act of setting up cluster operations and supporting 

RTLB through the changes. Most cluster managers created cohesive teams by 

including RTLB in the creation of a cluster identity with a strong focus on purpose, 

vision, and goals. Systems and processes were developed to ensure cluster 

operations were well understood and communicated. Distributing leadership and 

responsibilities to their RTLB both formally and informally, enhanced cluster 

operations, professional relationships and service provision to schools. The cluster 

managers agreed that while management was a vital function of the role, leadership 

is essential and it is through effective communication and daily interactions with others 

that they were able to implement change. 



47 
 

 

Documentary Analysis Findings 

Selection of documents 

The findings will be presented under the two main headings of the cluster manager’s 

roles and responsibilities followed by a summary of key points. Five documents were 

selected and analysed to identify the purpose, skills, and responsibilities expected of 

the cluster manager. (see Table 4.1).  

 

Table 4.1: Sample of Documents Selected and Analysed 

 

 

 

What is the role and responsibilities of the cluster manager? 

Role description 

ERO’s review of the RTLB service in 2009 was critical for the governance and 

management of over half of the clusters reviewed, deemed as underperforming and 

ineffective. School principals and RTLB representatives worked to develop a new 

leadership structure that would provide a robust management approach with a cluster 

Documents selected Data analysed 

Update of the RTLB transformation 
(Vause, 2011) 

Report outlining update of 
transformation and expectation of 
the cluster manager’s role in the 
RTLB service. 
 

Cluster manager job description – 
New Zealand School Trustees 
Association (n.d) 
 

Original job description used to 
employ the first cluster managers 
and published by a national 
organisation that supports school 
boards of trustees in their 
governance and employer roles.  
 

Cluster manager job description – 
RTLB Governance and Management 
Toolkit (2012) 
 

Published in the RTLB’s policy and 
guidelines document for lead 
schools and the RTLB service.  
 

Cluster manager job description – 
RTLB Governance and Management 
Toolkit (2015) 
 

Revised job description in the 2015 
document for lead schools and the 
RTLB service. 

Person specification – job description 
for cluster manager position   
 

Identifies key criteria for the 
selection panel to consider when 
making a new appointment.   
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manager, and a practice leader to improve the professional learning and practice of 

the cluster. 

 

Early reports that outlined the role of the cluster manager described it as a ‘hands-on’ 

coordination role focussed on managing people, funds, and resources. Strategic 

planning, reporting, and performance management were described as key activities 

alongside maintaining relationships with principals to improve outcomes for students. 

In the short time that the cluster manager’s role has existed, key documents have 

described the role’s purpose differently. The New Zealand School Trustees 

Association (NZSTA, n.d) provided the initial job description for the cluster manager’s 

role that outlines the dual roles of leadership and management: 

 

           To manage and lead, on a day to day basis, the Resource Teacher: Learning 

and Behaviour (RTLB) cluster on behalf of the schools, staff and students in 

that cluster. 

 

However, the leadership focus was not explicit in the RTLB Governance and 

Management Toolkit introduced a year later: 

 

          A Cluster Manager manages the funding, resourcing and employer obligations 

of their RTLB cluster (Ministry of Education, 2011). 

 

Subsequently, in 2015, the RTLB Governance and Management Toolkit (Ministry of 

Education, 2015) described the cluster manager’s role as being shared with the lead 

school principal for the strategic leadership and management of the RTLB cluster. 

 

Responsibilities 

Since 2012, the cluster manager has maintained key management responsibilities 

including performance and financial management, service planning and review, 

reporting and developing systems, policies, and processes for the service. What has 

shifted particularly in the most recent job description (Ministry of Education, 2015) is 

the emphasis on the cluster manager’s role in supporting others to lead and manage 

areas of responsibility. The recent iteration of the RTLB Toolkit (Ministry of Education, 

2015) indicates the expectation that the cluster manager is involved at many levels 

and with many people to ensure the RTLB service is effective at meeting the needs 
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of the cluster schools. This includes the expectation that the cluster manager will 

build, support and maintain collaborative and trusting relationships with their RTLB 

and major stakeholders. 

 

The strategic planning process has been described in the documents as an 

organisational activity that must be led by the cluster manager (Ministry of Education, 

2011, 2015) and involve all RTLB, the lead school, and stakeholders. The strategic 

plan is considered a critical tool for the cluster manager and ensures that commitment 

is made to the development and improvement of the RTLB service. This commitment 

is emphasised as a priority in all documentation: 

 

           … to ensure Kura/schools, kaiako/teachers and students in the cluster receive 

an ‘equitable, quality RTLB service and that RTLB are supported in their roles 

(Ministry of Education, 2015, p.6). 

 

What is also evident in the latest job description is the cluster manager’s role in 

ensuring systems and processes are established to support and strengthen the RTLB 

practice. When appointing new cluster managers, lead schools are now requesting 

more than just a systems manager, and coordinator and require cluster managers to 

be ‘passionate’ and have the ability to ‘lead in a collaborative and consultative’ way 

and can establish ‘strong and open relationships. This is evident in the person 

specification criteria that some lead school principals have included as part of the job 

description for potential cluster managers they employ: 

 

           The school is seeking a future-focused leader for the RTLB cluster with an 

inclusive leadership style that inspires, motivates and empowers others. 

 

Lead school principals also identified two major components of the role that are not 

explicit in the NZSTA and Toolkit job descriptions; a thorough understanding of the 

RTLB role and a commitment to making a difference for students.  

 

Summary 

The role of the cluster manager is described differently in each document and reflects 

a shift from the day to day management to the strategic leadership and management 

of the RTLB service. Management activities dominated the cluster manager’s role in 
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all the job descriptions identifyingperformance management, finance and reporting as 

essential tasks. One activity identified explicitly as a task to be led by the cluster 

manager was the strategic planning process. The most recent job description 

(Ministry of Education, 2015) reflects the complexity of the role and the importance of 

building, supporting and maintaining positive relationships with other leaders in the 

service and stakeholders in the cluster.  

 

When appointing new cluster managers, lead schools, and their cluster principals not 

only wanted good managers, they want passionate leaders who can motivate and 

inspire the RTLB and the service it delivers to make a difference for students. This 

document also acknowledged that a thorough understanding of the RTLB service was 

an important fund of knowledge to possess. 

 

Overall consolidated findings                                                                                                                        

Despite its clearly defined role and list of responsibilities, the role of the cluster 

manager, in reality, is complex, challenging and demanding. Job descriptions 

describe the role as having a significant management function to ensure all areas of 

the RTLB service are maintained and monitored through efficient systems and 

processes. For the school cluster managers, many of the administration and 

management tasks were second nature, after years of experience running schools. 

They noticed that some of their RTLB cluster manager colleagues struggled with 

these management tasks often ending in ongoing employment and performance 

issues with their RTLB staff. The job descriptions assume that cluster managers have 

a good knowledge and understanding of the RTLB service. However many of the 

school cluster managers struggled with the itinerant nature of the RTLB role and took 

some time to set up additional methods of communication to maintain cohesion.  

 

The dual role of leadership and management in the change process is an important 

aspect and belies the complex nature of the cluster manager’s work.  Although 

identified as a management role, the cluster managers discovered that it requires 

leadership to encourage, involve and include RTLB staff in all aspects of the service 

and in particular, strategic planning. The cluster managers identified that this was 

critical to establishing a cluster vision, focus, and plan for the newly formed clusters. 

Despite resistance from RTLB staff in the initial phase of transformation, cluster 

managers created opportunities to build trust through the inclusion of RTLB staff in 
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setting up the new cluster’s systems. Cluster managers have identified that working 

in collaboration with others and establishing trusting relationships with RTLB and 

stakeholders is a critically important activity that requires effective communication.  

 

All cluster managers interviewed are committed to making a positive impact on 

student outcomes by delivering a quality service to schools. The school principals 

have identified that making a difference to student outcomes is critical and requires 

the skills of a passionate and inclusive leader that can empower, motivate and inspire 

the RTLB service. The cluster managers admit that the transformation of the RTLB 

service has been challenging and demanding and has contributed significantly to 

professional learning that has resulted in what they feel is an improved service for 

their respective clusters.  

Key findings are now discussed in the following Chapter Five, Discussion and 

Conclusions with support from relevant literature reviewed in Chapter Two. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

The key findings will be discussed under the two main headings; challenges for the 

cluster manager and strategies for change management. 

  

Challenges for the cluster manager 

A management approach  

The key findings from this study reveal several aspects of the cluster manager’s role 

that were problematic, leading to a change management process that was both 

difficult and challenging. What has emerged from this study and corroborated with 

relevant documents, is that the cluster manager’s role strongly focussed on 

management activities. The Resource Teacher: Learning and Behaviour Governance 

and Management Toolkit (Ministry of Education, 2011) identified the role as 

“…managing, funds, resources and employer obligations” (p.6). This is a critical 

finding in this study because it highlights the challenges cluster managers faced while 

trying to lead change from a management position.  

 

What some cluster managers found, was that using a management only approach, 

was useful for setting up operational systems and bringing stability to the ‘re-formed 

clusters, but it was inadequate for managing the hurt, anger and resistance RTLB 

staff felt about the change process. This is consistent with Cuban (1988) and Kotter’s 

(1996) theories that management activities are important for the maintenance of 

systems and for establishing predictability and order in an organisation. However 

powerful change requires strong leadership capabilities. Similarly, what was evident 

from the findings is that cluster managers with strong management practice tended 

to also have a more ‘directive’ approach to leadership particularly in the initial phase 

of the transformation to signal change and exercise authority.  

 

This directive type of leadership is useful Bendikson (2015) surmises for quick change 

gains over a short period of time and for cluster managers under pressure to get the 

service operational and working in schools and this proved to be an effective 

approach. In this study, it was evident that cluster managers incorporated different 

levels of management activity into their role. Some cluster managers indicated that 

they had to be mindful of being overly managerial as sometimes this caused RTLB 

staff to be suspicious of systems and processes that were created particularly, in 
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relation to tracking and monitoring the progress of casework. One cluster manager 

recommended a balanced approach of attending to policy and attending to people 

(RCM3), while another cluster manager insisted that an organisation could not be 

effective without good management systems (RCM2). Several authors affirm the 

critical role of management activity in the change process (Cuban, 1988; Kotter, 1996; 

Spillane and Coldren, 2011). However, Ramsden (1998) warns that the overuse of 

management strategies can stifle creativity and lead to passivity.  

 

Lack of knowledge and experience 

A surprising but critical finding that emerged early in the study highlighted the 

differences between senior school leaders who were appointed to the cluster 

manager’s role and RTLB staff who were appointed to the same role. This is 

significant in the fact that although each brought a different approach, knowledge and 

experiences to the role, the required depth of knowledge in school management 

systems and the RTLB service was not consistent across the cluster managers. This 

study clearly illustrates the challenges for the RTLB cluster managers who did not 

have knowledge or experience in school management systems and school leader 

cluster managers who did not have a deep understanding of the RTLB service.  

 

The itinerant nature of the RTLB role was problematic for these cluster managers, 

and they sought other ways to develop cohesive teams and structures to assess the 

workload and effectiveness of the RTLB. Of significant importance particularly to 

RTLB cluster managers, was the understanding of the inclusive nature of the RTLB 

role and its commitment to inclusive practice. The findings indicate that schools and 

RTLB staff still have mixed understandings of the role of the RTLB which was a 

concern identified in earlier reviews of the RTLB service  (Hoyle, 2001; Thomson et 

al., 2000; Walker et al., 1999). 

 

Lack of external support 

Another significant finding draws attention to the lack of government support cluster 

managers received to implement the dual change process of turning policy into 

operational systems and the translation of systems into practice.  This made a huge 

impact on the cluster manager’s confidence to implement the huge structural and 

organisational changes expected by the Ministry of Education and one cluster 

manager commented.”…we were making it up as we went along, flying an aeroplane, 
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while we were building it” (SCM1). An earlier study by Hoyle (2001) was also critical 

of how the government implemented the change process to set up the RTLB clusters 

in 1999, and its lack of timely information and advice resulted in multiple 

interpretations of the RTLB role and practice. These issues have persisted in the 

RTLB as evidenced in two ERO reviews (2004, 2009) which eventually led to its 

transformation in 2012. It is evident from this study that cluster managers were under 

great pressure to resolve employment and office housing for RTLB as well as getting 

systems operational for the service to be working in schools. Without a 

comprehensive induction programme in place, or access to readily available support 

to manage a wide range of implementation issues, some cluster managers felt 

isolated and frustrated.  

 

Resistance to change 

The finding that had the most significant impact on the cluster managers was the level 

of resistance they encountered in the change management process and they 

described this as the most difficult part of the transformation. Resolving complex 

employment issues were ‘fraught with difficulty’ (SCM4) and one cluster manager 

described this process as ‘taking 10 years off my life’ (RCM2). Cluster managers 

described resistance from RTLB staff to their appointment to the role, reluctance from 

others to engage in all the levels of the change process and experienced negativity 

from principals reluctant to lose additional funding and resourcing. This finding is 

consistent with studies by Elkin et al.,(2008) and Fullan (2001) that explain how 

resistance to change often occurs when individuals are concerned with what and how 

they will be affected by the change and how they will cope.  

 

Complex role 

The most surprising finding came from the cluster managers reflections on their role. 

Cluster managers described the complex nature of their role particularly managing 

the competing political, social and economic demands of government, cluster 

schools, communities and the RTLB service. They are deemed to be educational 

leaders, with management experience and are responsible for a teaching workforce, 

yet they are not perceived as having the same status as principals. Some cluster 

managers felt that principals looked down on them and did not acknowledge the 

complexity of their role, skills or leadership. One school cluster manager  

acknowledged that the work was much harder than being a principal (SCM1), and 
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another said it was more like being a principal for all the schools in the cluster (SCM3). 

This finding was unexpected and suggests that cluster principals do not have a clear 

or deep understanding of the cluster manager’s role. This is evident from the cluster 

managers in the study, who assumed that the role would be easier, less stressful and 

more like an office administration job. This study has shown that the cluster manager 

title belies the complex nature of the role in reality. 

 

Strategies used to lead and manage the change 

The dual role of leadership and management 

The role of the cluster manager, on paper, is predominantly a management role and 

was created to improve the management of people, funds, and resources leading to 

an improved service for cluster schools (Ministry of Education, 2011, 2015). Several 

key findings in this research emphasise the key role of leadership in the strategies 

employed by the cluster manager in the change process.  

 

Cluster managers agreed that the transformation had helped them to understand their 

management role as well as the critical role of leadership. They acknowledge that 

although the management role was the main emphasis in their job description, 

leadership to lead the change was critical. These findings emphasise the importance 

of their experiences as educational leaders coming to the fore in the initial phase of 

the transformation. Although cluster managers did not feel confident or 

knowledgeable about what the implementation process would look like, as 

educational leaders, they were used to working with teachers, creating learning 

environments, setting up systems to create cohesion and collaboration and building 

relationships with multiple stakeholders.  

 

Initially, most of the cluster managers approached their role according to how they 

worked best in their previous roles; some applied a strong management focus on 

systems and policies; some worked on building cohesive teams within the cluster and 

others led change through developing new systems. Cluster managers described the 

leadership approach they took as appropriate for what was needed at the time and 

were committed to the goals of improvement and in doing so, making a difference to 

student learning outcomes. What has featured strongly in this study is the cluster 

managers’ commitment to building the leadership of others in formal and informal 

roles, and this has contributed positively to how the clusters operate and provide the 
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service to schools. Cluster managers realised early in the transformation that they 

could not implement the changes alone.  These findings correlate strongly to the work 

of Fullan (2001) and Cherniss and Goleman (2003) that different leadership styles are 

required to lead change and that a moral commitment to making a difference and a 

strong focus on relationships is crucial.  

 

Building relationships 

This study showed that maintaining productive relationships is a key activity of 

leadership. A key finding to emerge from this study emphasises the high levels of trust 

cluster managers must build with multiple stakeholders at the local and national level. 

Most of the cluster managers found they could build trust and their credibility when 

they showed empathy and compassion to RTLB staff who were finding the change 

difficult and build and, gain the support and confidence of principals by providing an 

improved service.  

 

For cluster managers, the internal commitment of individual RTLB staff was critical to 

influencing change across the service. Cluster managers listened and enabled 

processes that sought to minimise confusion and frustration in the workplace and 

strengthened the internal commitment of RTLB staff by including them in decision 

making at the operational level of the service. Establishing a shared vision and values, 

encouraged a collective focus on their purpose and ways of working while setting up 

systems to make this happen. These strategies acknowledge the cluster manager’s 

internal commitment to the transformation and in doing so garnered support, trust and 

confidence through their ability to do their job well, listen and show empathy and do 

what they said they would do. This aligns with Bryk and Schneider’s (2003) research 

that indicates, effective relational leaders show respect, are competent in their role, 

have integrity and demonstrate a high regard for others. 

 

Professional learning 

The most surprising and significant finding captures the learning of the cluster 

managers during this change experience. This is of significance to this study as it 

reveals the emotional impact of the transformation on this group of cluster managers 

and the steps they took to prepare and protect themselves.  
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Cluster managers accept their role as leaders of learning and participate in 

professional development with their RTLB staff as well as their professional learning. 

They belong to leadership associations and have established networks across the 

RTLB service as well as developing working relationships with key stakeholders, 

support agencies, and government departments.  

 

During the turbulent and challenging process of the transformation, it was apparent 

that the cluster managers had a strong reliance on internal support and guidance from 

their own colleagues within the RTLB service rather than from external agencies.  

These cluster managers received the best advice, guidance, and support from their 

colleagues going through similar experiences. Regular termly meetings moved from 

an operational and networking meeting towards a professional learning and 

development opportunity.  

 

Cluster managers established trusting relationships with colleagues with whom they 

could share the struggles and frustrations they experienced or talk through initiatives 

or innovations they were considering. They described this network of support as 

critical to their survival in the role during the process of transformation. When the 

pressure is on, and there is no support, people can feel angry, alienated and anxious. 

However with a good support network in place, these cluster managers were able to 

manage the many changes that followed the transformation. These findings 

corroborate Bryk and Schneider (2003) who note that relational trust gives people 

confidence to weather complex change, and Fullan’s (2001) theory that when a leader 

develops and learns, the organisation develops and learns as well.  

 

Conclusions 

The dual role of leadership and management 

The cluster manager was a central figure in the implementation of change in their 

respective RTLB cluster. The main findings reveal that several aspects of the role 

impacted on the implementation of the change process. Firstly, cluster managers 

found that the management aspect of their role, although useful for the development, 

monitoring and maintaining of operational systems, was insufficient for the complex 

task of establishing trust, garnering support and commitment to the aims of the 

change. In reality, the cluster managers’ experiences in the role, demanded a much 

higher level of leadership compared to what was outlined in their job descriptions. 
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Knowledge and understanding 

From the experiences of the cluster managers, it was evident that gaps in their 

knowledge hindered the implementation of change and in some cases, impacted 

negatively on relationships. Knowledge and understanding of managing personnel, 

performance and employer obligations are vital to the role to ensure RTLB are well 

supported. However, the development, maintenance and monitoring of systems and 

processes are not limited to the internal operations of the RTLB cluster but extend to 

managing the RTLB’s external relationships with schools, communities and 

government departments.  

 

Additional funds of knowledge are required to lead a service that provides specific 

learning and behaviour support for schools.  A deep knowledge and understanding of 

special education and particularly inclusive practice is required to support RTLB in 

their roles in building inclusive schools. This would meet the aims of the Special 

Education 2000 policy (Walker et al., 1999) of New Zealand having a world-class 

inclusive education system and the rationale for establishing the RTLB service in 

1999. A working knowledge of the RTLB service, the role of the RTLB and their 

practice is critical to the development of systems that engender trust, confidence, and 

commitment while maintaining measures for accountability and effectiveness.  

 

 

Relationships 

Cluster managers realised that the impact of multiple multi-level changes caused by 

the structural and organisational shifts within the service affected the RTLB staff 

deeply. Leadership activities that would build cohesion and a collective commitment 

to change could not happen without relational trust, and cluster managers described 

this as showing care and empathy by understanding what RTLB had experienced in 

the change process. Cluster managers developed systems to provide a layered 

support system to ensure RTLB felt supported and confident in their practice. In the 

face of complex change, cluster managers maintained a focus on building trust with 

their new principals and schools by demonstrating confidence in their work and a 

commitment to improving the RTLB service through their leadership and 

management.  
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Support 

The change process also affected the cluster managers deeply. The challenges of 

turning policy into practice without guidance, advice, and support pushed many 

cluster managers to the point of exhaustion. Leadership and management workshops 

could not offer the professional learning and emotional support the cluster managers 

needed at that time to lead and manage their clusters on a daily basis. Understanding, 

acknowledging and sharing their fears and frustrations with their cluster manager 

colleagues forged a relational trust that in the end proved to be the best support, 

advice, and guidance they received. This support network is maintained by the cluster 

managers and recognised as a forum that supports, inspires and empowers leaders.  

 

Recommendations 

This research has uncovered several considerations for educational policymakers, 

school leaders, and their learning support departments, providers of learning support 

services, principals and boards that govern RTLB clusters and the RTLB service. The 

findings from the research highlighted aspects of leadership that are not made explicit 

in the cluster manager’s job description. These recommendations are intended to 

strengthen the support, advice, and guidance for the cluster manager and in doing so 

strengthen the leadership and management of the RTLB service.  

 

Lead school principals and boards of trustees  

To ensure that cluster managers who are new to the role receive a well-supported 

induction programme, regular mentoring, coaching and supervision. 

 

To ensure that cluster managers have the knowledge, understanding, and experience 

of the areas of knowledge that is critical to the role and in particular; educational 

leadership and management, special education, inclusive practice and the RTLB 

service. Professional learning and development should be provided if there are 

knowledge gaps in these areas. 

 

 

Cluster managers 

Cluster managers who are new to the role should participate and contribute to the 

Cluster Managers Forums (support network) to learn from, with and about other 

leaders and their clusters.  
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Ministry of Education 

To recognise, value and reward the depth of experience, knowledge, skills, energy, 

and enthusiasm that cluster managers bring to the role that far exceeds the 

expectations of their job description. 

 

To consider re-naming this management role. The management title belies the 

complex nature of the cluster manager’s role and does not acknowledge the 

significant level of leadership required to inspire, motivate and empower the RTLB 

service.  

 

Strengths and limitations of this research 

This research brings new understanding to an educational role that was considered 

dominated by management activities, that, in reality, as cluster managers revealed, 

is not effective without significant leadership.  

 

A strength of this research is that the perspectives of the eight cluster managers 

provided rich and deep insights into their experiences of leading and managing 

change in their respective RTLB clusters. The consolidation of their perspectives and 

an analysis of documents was helpful to illustrate the expectations of the role and its 

enactment in the midst of a complex and challenging change process.  

A limitation of this research is due to time and geographical constraints. A small 

sample of eight cluster managers in eight different RTLB clusters, were interviewed 

and this limited the range of perspectives within the RTLB service. 

 

Area for further research 

This research concentrated on the perspectives of cluster managers as they led and 

managed changes in the RTLB service. In the course of consolidating the interviews 

and document findings, it was evident that an area for further research is the role of 

leadership in determining the quality of service. Quality service, delivery, and 

provision are key terms in government documents, RTLB policies, strategic plans, 

and cluster visions. However, it is evident that the evaluation of quality and the wider 

field of service management is not well established. Conversely, it is an area of 

knowledge worth considering particularly in regards to gaining the wider perspectives 

of the cluster principals and schools who access the service. 
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Final conclusion 

This research contributes new knowledge on the need for educational leadership as 

well as management from the unique perspective of the cluster managers in the RTLB 

service. The research aimed to identify strategies the cluster managers used to 

implement a change process that required a significant re-organisation of its structure 

and systems. This research reveals that the implementation of change requires 

leadership that listens, cares and includes others in managing the tricky and difficult 

pathway of change. 
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APPENDICES 

 

 

APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

Schedule of Interview questions 

 

Introduction – brief overview of research and outline for interview 

Initial questions  

1. Please tell me about yourself. 

2. What leadership experiences did you have before becoming a Cluster Manager? 

3. What experiences have you had with Special Education or Learning Support? 

Role and responsibilities 

4. What are the key activities in your role as Cluster Manager? 

5. What are the main areas of responsibility that you cover? 

6. How do you manage your workload? 

7. How would you describe your role? 

8. What support or professional development have you undertaken? 

As a newly appointed Cluster Manager in 2012: 

9. What did the transformation or restructure of the service mean for you? 

10. What support or professional development did you receive? 

11. How were you able to lead and manage change? 

12. Describe some of the challenges for you? 

13. What particular strategies were effective? 

RTLB 2017 - Ongoing change and intensification of the RTLB role 

14. How has your role changed since 2012? 

15. What are the skills, attitudes and values you consider important to lead the RTLB service? 

16. How would you describe the type of leadership that is required to lead the RTLB service? 

17. What have you learnt about leading and managing change in the RTLB service? 

 

 

 



67 
 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 2: INFORMATION SHEET 

 

 

INFORMATION FOR LEAD PRINCIPALS AND CLUSTER MANAGERS 

 

Research Project Title: The Role of Cluster Managers in Leading and Managing Change in 

the RTLB Service.  

 

Talofa, my name is Malia Tuala and I am completing a Master of Educational Leadership and 

Management degree at Unitec Institute of Technology. I would like to invite you to 

participate in a research project I am undertaking to complete the thesis component of my 

degree.  

 

 

Synopsis of project:  

The aim of my research explores how Cluster Managers have led and managed change in the RTLB 

service particularly during the time of the restructure and transformation of the RTLB service.  

Findings from this research will benefit the leadership and management of RTLB services particularly 

in the changing landscape of Learning Support and the intensification of the RTLB role. 

Research aims: 

1. To examine the role and responsibilities of Cluster Managers in the RTLB service. 
2.  To identify the challenges for Cluster Managers while leading and managing change in a RTLB 

cluster. 
3.  To identify the strategies used during the implementation of change in their respective cluster. 

 

What I am doing: 

I will be interviewing eight Cluster Managers in the North Island region who have been in the role since 

the RTLB transformation in 2012. I will be using semi-structured interviews, which allow for more open 

discussion and a flexible interview schedule. I will be using a voice recorder to record the interview and 

will also personally transcribe the interviews. 
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What it will mean for you: 

The interview may take up to an hour and will be conducted at an agreed time and place that will be 

suitable for you. If you agree to participate, you will be asked to sign a consent form. You will be given 

the option of withdrawing from the research 10 days after the receipt of the interview transcript. 

 

I will provide a transcript of your interview to check for accuracy and also a summary of the findings 

when the thesis is completed.  

 

Your name and the name of your lead school will be kept completely confidential. All information 
collected from you will be stored on a protected and secure computer file. The only people who can 
access information will be myself and my supervisor.  
 

Please contact me if you need more information about the project; mtuala19@gmail.com 

 

 If at any time you have any concerns about the research project, please contact my supervisor; Dr Jo 

Howse phone 815-4321 ext 8348 or email; jhowse@unitec.ac.nz 

 

UREC REGISTRATION NUMBER: 2017 - 1018 

This study has been approved by the UNITEC Research Ethics Committee from 25 May 2017 to 25 May 
2018.  If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may 
contact the Committee through the UREC Secretary (ph: 09 815-4321 ext 8551).  Any issues you raise 
will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of the outcome. 

 

 

                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:mtuala19@gmail.com
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APPENDIX 3: ORGANISATIONAL CONSENT 

 

Consent Form for Lead Schools  

Organisation logo/Masthead (please insert) 

Date 

To: 

Malia Tuala 

 

 

 

Re: Research for the Master of Educational Leadership and Management 

degree. 

Thesis title: The Role of Cluster Managers in Leading and Managing Change 

in the RTLB Service. 

I (name) (Lead Principal) of (school) give consent for Malia Tuala to undertake 

research in this school as discussed with the researcher.  I understand that the 

name of my school will not be used in any public reports and publications. 

This consent is granted subject to the approval for the Unitec research ethics 

application (2017 - 1018) by the Unitec Research Ethics Committee.  

Signature:  Lead School Principal 
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APPENDIX 4: PARTICIPANT CONSENT 

 

               

 Consent Form for Cluster Manager 

 

Researcher: Malia Tuala 

 

Research Project Title: The Role of Cluster Managers in Leading and Managing Change in the 

RTLB service. 

 

Research method: Semi-structured interview 

 

I have had the research project explained to me and I have read and understand the information sheet 
given to me.  
 
I understand that I can see the transcript of my interview to check it for accuracy before analysis begins.  
 
I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this research up to 10 days after receipt of the 
interview transcript. 
 
I understand that everything I say is confidential and none of the information I give will identify me and 
that the only persons who will know what I have said will be the researcher and her supervisor. I also 
understand that all the information that I give will be stored in a computer on a private and secure file. 
  
I understand that my discussion with the researcher will be recorded and transcribed. 
 
I have had time to consider everything and I give my consent to be a part of this project.  
 
 
Cluster Manager: …………………………………………………………………….....  
 
 
 
 Signature: ………………………….. Date: …………………………… 
 
 
 
Project Researcher: ……………………………. Date: …………………………… 
 

UREC REGISTRATION NUMBER: 2017 -1018 
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This study has been approved by the UNITEC Research Ethics Committee from 25 May 2017  to 25 May 
2018.  If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may 
contact the Committee through the UREC Secretary (ph: 09 815-4321 ext 8551). Any issues you raise 
will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of the outcome.  
 

 

 

 

 




