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Introduction: The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of an 
international school community during the abrupt, unpredictable, and ongoing impact of 
Generative Artificial Intelligence (GAI) following its public emergence in late 2022. The 
study utilizes the Two Loops Model to analyze the tensions between legacy institutional 
structures and emergent, localized innovation. 
 
Problem of Practice: The problem of practice is that the traditional concept of change 
management and the models used to carry out change management in education are 
outdated and ill-equipped to support educators in an era of normalized modern change. 
 
Research Method: This qualitative single-case study includes semi-structured interviews 
with three school administrators, three semi-structured focus group conversations with 
teaching faculty, and analysis of institutional artifacts from an international school within 
the East Asia Regional Council of Schools (EARCOS). The Two Loops Model served as 
the conceptual framework for data analysis. 
 
Summary of Findings: Innovation emerged through individual pioneering efforts and 
localized social networks before formal institutional responses were established. Friction 
arose as individual initiative outpaced institutional resource cycles and collective 
sensemaking. Teachers performed significant emotional labor to hospice legacy routines 
while maintaining professional identity surrounding student-teacher relationships. 
Leadership functioned as a host to steward emergent practices and anchor them in core 
institutional values. 
 
Limitation(s) of Study: The study is limited to a single EARCOS member international 
school and is focused on secondary educators. The study is descriptive in nature. 
Findings reflect a specific institutional and resource context that may not be generalizable 
to other educational settings. 
 
Implications/Significance of Study: This study provides a change acceptance 
framework for navigating an era where change is a constant rather than an exception. It 
offers educational leaders a way to address the dynamics of emergent innovation while 
emphasizing individual agency and active participation in the change process. 
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Chapter 1: Navigating Change in an Era of Normalized Change 

Chapter 1 introduces the central problem of this study: the growing disconnect 

between traditional change management models and the realities of the modern 

educational landscape. It begins by setting a personal and historical context, then 

critiques the dominant paradigm of planned change, and analyzes the new, emergent 

nature of change in the current era. The chapter concludes by formally defining the 

problem of practice, the purpose of the study, and the guiding research questions. 

Setting the Scene: A Personal Narrative 

In my school days, during the 1980s, there was a clear, well-communicated path 

forward: study hard, get good grades, go to college, get a degree, and secure a future. 

This pathway felt almost guaranteed. Life, or at least the educational part of it, appeared 

relatively straightforward and linear. Technology was a novelty lurking in the corner of 

the library, a tool for specific tasks rather than an all-encompassing part of the 

educational environment. The idea of preparing intensely for an unknown future was not 

part of the common conversation. For many navigating the system then, the rules for 

school, home, and eventually work felt reassuringly defined and stable (Cheong  

et al., 2018). 

Fast-forward four decades to the 2020s, and the message we educators deliver to 

our students is starkly different. The conversation centers on preparing students for a 

future that can only be partially predicted and on emphasizing a set of soft skills, or 21st-

century skills, that prioritize adaptability and complex thinking over content mastery 

alone (Johnson et al., 2024). This is not merely an academic concern; recent workforce 

studies have confirmed a significant gap between the skills employees currently possess 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 2 

 

and those needed to adapt to emerging technologies, such as Artificial Intelligence (AI; 

World Economic Forum, 2023), highlighting a widespread need for greater well-being 

and purpose in the workplace (Dexian, 2024). The proliferation of frameworks, such as 

Learner Habits, Learner Profiles, and Profiles of a Graduate, reflects this trend, as schools 

now attempt to formalize the development of these competencies (Fullan, 2021; 

Robinson & Aronica, 2016). Current literature has reflected this shift, calling for a focus 

on skills such as creativity, critical thinking, and collaboration (Renzulli, 2020), as well 

as the advanced digital and AI literacy needed to navigate a rapidly evolving 

technological landscape (Ali et al., 2024; Chiu, 2021; Sharma, 2024). Consequently, the 

narrative of future-readiness has become the accepted rhetoric across the educational 

landscape (Fullan, 2023). 

However, while the language of future-readiness has become commonplace, a 

profound disconnect persists between this rhetoric and the lived realities of educational 

structures and practitioners. The system itself remains remarkably resistant to 

fundamental change. As influential critics have long argued, schools still operate within 

the legacy of an industrial-age model, built on a structure designed for standardization 

and conformity rather than for complexity and creativity (Mitra, 2019; Robinson & 

Aronica, 2016; Wheatley, 2006). This reflected a persistent tendency to treat systemic 

educational issues as technical problems requiring piecemeal solutions, rather than as 

complex adaptive challenges (Ndaruhutse et al., 2019). 

Discrete subject-based courses, siloed departmental collaboration, and rigid bell 

schedules have largely shaped the norm of the educational experience. The persistence of 

these industrial-age structures created an unresolved, systemic paradox: the tools, 
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schedules, and philosophies of a past, predictable era have been used to prepare students 

for a future defined by unpredictability. This fundamental disconnect is no longer a fringe 

critique; it is an openly central challenge of our time, acknowledged by leading voices in 

educational leadership (Cassell & Nelson, 2010; Fullan, 2021). The sections that follow 

provide further contextual information relevant to defining and justifying this problem of 

practice. Key terms and their definitions for the purpose of this study are included in 

Table 1. 

Table 1 

Key Terms and Definitions 

Key Term Definition 
Adaptive Leadership A leadership practice that distinguishes between “technical problems,” which 

can be solved by authority, and “adaptive challenges,” which require the 
collective learning and mobilization of the entire community to make 
progress (Heifetz, 1994). 

Biomimicry The practice of looking to nature and living systems as a source for more 
effective and sustainable models of organization and change (Capra & 
Luisi, 2014; Wheatley, 2006). 

Capabilities Gap A synthesized term describing the deficiency that exists when there is a 
significant difference between the competencies an organization needs to 
meet new challenges and those it actually possesses (Sánchez-Prieto et al., 
2019; Whitney-Smith, 2023). 

Change Acceptance A philosophical orientation that moves beyond preparing for disruption and 
toward embracing change as a continuous and inherent feature of all living 
systems (Wheatley, 2006) 

Change Readiness The combination of individuals’ beliefs about the necessity of a change, their 
perception of its value, and the presence of the necessary support structures 
to make the transition possible (Choi & Ruona, 2011) 

Community of Practice 
(CoP) 

Organic, often informal, networks that people create to solve common 
problems and deepen their knowledge around a shared passion, functioning 
as key sites for knowledge sharing and professional agency (Farnsworth et 
al., 2016; Mitra, 2018) 

Connector A role within the Two Loops Model in which individuals turn isolated 
pockets of innovation into a powerful network by intentionally building 
relationships, sharing information, and linking disparate pioneers together 
(Wheatley & Frieze, 2011) 

Crisis Management An operational approach for events characterized by high stakes, urgency, 
and deep uncertainty, which often forces organizations into a reactive 
posture that negates traditional planning cycles (Gundel, 2005) 
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Key Term Definition 
Generative Artificial 
Intelligence (GAI) 

A transformative and continually evolving technology that forces an urgent 
ethical and pedagogical reckoning within education due to its disruptive 
impact on tasks, its amplification of societal biases, and the speed of its 
emergence 

Hospice Worker A role within the Two Loops Model that involves “compassionately helping a 
system to ‘die with dignity’” by acknowledging what was good about the 
dominant, yet decaying system and creating space to honor its passing 
(Wheatley & Frieze, 2011) 

Illuminator A role within the Two Loops Model where individuals shine a light on the 
successful experiments happening within an emerging system to validate 
the work of pioneers and attract others to the new way of working 
(Wheatley & Frieze, 2011) 

Organizational Change 
Management (OCM) 

A field that provides structured frameworks, essentially roadmaps, intended 
to help organizations navigate planned transitions toward a desired state 
(Chowdhury & Shil, 2022) 

Permission Gap A synthesized term describing the cultural and structural void that exists 
when educators are encouraged to be innovative, but the system’s 
underlying rules, power dynamics, and culture of standardization prevent 
them from doing so (Fullan, 2023; Robinson & Aronica, 2016) 

Phronesis A concept of practical wisdom or contextualized judgment, where the goal of 
research is to generate a deep, particularized understanding that can inform 
action in real-world situations (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) 

Pioneers / Trailblazers Individuals within the Two Loops Model who, driven by professional 
curiosity or a commitment to solving a new problem, experiment with new 
problems, experiment with new ways of working long before the dominant 
system is ready for them (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011) 

Planned Change An approach that treats organizational transformation as a manageable, 
controllable event that can be engineered from the top down, often 
following a linear process of unfreezing, changing, and refreezing (Lewin, 
1947) 

Protector A role within the Two Loops Model where individuals create the conditions 
of psychological safety and trust that are essential for members of an 
emerging network to feel secure enough to take risks; they “provide shelter 
for the pioneers” (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011) 

Reactionary Resistance A backward-looking force that opposes change for the sake of stability, often 
rooted in a defense of the status quo, personal comfort, or existing power 
structures (Dolph, 2017) 

Revolutionary 
Resistance 

A forward-looking act that is not a rejection of change itself, but a rejection 
of a specific, flawed, or mandated change in order to advocate for a better 
path forward, akin to the choice to “Walk Out” of a limiting system to 
“Walk On” and create a healthier alternative (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011) 

Sensemaking A collaborative process of interpreting ambiguous situations and cocreating 
meaning to decide how to act, particularly when the path forward is unclear 
(Shemer & Agmon-Snir, 2019) 

Social Emergence The process in which unpredictable, large-scale patterns and behaviors form 
from the local-level interactions of individuals, without being controlled or 
planned by a central authority (Sawyer, 2005) 
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Key Term Definition 
Stewardship A mindset of responsibility within the Two Loops Model that advocates for 

the health of the entire system during a transition, seeing both the dying 
first loop and the emerging second loop and ensuring the community has a 
pathway from one to the other (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011) 

Systems Thinking A practice and mindset focused on seeing wholes, interrelationships, and 
patterns of change rather than static, isolated events. It posits that a 
system’s most important properties emerge from the web of relationships 
between its parts, not from the parts in isolation (Capra, 1996; Ndaruhutse 
et al., 2019; Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 2006) 

Two Loops Model of 
Change 

A descriptive theoretical model illustrating how living systems naturally 
change through the simultaneous decline of a dominant system (first loop) 
and the birth of a more adaptive system from local innovations (second 
loop) (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011) 

Uncertainty 
Management 

A leadership approach that moves beyond trying to eliminate uncertainty and 
instead focuses on building the collective capacity to navigate it effectively, 
often through collaborative sensemaking in high-trust environments 
(Wheatley, 2001) 

 

The Dominant Paradigm: The Limits of Our Current Change Management Tools 

The disconnect between the educational system’s structure and the needs of the 

present is deeply rooted in the system’s historical and theoretical approach to change 

management. For much of the last century, the field has been shaped by a paradigm of 

planned change. Through this paradigm and the application of Organizational Change 

Management (OCM) models, educators have treated organizational transformation as a 

manageable, controllable event that could be engineered from the top down (Burnes, 

2004). The most simplistic and commonplace model for change management is the one 

designed by Lewin (1947) in his seminal three-step model of unfreeze-change-refreeze 

(see Figure 1). The allure of Lewin’s (1947) model is understandable; in large, often 

bureaucratic systems like schools, the accessibility and simplicity of the unfreeze-change-

refreeze process has consistently offered a reassuring promise of order, predictability, and 

control over the messy realities of organizational life. 
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Figure 1 

Visual Representation of Lewin’s Three-Stage Model of Change 

 

Note. The figure illustrates the unfreeze-change-refreeze process, a foundational model of 
planned organizational change. Adapted from Lewin (1947). Image self-created using 
Napkin.ai.  
 

The power of Lewin’s (1947) foundational logic is evident in how many complex 

OCMs are ultimately elaborations on the three-stage model. Subsequent models for 

organizational change can be conceptually mapped against or easily distilled down to 

Lewin’s (1947) original, essential unfreeze-change-refreeze stages. This compatibility 

revealed a shared philosophical underpinning across the planned change paradigm: the 

ultimate goal, intentional or otherwise, has been to ameliorate the current system and to 

optimize existing structures and processes for greater efficiency or effectiveness while 

returning to a state of sustainable stability and consistency. This tendency has been so 

pervasive in education that even the work of modern theorists like Fullan (2007), who 

explicitly calls for deep, systemic transformation, continues to be simplified in practice 
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and applied through this same lens of mandated, controlled, planned improvement. 

According to Fullan’s (2023) more recent work, the status quo in education is a powerful 

default state because the system’s fundamental grammar, structures, and norms are 

resilient and resistant to surface-level changes. Organizational change models, therefore, 

were designed not to create something new, but to improve the performance of the 

system already in place. As a result, a leader-centric view of change has failed to 

empower the genuine, collaborative engagement needed for true adaptation 

(Govindasamy & Mestry, 2022). 

A significant number of works have emerged to critique this dominant paradigm 

(Fullan, 2021; Mitra, 2019; Robinson & Aronica, 2016; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011; Zhao, 

2018). The core issue lies not in the original theories themselves, but in a prevailing 

tendency toward a reductionist view of change, which leads researchers and practitioners 

to misinterpret and oversimplify complex ideas into manageable formulas (Wheatley, 

2006). This tendency is evident in the popular application of Lewin’s (1947) model, 

which has often been used formulaically—a significant misinterpretation of his more 

nuanced work on social learning and dynamic social systems (Burnes, 2004). More 

broadly, the entire paradigm has been criticized for being outdated and grounded in a 

flawed, mechanistic, or Newtonian worldview that is ill-suited to complex human 

systems (Capra, 1996; Wheatley, 1993). Researchers often fail when attempting to 

decontextualize the change process from the rich, messy, and unpredictable realities of 

human emotions, organizational politics, and workplace culture (Choi & Ruona, 2011; 

Lundh et al., 2024; Wierenga, 2022). In essence, to continue treating a school like a clock 

to be engineered is to fundamentally misunderstand its nature as a living ecosystem 
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(Cassell & Nelson, 2010). An alternative perspective known as systems thinking has 

challenged this logic by applying a complex systems lens to education policy (Lundh et 

al., 2024). A systems thinking approach posits that organizations are better understood by 

seeing wholes, interrelationships, and patterns of change rather than static, isolated 

events—a view that some scholars have attempted to integrate with Lewin’s (1947) 

original framework (Wojciechowski et al., 2016). From this view, an organization’s most 

important properties, such as culture or capacity for innovation, arise from the complex 

web of relationships and interactions between its members, not from individuals in 

isolation (Abusenenh, 2022; Alateeg & Alhammadi, 2024; Aldridge & McLure, 2024; 

Burnes, 2004).  

Additionally, the concept of biomimicry, which is the practice of looking to 

nature for sustainable and adaptive models of organization, provides a philosophical 

grounding for understanding the nature of change (Capra & Luisi, 2014). Biomimicry in 

this context draws from the broader analogy between the educational system and the 

organic regenerative life cycles inherent to all living systems The interplay between 

systems thinking and biomimicry outlines an approach to change that values emergence. 

It prioritizes the understanding of a system’s natural life cycles of decline and rebirth 

over attempts to orchestrate or control its improvement. 

The gravitational pull of the dominant paradigm is so strong that it often co-opts 

and/or neutralizes the very concepts meant to be alternatives (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006). 

For instance, a wealth of research has pointed to the power of more organic, social forms 

of learning, such as communities of practice (CoPs), which serve as key sites for 

knowledge sharing and can empower professional agency (Farnsworth et al., 2016; Mitra, 
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2018). An example of a specific strategy that has gained popularity as a formal 

application of these principles is the professional learning community (PLC). However, 

in practice, the organic nature of social learning was often overshadowed when schools 

implemented PLCs through a leader-centric lens, characterized by mandated participation 

and administrative oversight (Govindasamy & Mestry, 2022). This transition illustrates 

what Wheatley (2006) described as the reductionist tendency to misinterpret complex, 

relational ideas, such as CoPs, into manageable, engineered formulas. Such a strategically 

engineered approach aligned with the current application of OCMs, which undermined 

genuine collaboration and fundamentally missed the voluntary, emergent, and passion-

driven nature of a true CoP (Sorokoumova et al., 2021; Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 

1998). In essence, even when the language of social learning and emergence has been 

adopted, the underlying logic often remains one of planned control, underscoring the 

deep-seated nature of the unfreeze-change-refreeze paradigm this study seeks to question. 

The Nature of the New Terrain: What Has Changed About Change? 

To fully appreciate the mismatch between traditional OCMs and current realities, 

the fundamental shift in the nature of change itself must be understood. The slow, 

episodic, and predictable change of the past has been replaced by a new environment that 

often requires leaders to operate in a continuous crisis-response mode (Nyamunda, 2022). 

This new terrain is not a simple acceleration of the old; it is a different landscape 

altogether, defined by a set of challenging new characteristics (Wheatley, 1993). This era 

is best understood by exploring its key features: abruptness, unpredictability, and the 

continually evolving or ongoing nature of change. 
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Abruptness, as one of the defining features of this new terrain, consists of the 

sudden, often shocking events that demand immediate, unplanned institutional response. 

These events fit the definition of a crisis situation, which affords very little time for 

strategic analysis and forces organizations into a reactive posture (Gundel, 2005). The 

COVID-19 pandemic served as a profound example of this stance. The sudden, global 

shutdown of in-person schooling in 2020 was an operational crisis that compelled 

immediate adaptation. While initially hailed by many as a potential great reset for 

education, the immediate crisis subsided, and a powerful gravitational pull toward 

prepandemic norms demonstrated the deep inertia of the system, a phenomenon Stroud 

Stasel (2023) identifies in the rush to maintain instructional continuity despite mounting 

educator fatigue. Similarly, the societal reckoning with racial injustice following the 

murder of George Floyd in 2020 was not a planned agenda item, but an abrupt moral 

crisis that demanded immediate statements, reflections, and actions from educational 

institutions across the globe (Bowman Williams et al., 2021; Moncreiffe, 2020). Even in 

the realm of technology, the abrupt nature with which ChatGPT arrived in November 

2022 caught most educational institutions unprepared, creating a policy vacuum and 

forcing immediate, often defensive, reactions such as outright bans on the technology 

(Holmes & Tuomi, 2022; Tlili et al., 2023). These abrupt changes left no time for the 

orderly unfreeze stage of planned change, plunging systems directly into chaotic reaction. 

Beyond sheer speed, modern change has been characterized by unpredictability, 

in which the second- and third-order consequences of an event create ongoing turbulence 

and complex dilemmas. A prime example was the push for new assessment models, such 
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as standards-based or mastery-based grading, a shift that reflects my own professional 

observations and experiences as an international educator over the past two decades. 

While the decision to adopt such a model may be planned, its ripple effects are 

often wildly unpredictable, leading to parental confusion, unforeseen impacts on student 

motivation, and complex challenges for university admissions systems trying to interpret 

new kinds of transcripts (Cheong et al., 2018; Condon, 2024). Similarly, the initial 

operational crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic evolved into an unpredictable and enduring 

challenge for schools, which now must contend with the long-term impacts on student 

learning, mental health, and social-emotional needs (Nadeem & Van Meter, 2023; Stroud 

Stasel, 2023).  

The emergence of GAI similarly posed a host of unpredictable ethical and 

pedagogical dilemmas, including issues of academic integrity, data privacy, and the very 

definition of writing. These issues represent a complex mixture of advantages and 

disadvantages that recent research has only recently begun to explore (Garcia Castro et 

al., 2024; Holmes & Tuomi, 2022). Many such dilemmas were not immediately apparent 

upon its release, and no policy map existed to guide the response (Holmes & Tuomi, 

2022; Quay-de la Vallee, 2023; Rahman & Watanobe, 2023; Sullivan et al., 2023). This 

level of unpredictability has rendered the linear change and refreeze stages of traditional 

models untenable. 

Finally, many of the most significant challenges confronting education are 

continually evolving processes, rather than static problems to be solved. The work of 

fostering greater diversity, equity, and inclusion, for example, is not a project that can be 

completed with a new initiative or training seminar; rather, it is a continuous journey of 
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learning, reflection, and cultural adaptation (Adams, 2021). Similarly, the aftereffects of 

the COVID-19 pandemic fueled an ongoing reevaluation of traditional assessment, with 

many schools accelerating their shift toward such practices as standards-based or 

mastery-based grading to address learning disruptions and heightened student needs 

(Nadeem & Van Meter, 2023). Wholesale transitions such as these were not simple fixes 

and did not exist in a finite window of goal-driven change. Instead, they are examples of 

complex and continually evolving processes of implementation and communication 

involving practitioners who required upskilling and stakeholders who struggled to 

understand new systems (Cheong et al., 2018; Condon, 2024).  

Generative AI further illustrates this ongoing nature of change. It is not a static 

technology to be mastered once; rather, it represents a continually evolving field where 

new models and capabilities emerge at a staggering pace, requiring a commitment to 

career-long professional learning from educators who must constantly adapt their practice 

(Ahmad et al., 2023; Ali et al., 2024; Yusuf et al., 2024). This reality of constant, 

unending evolution has rendered the idea of a stable, refrozen state as the ultimate goal of 

planned change, a relic of the past when addressing aspects of the modern change era. 

Statement of the Problem: The Capabilities Gap of Current OCMs 

The central problem this study addressed was the profound and widening 

mismatch between the established, control-based change management paradigms 

endemic to education and the turbulent, adaptive reality educators face—an environment 

that often demands continuous crisis response (Burnes, 2004; Nyamunda, 2022). While 

traditional models may be suited for technical, foreseeable initiatives, they proved 

fundamentally ill-equipped for the emergent challenges that have become the norm. This 
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mismatch is not merely a theoretical issue; it is a practical problem of applying outdated 

tools to a new category of work, resulting in significant consequences and frustration for 

key stakeholders. Classroom educators, school leaders, and district administrators 

represent key stakeholders navigating the tension between rigid institutional structures 

and the requirement for adaptive responsiveness. 

This disconnect created pressure that reverberated throughout the educational 

ecosystem, fundamentally shifting expectations for nearly everyone involved. The 

research literature, along with my own observations as an educational administrator in an 

international school setting, confirmed that the success of educational leaders 

increasingly hinges on their capacity to lead through ambiguity and to demonstrate 

responsiveness; skills that are not always prioritized in traditional administrative training 

(Notman, 2017). Simultaneously, teachers are on the front lines, facing a barrage of 

complex and often competing demands to continually adapt their practices. For a teacher, 

each emergent phenomenon does not exist in isolation. For example, in addition to 

content teaching and valid assessment of student learning, teachers must navigate the 

complexities of emerging technologies, such as AI, while also implementing new 

approaches responsive to heightened student social-emotional needs, all while engaging 

in deep cultural work related to equity and inclusion (Nadeem & Van Meter, 2023; Oh et 

al., 2020; Kumar et al., 2024). This relentless need for awareness, upskilling, and 

adjustment places immense strain on both educators and the systems designed to support 

them. In this study, the term educators refers inclusively to classroom teachers, 

coordinators, and school leaders, whose distinct perspectives were explored through 

focus groups and interviews. 
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The confluence of outdated models and complex demands results in what I have 

defined as a critical capabilities gap in the education sector. In the context of this study, 

the term capabilities gap was used to describe the deficiency that exists when there is a 

significant difference between the competencies an organization and its members require 

to meet new challenges and those they actually possess, specifically regarding the 

application of OCMs.  

In education, this gap has often been discussed in the literature as the challenge of 

endowing teachers with the necessary technological, pedagogical, or adaptive skills to 

thrive in a constantly evolving environment (Sánchez-Prieto et al., 2019). Several 

researchers have noted that the disconnect between the requirements for effective practice 

and the reality of teacher preparedness is a well-documented barrier to school 

improvement (Conrad & Rees, 2024; Whitney-Smith, 2023). However, this was not 

merely a gap in individual skills; it was a more fundamental challenge, defined here as a 

permission gap. The term permission gap is defined as the cultural and structural void 

that exists when educators are encouraged to be innovative, but the system’s underlying 

rules, power dynamics, and culture of standardization prevent them from doing so 

(Fullan, 2023; Robinson & Aronica, 2016; Whitney-Smith, 2023). In essence, a 

permission gap is the disconnect between the rhetorical call for transformation and the 

reality of a system that often withholds the professional autonomy and psychological 

safety required for genuine risk-taking (Govindasamy & Mestry, 2022). Even when 

educators have possessed innovative ideas or adaptive skills, the entrenched foundational 

aspects of the system, such as its rigid structures, hierarchical decision-making processes, 

and culture of standardization, have often withheld the autonomy and permission needed 
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to act in new and adaptive ways (Fullan, 2023; Hussain et al., 2016; Robinson & Aronica, 

2016; Whitney-Smith, 2023). The industrial-age architecture of the system has thus 

served as the primary barrier to postindustrial ways of working, leaving educators caught 

between the mandate to innovate and a structure that has resisted it. While the need for 

improved preparation is evident, the essential objective is a shift toward understanding 

the nature of systems and the normalization of an era in which change is the constant. 

Significance of the Inquiry 

There is a central paradox at the heart of modern education, namely, that while 

leaders and teachers are tasked with preparing students for a complex and unknown 

future, the schools in which they operate often function on an archaic, industrial model 

designed for standardization rather than adaptation (Mitra, 2019; Renzulli, 2020; 

Robinson & Aronica, 2016). This paradox creates a systemic stalemate in that the 

organization remains stationary, not only because its culture often denies educators 

permission to change, but also because it fails to provide the capability to support 

transformation (Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998). The very tools used to manage 

change are frequently utilized to serve, improve, and further entrench the current system. 

Therefore, the primary significance of this work was twofold. First, it offered a way to 

adjust the understanding of traditional OCMs, reframing them as valuable tools for 

planned, technical problems but insufficient for emergent challenges. Second, by 

exploring the current state and emergent practices through a specific theoretical model, 

the study provided an alternative framework for navigating this new terrain. Ultimately, 

by offering both a critique and an alternative, this research aimed to provide educators 

and leaders with the conceptual tools required to recognize the phases of emergence, 
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reflect upon their roles within these phases, and view themselves as integral to the 

system’s natural processes, thereby granting themselves permission to work in more 

adaptive ways. 

Situating the Problem Within the Global Educational Context 

The significance of this inquiry is rooted in the complex state of the global 

educational system. Researchers have highlighted a system grappling with a profound 

leadership challenge, as traditional management styles have often proved insufficient for 

navigating an environment of constant ambiguity (Bouchamma & Brie, 2014; Dolph, 

2017; Notman, 2017). This challenge was exacerbated by the design of the systems that 

leaders were tasked with guiding. 

A key issue has been the overorganization and overregulation of schools. Many 

have historically operated as large, centralized bureaucracies with a deep-seated inertia 

that resisted the agile, local innovation the modern era demanded (By, 2020; Farnsworth 

et al., 2016). Within these highly regulated systems, traditional methods of upskilling  

the workforce, such as episodic professional development, have proven inadequate for 

preparing teachers for continuous adaptation (Fissore et al., 2022; Temel &  

Coşkun, 2024). 

This dynamic has been further complicated by a culture of overstandardization 

and overcompliance in education. The immense financial and reputational value placed 

on high-stakes, end-of-program exams, such as those found in the Advanced Placement 

(AP) and International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IBDP), has created powerful 

incentives for compliance, often at the expense of pedagogical innovation. This 
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documented tension between standardized curricula and the need for local adaptation has 

represented a central challenge in many school contexts (Whitney-Smith, 2023). 

Considering the Educator Experience in a More Local Context 

Throughout more than two decades of professional experience in education, I 

have observed a recurring cycle in which the initial motivation for innovation, often 

sparked by professional development or collaborative dialogue, has faded against daily 

institutional pressures and the systemic pull of established norms. While innovative 

practices have often existed in isolated classrooms or informal conversations, they have 

rarely taken root in a way that transformed the system itself. This experience reflects a 

broader phenomenon described in the literature as initiative overload (Fullan, 2022) or 

the policy-to-practice gap (Whitney-Smith, 2023). Fissore et al. (2022) suggested this 

occurred because traditional, episodic professional development is frequently 

disconnected from the complex realities of the classroom and lacks the sustained support 

needed for deep implementation. Furthermore, teachers have often operated in isolation 

when attempting to translate inspiring concepts into practice, a difficult task within a 

system that has historically provided limited time or structured support for the 

collaborative inquiry required to foster sustainable change (Breitkopf, 2018). 

Cycles of failed initiatives and episodic professional development have done more 

than just stifle innovation; they have placed immense pressure on the professional 

identity and agency of individual teachers (Holloway, 2021). Educators have found 

themselves facing a barrage of simultaneous demands to continually adapt teaching 

methods and develop new competencies, such as navigating digital literacy and emerging 

technologies like AI, implementing approaches responsive to heightened student 
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socioemotional needs, addressing evolving societal expectations related to equity and 

inclusion, and grappling with shifting philosophies in assessment and grading (Condon, 

2024; Luckin et al., 2022; Moncreiffe, 2020; Nadeem & Van Meter, 2023; Sorokoumova 

et al., 2021; Kumar et al., 2024). 

Pressure from these competing demands has created a stressful paradox in which 

teachers are asked to be creative risk-takers while simultaneously acting as compliant 

producers of standardized outcomes. This tension has served as a significant source of 

professional anxiety and digital burnout reported in the literature (Duan & Zhao, 2024; 

Wang & Wang, 2019). The pressure on teachers does not exist in isolation; it has 

reverberated throughout schools, impacting leadership and students as well. Success for 

educational leaders increasingly hinges on their capacity to lead through change and 

maintain responsiveness amidst unpredictable challenges (Dolph, 2017; Notman, 2017). 

This landscape of uncertainty has also shaped the student experience. Students 

require more than just knowledge; they need advanced adaptive skills, such as critical 

thinking and digital citizenship, to prepare for an increasingly complex, AI-influenced 

future (Dabbagh et al., 2024; Renzulli, 2020; Kumar et al., 2024). Ultimately, this study 

was significant at the local level because it sought to move beyond a diagnosis of these 

pressures and instead explored a potential pathway toward a more sustainable and agentic 

professional life for teachers through the encouragement of social emergence and social 

learning, and the acknowledgment of the shifting identity and self-concept of what it 

means to be an educator in this change-norm era. 

The tools educators use to promote change while retaining the core elements of 

the existing system have often resulted in unsustainable expectations. In many instances, 
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a knowledge inversion has occurred where students were more fluent with emerging 

technologies than faculty, more versed in their own diverse experiences than the standard 

curriculum acknowledged, and possessed a deeper understanding of their own learning 

than what could be captured by constructed, test-based assessments (Adams, 2021; 

Condon, 2024; Mitra, 2018; Moncreiffe, 2020; Kumar et al., 2024). 

A New Compass: A Systems View of Organizational Change 

Why Is a New Compass Needed? 

The analysis of the change environment, characterized by emergent challenges 

that demand constant adaptation, demonstrated an urgent need for a new framework to 

navigate organizational life. The capabilities and permission gaps this environment have 

created for educators cannot be solved by simply refining the traditional, mechanistic 

maps of planned change. To find a way forward through this uncharted terrain, a new 

compass was required, grounded not in the principles of management and control toward 

a state of refreezing, but rather in the principles of living systems based on an acceptance 

of change as a common characteristic of the environment (Wheatley, 1999). 

The Foundational Philosophy: Systems Thinking and Biomimicry 

A foundational philosophy underpinning this shift is biomimicry: the practice of 

looking to nature and living systems for more effective and sustainable models of 

organization and change. While the technical field of biomimetics has developed over 

time, the popularization of modern, holistic biomimicry is generally attributed to Janine 

Benyus (Capra & Luisi, 2019). Biomimicry suggests that organizations should be 

understood not as machines to be controlled, but as living systems characterized by 

complexity, self-organization, and adaptability (Capra & Luisi, 2014; Wheatley, 1996, 
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1999). Wheatley’s (2006) work has applied these concepts to leadership, drawing 

principles from biology and physics to argue for a “new science” of leadership based on 

relationships and emergence rather than traditional, hierarchical control structures. 

The intellectual roots of Wheatley’s (2006) approach lie in systems thinking. 

Defined as the fifth discipline in the work of Senge (1990), systems thinking is the 

practice of seeing wholes, interrelationships, and patterns of change rather than static, 

isolated events. This approach represented a fundamental philosophical shift, from 

viewing things to seeing relationships (Senge, 1990; Senge et al., 1999). From a systems 

perspective, the most important properties of an organization, such as its culture or 

capacity for innovation, arise from the complex web of interactions between its members 

rather than from individuals in isolation (Capra & Luisi, 2014; Wheatley, 2006). 

Therefore, to truly understand a school, the professional culture and the quality of its 

collaborative networks must be examined, as the true properties of a system reside in this 

relational fabric (Abusenenh, 2022; Aldridge & McLure, 2024; Cassell & Nelson, 2010). 

The Core Process: Social Emergence and Communities of Practice 

Within such living systems, learning and change are not top-down mandates; they 

are fundamentally social processes (Wheatley, 1999). Knowledge is cocreated through 

interaction and dialogue, referred to as social learning, rather than being transmitted from 

experts to novices (Mitra, 2019; Shemer & Agmon-Snir, 2019). Consequently, new and 

intelligent patterns of behavior and organization arise from the bottom up through a 

process of social emergence, as individuals and groups interact and respond to their 

environment (Farnsworth et al., 2016; Wheatley, 2006). As defined in foundational 

works, such as Sawyer’s (2005), social emergence is the process in which unpredictable, 
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large-scale patterns form from the local-level interactions of individuals without being 

controlled or planned by a central authority.  

In an educational setting, a primary vehicle for this social emergence has been the 

CoP. Unlike formally mandated committees, CoPs are the organic, often informal 

networks that people create to solve common problems and deepen their knowledge 

around a shared passion (Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998). These communities have 

served as crucial sites for the kind of peer-to-peer learning and support that can empower 

professional voice and agency (Mitra, 2018). 

The Guiding Framework: The Two Loops Model 

The Two Loops Model of change was first conceptualized as a way to scale social 

innovation through emergence and was later fully developed with narrative examples 

from global communities (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006, 2011). While commonly attributed 

to these authors, the evolution of the Two Loops Model was itself a process of 

emergence, generated through conversations and input from a number of thinkers and 

interactions at the Berkana Institute (D. Frieze, personal communication, March 8, 

2023).1 This model provides a comprehensive framework for describing the natural, 

emergent process of systemic transformation (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). The model 

visualizes two simultaneous loops: a first loop representing the old, dominant system as it 

inevitably declines, and a second loop representing the new system as it is born from 

small, local innovations. Within these two loops, crucial roles are identified as aspects 

 
1 Modeling and practicing this collaborative and emergent approach to developing theory is also a 

consistent feature of Wheatley’s work. For example, a 2002 article on communities of practice includes the 
following note: “This article was written by Margaret Wheatley, based on long conversations and work 
with a number of colleagues, including (alphabetically) Manish Jain, Cire Kane, Marianne Knuth, Carole 
Schwinn, Bob Stilger, Tenneson Woolf and the Berkana Wisdom Board” (Wheatley, 2002, p. 12). 
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necessary to navigate the transition from a dominant to an emergent system, such as 

pioneers who create new possibilities, the act of hospicing to provide compassionate 

support for what is dying, and the work of illuminating and connecting disparate pockets 

of innovation to grow the new system’s influence. I used the Two Loops Model as the 

primary analytical lens for this study (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 

The Berkana Institute’s Two Loops-Model of Emergent Change 

Note. This model illustrates the natural lifecycle of systemic change and the varying roles 
individuals adopt within it, showing the decline of a dominant system (First Loop) and 
the simultaneous growth of an emergent system (Second Loop). Adapted from Wheatley 
and Frieze (2011). Image created using a combination of Canva software and Napkin.ai. 
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From Compliance to Emergence: A New Stance for Educators in Change 

Ultimately, the value of grounding the proposed research in this framework was 

in its focus on a more humane and sustainable professional life for educators. The 

literature on well-being suggests that fostering a culture of change acceptance, where 

constant adaptation is seen as normal rather than a crisis, can significantly reduce the 

professional anxiety and stress that comes from feeling perpetually behind (Stroud Stasel, 

2023; Wang & Wang, 2019). By shifting the focus away from systems of control and 

compliance, this inquiry explored how psychologically safe spaces and institutional 

permission allow educators to innovate and adapt with a reduced fear of failure (Weger  

et al., 2022). 

Redefining leadership as a collective capacity in such a manner also profoundly 

shifts how the educational hierarchy views the students and leaders within it, by placing 

value in its inherent trust in youth, acknowledging that students are often more versed in 

emerging technologies and contemporary dialogues than the curriculum itself, a concept 

well-supported by the literature on self-organized learning (Mitra, 2018). Additionally, 

leadership becomes not about engineering outcomes but about cultivating the conditions 

for health and intelligence to emerge, a central concept in Wheatley’s (2006) work on 

applying principles from what she terms the new science to organizations. Most 

importantly, by providing a framework, such as the Two Loops Model, this work offered 

and enhanced vocabulary of roles and pathways designed for genuine innovation and 

transformation. The study was designed to uncover how participants—teachers and 

leaders—view themselves within the change process as active cocreators of the future, 

rather than as passive recipients of an external structure imposed upon them (Wheatley & 
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Frieze, 2011). Consequently, the research represented an attempt to address the 

capabilities gap and provide a sense of systemic permission to change.  

When Lewin’s (1947) unfreeze-change-refreeze cycle is superimposed on the 

Two Loops Model, its primary function becomes clear: it serves to preserve and enhance 

the dominant, first-loop system. The goal of such traditional models is to optimize 

existing structures and refreeze improvements back into the established order. In contrast, 

the Two Loops Model offers a fundamentally different pathway. Rather than stabilizing 

the old, its focus is on accepting the natural decay of the dominant system while actively 

nurturing a respectful transition to the emergent second loop. This enables organic 

innovation to take root by connecting, nourishing, and illuminating pioneering efforts 

amid ongoing change (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3 

Contrasting Orientations of Planned (Lewin’s Three-Phase Model) Versus Emergent (Two 

Loops Model) Change Models 

Note. This figure combines the previously referenced figures (Figure 1 & Figure 2) to 
contrast the function of Lewin’s (1947) planned change model, which reinforces the 
dominant system, with the Two Loops Model (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006, 2011), 
supporting the emergence of a new system. Image created using a combination of Canva 
software and Napkin.ai. 
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Ethical Stance and Critical Inquiry 

When established systems are disrupted, there is an ethical risk that old, 

inequitable power dynamics and control-based measures can reassert themselves in the 

resulting vacuum (Adams, 2021). An ethical response, therefore, requires prioritizing the 

well-being and care of the individuals within the system over the preservation of the 

system itself, a perspective that has become increasingly critical in post-pandemic 

educational discourse (Stroud Stasel, 2023). One cannot see or work with emergence if 

one is only looking at the individual parts of a system; it is in the space between that new 

possibilities are born (Wheatley, 2006). Adopting a systems thinking perspective, 

therefore, is the practical application of this ethical stance. It requires leaders and 

participants to consider the systemic well-being and interconnectedness of the entire 

community, rather than focusing on isolated problems or individuals (Wheatley, 2006).  

A focus on systemic well-being is a key consideration when navigating the 

chronic stress of modern educational environments, where the linear, crisis-driven rhythm 

of directive-based initiatives can disrupt pedagogical work and erode the professional 

identity of teachers (Notman, 2017). A focus on interconnectedness allows a community 

to nurture its own organic networks and communities of practice, which are essential for 

cocreating knowledge and sustaining change from the ground up (Farnsworth et al., 

2016). Without this holistic view, efforts to change are likely to fail against the incredibly 

resilient status quo that prioritizes structure over people (Fullan, 2023). This worldview, 

focused on the health of the whole, is the necessary prerequisite for frameworks, such as 

the Two Loops Model, which are explicitly designed to work with emergence. From this 

stance, the emergent and adaptive practices of educators can be reframed not as mere 
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coping mechanisms but as a form of professional activism. By choosing to collaborate 

and innovate collectively as educators, there is potential to actively co-construct a more 

humane alternative to the mechanistic and compliance-driven system, a view that aligns 

with scholarly calls for activism that challenges the status quo (Kuntz & Pickup, 2016; 

Roof et al., 2017). 

Adopting this ethical stance requires moving beyond a technical analysis of 

change management to question the underlying assumptions of self-efficacy, professional 

identity, and power relations that shape institutional responses. Emergent change, 

particularly when driven by technologies such as AI, is never neutral; rather, it serves as a 

vessel for ideology that can amplify societal biases (Handelman, 2022). Consequently, a 

purely managerial analysis is insufficient, and a critical, ethical inquiry becomes essential 

to interrogate the inequities often embedded within new educational technologies 

(ElSayary, 2024; Holmes & Tuomi, 2022). For example, a critical lens is necessary to 

observe how administrative responses to abrupt change can create powerful timescapes: 

clusters of interconnected temporal features and social expectations that define specific 

contexts, such as the professional or domestic spheres, through which individuals must 

navigate (Brown, 2023). These impose a linear, crisis-driven rhythm that can conflict 

with and devalue the cyclical, pedagogical rhythms of teaching, a tension that has been 

shown to produce significant inequities (Brown, 2023). Therefore, a simple evaluation of 

new tools or initiatives was insufficient when the change itself redefined professional 

roles and reshaped relationships. This necessitated a critical inquiry into the nature of 

teacher professionalism (Holloway, 2021). 
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This inquiry did not exist as a neutral investigation; instead, it was positioned as 

an ethically engaged project that embraced the work of truth-telling in pursuit of a more 

just educational future (Pickup & Kuntz, 2017). The aim was to provide more than a 

passive analysis by offering a framework to help communities navigate uncertainty and 

develop collective sensemaking capacities. These capacities are the essential precursors 

to transformative learning (Larson & Fay, 2016). Ultimately, I designed this study as a 

contribution to improving educators’ professional lives by validating their agency and 

roles as architects of human-centered educational futures in an age of constant upheaval 

(Leaton Gray, 2020). 

Defining the Problem of Practice 

Educational leaders are operating in a modern change era, defined by challenges 

that are frequently abrupt, unpredictable, and ongoing; this represents a form of emergent 

change for which they are often unprepared. Teachers equally find themselves on the 

front lines of this new era, struggling to adapt their pedagogy in response to these 

emergent challenges for which the system has provided no clear map. The dominant 

change management models that educational organizations rely on are either designed for 

or based on the understanding of a previous era of predictable, planned initiatives. The 

fundamental mismatch between old models and new realities created both a capabilities 

gap and a permission gap for the educators working within these systems. As a result, the 

system and the educators within it were left struggling to accept and move through 

change in a transformative manner, rather than simply reacting to ongoing crises. 

Therefore, the problem of practice was that educational organizations often rely on 

outdated change management frameworks that are ill-equipped for modern, emergent 
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challenges. This created a critical capabilities and permission gap within the organization, 

leaving its leaders without an effective model to navigate uncertainty and its educators 

without the systemic support and agency required to adapt their practice sustainably. 

Compounding the practical problem is a scholarly one: while the Two Loops 

Model offers a promising alternative lens for understanding systemic transformation, at 

the time of this study, there was no peer-reviewed literature published that applied the 

model to organizational change within an educational context. This identified gap in the 

literature presented an opportunity to address the problem of practice through the 

application of an established, yet under-researched framework, thus positioning the Two 

Loops Model of change as a theoretical model worthy of deeper exploration. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this proposed qualitative case study was to investigate how a 

single international school navigated the capabilities gap in OCM amidst the emergent 

challenges of GAI. To understand the organization’s sensemaking processes and 

emergent practices, this study explored teachers’ collaborative experiences through 

focus groups and administrators’ systemic perspectives via interviews. The unique 

context of an independent international school offering both AP and IBDP pathways 

provides an ideal setting for this investigation, as the competing external pressures on  

AI policy, compounded by the technology’s own abrupt onset and rapid, ongoing 

evolution, exemplify the complex challenges that now define the modern era of 

educational change. 

The recent and rapid emergence of GAI provided a quintessential case study of 

the abrupt, unpredictable, and ongoing change that now characterizes the educational 
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landscape. Its sudden arrival in the public sphere represented an abrupt operational 

crisis, compelling an immediate, unplanned response from educational systems that had 

little time for strategic analysis (Nyamunda, 2022). Such rapid emergence was 

compounded by a sense of unpredictability as the technology unleashed a host of 

unforeseen ethical and pedagogical dilemmas for which no policy map existed, forcing 

educators to navigate complex issues from academic integrity to data privacy in real-

time (Holmes & Tuomi, 2022; Sullivan et al., 2023). Finally, AI is not a static event but 

an ongoing phenomenon for which there is no refreeze in sight. The quality and breadth 

of AI tools and impacts are a constantly evolving technological capacity that demands 

continuous professional learning and adaptation from educators (Ali et al., 2024; Yusuf 

et al., 2024). These characteristics make the integration of GAI a particularly potent 

context for exploring how educators experience and navigate emergent change. 

This study was a foundational, exploratory inquiry, not a direct test of an 

intervention; its goal was to analyze the complexities of the current phenomenon to 

produce the rich, contextualized understanding (phronesis) that can serve as the evidence 

base for designing future leadership frameworks and improvement interventions. The 

inquiry in this study was guided by the following research questions: 

• How are international school educators experiencing the organizational change 

process in the context of the onset of GAI? 

• From the perspective of international school educators, how do systemic pressures 

either foster or inhibit their efforts to innovate with GAI? 

• How has the change process of integrating GAI influenced the professional 

identity of teachers in international schools? 
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• How does the context of abrupt and evolving change influence the leadership 

practices of international school administrators? 

Conclusion 

In this study, I aimed to investigate the capabilities and permission gap that arose 

when traditional change models were applied to the emergent challenges GAI posed. The 

following Chapter 2 lays out the theoretical foundation for this inquiry by first reviewing 

the limitations of prominent OCMs, then synthesizing key constructs from the literature, 

and finally introducing the Two Loops Model as a necessary alternative framework. 

Subsequently, Chapter 3 outlines the qualitative methodology employed to explore the 

research questions and the lived experiences of educators navigating this new terrain. 

Chapter 4 will provide a summary and analysis of the findings in response to the  

research questions, share ethical implications and advocate for application and for  

further research.  
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Chapter 2: Situating Change: From Established Models to Emergent Frameworks 

Building on the problem of practice established in Chapter 1, in this chapter, I 

situate the inquiry within the scholarly literature on organizational change. I begin by 

reviewing the dominant paradigm of planned change, analyzing influential OCM models 

and their underlying constructs, such as resistance and readiness. After establishing the 

limitations of these traditional frameworks in the modern era, I present an alternative 

perspective grounded in systems thinking and emergence. Specifically, I introduce the 

Two Loops Model of change as a more suitable framework for understanding and 

navigating today’s educational landscape. I conclude the chapter by synthesizing this 

review to establish the theoretical foundation for the study. 

The Current State of Educational Change 

As established in Chapter 1, contemporary education operates within an 

environment marked by abrupt, unpredictable, and constant change; these pressures often 

overlap or compete. Beyond major disruptions, such as pandemics or the rise of 

Generative Artificial Intelligence (GAI), ongoing shifts in demographics, curriculum 

standards, and pedagogical approaches have created a reality where change is the 

defining characteristic of the professional landscape (Cetin et al., 2024; Garcia Castro  

et al., 2024). Such an environment makes flexibility and adaptation key features of the 

normal educational habitat (Dolph, 2017; Notman, 2017). Yet, despite widespread 

rhetoric regarding the importance of future-readiness, the structure of the educational 

system often impedes the very adaptability it promotes. Core practices have frequently 

proven resistant to deep transformation, a dynamic well-documented in the literature on 

the barriers to large-scale educational change (Fullan, 2020; Mitra, 2019; Robinson & 
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Aronica, 2016; Whitney-Smith, 2023). This inertia is common in large, established 

systems where deeply embedded routines and cultural norms create powerful forces that 

maintain the status quo. Consequently, fundamental shifts are inherently difficult, even as 

researchers work to identify systemic levers that might improve educational quality 

(Fullan, 2020; Fuller & Kim, 2022; Petersen & Bartel, 2020; Senge, 1990). 

The tension between the need for adaptation and the ingrained norms of existing 

systems signifies a move away from an era of discrete, planned initiatives, creating a 

climate of both optimism and pessimism regarding the future of the field (Johnson et al., 

2024). This new reality demands a capacity for consistent change response and an 

understanding of change acceptance as the norm (By, 2020; Wheatley, 2006). 

Organizational change efforts, and the models that guide them, must therefore be 

evaluated within this dynamic context. Some scholars, such as Chiu (2021), have argued 

this requires a holistic approach to navigating new educational realities, while others, 

such as By (2020) and Wierenga (2022) advocated a fundamentally new research agenda 

for the field. This inertia was not merely theoretical; it has often been reflected in 

organizational data, revealing high levels of initiative fatigue and a disconnect between 

proposed innovations and classroom realities (Breitkopf, 2018; Fissore et al., 2022). 

Literature Review Methodology  

I conducted the literature review for this study primarily through systematic 

searches of the Educational Research Information Center and Academic Search Premier 

databases. Keyword searches included organizational change, educational innovation, 

resistance to change, change management, and change strategies. These results were 

further refined to include peer-reviewed, full-text articles published from 2013 onward 
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that were identified as relevant to secondary education. Where necessary, I further 

filtered these works for relevance; for instance, I excluded research focused exclusively 

on the medical or corporate sectors. In a second search, I utilized Google Scholar to 

explore current research regarding the impacts of GAI using the keywords generative AI 

and education. Results were limited to research published within the last five years and 

prioritized based on relevance to secondary school contexts. A final search involved a 

snowball approach, exploring the bibliographies of leading authors to identify seminal 

works and critical responses. These authors and their theories were then cross-referenced 

through a subject search in The Journal of Educational Change to ensure a balanced 

perspective of supporting and critical views.  

For the purpose of this review, the terms change, transformation, and innovation 

were used interchangeably to access a comprehensive body of research, though it was 

noted that specific authors may define these terms with distinct nuances. Similarly, the 

terms resistance and barriers were utilized to identify a broad range of research related to 

the challenges of institutional change. Given the absence of peer-reviewed literature 

applying the Two Loops Model of change to education, a deep exploration of the 

Berkana Institute’s publications and the foundational works of Margaret Wheatley and 

Deborah Frieze was conducted. This enabled a thorough understanding of the model’s 

philosophical underpinnings and its utility as the primary analytical lens for this study. 

Empirical Research Review of OCM 

When seeking to navigate change, educational institutions have often turned to 

established methods under the umbrella of OCM. This field has provided structured 

frameworks or roadmaps intended to help organizations navigate planned transitions 
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toward a desired state (Chowdhury & Shil, 2022). While numerous models exist, this 

review examined several that have been particularly influential in education and surfaced 

through the literature review methodology, as previously described. The analysis began 

with Lewin’s (1947) seminal Three-Stage Model, which provided a cornerstone for the 

field, before exploring key elaborations from theorists such as Kotter (1996), Fullan 

(2007, 2020), and Senge (1990, 2006), as well as the Awareness, Desire, Knowledge, 

Ability, and Reinforcement (ADKAR) Model (Hiatt, 2006). 

Lewin’s Three-Stage Model: The Cornerstone 

While many models for OCM exist, Lewin’s (1947) work was pivotal, as it 

provided the foundational language and structure that has profoundly influenced decades 

of subsequent theory and practice (Hassan, 2018). Although critical reappraisals 

suggested his work has often been oversimplified, Lewin’s (1947) widely adopted three-

stage unfreeze-change-refreeze model (see Figure 1) represented the essential bedrock 

upon which much of conventional planned change has been built (Burnes, 2004). 

The model proposes that planned change is best guided through three distinct 

stages. First, the unfreezing stage involves preparing the organization for change by 

overcoming inertia and dismantling existing mindsets, often driven by leadership creating 

a sense of urgency or psychological safety (Govindasamy & Mestry, 2022). Next, the 

changing (or moving) stage is the period of implementation where new processes, 

behaviors, and ways of thinking are introduced. This transition requires clear 

communication and support, such as training or guidance (Herrera, 2021). Finally, the 

refreezing stage aims to stabilize the organization after the change has been made, 
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embedding the new state into the culture and systems to ensure it is sustained (Petersen & 

Bartel, 2020). 

While Lewin’s (1947) model offered a valuable, simple structure for 

conceptualizing planned change, this simplicity could be its primary weakness when 

applied to the complex environment of modern education. Critics have pointed out that 

the neat, linear unfreeze-change-refreeze process can oversimplify what is often a messier 

and more turbulent reality (Rosenbaum et al., 2018; Wheatley, 1999). This issue was 

compounded by the fact that many contemporary applications of the model missed the 

richer nuance present in Lewin’s (1947) original thinking, thus applying an 

oversimplified tool to increasingly complex problems (Burnes, 2004; Wojciechowski et 

al., 2016). The primary challenge of the model, therefore, arose when dealing with 

change that is sudden, unpredictable, or rapidly evolving—the very conditions that have 

become common in the current educational landscape. 

Elaborating on OCM: Planned Change in Prominent Models 

Building upon Lewin’s (1947) foundation, several influential organizational 

change models emerged from the literature review to elaborate on the change process. 

These frameworks offered distinct lenses and tools for leaders and practitioners seeking 

guidance when addressing change. For instance, Kotter’s (1996) process focused on 

specific leadership actions designed to influence organizational culture and guide 

individuals through a transition, while the ADKAR model shifted the focus to the 

necessary stages of individual psychological transition required to adopt change (Choi & 

Ruona, 2011; Hiatt, 2006). Further broadening the perspective, Fullan’s (2007) work 

emphasized the critical human and cultural conditions required within educational 
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systems, while Senge (1990) concentrated on building an organization’s underlying 

capacity for continuous learning. While each of these models possesses value and utility, 

their purpose still lies within the dominant change management paradigm of system 

improvement rather than facilitating the emergence of something new and unknown. At 

their essence, these models were viewed through the lens of Lewin’s (1947) foundational 

work as means of reinforcing change management as a construct designed to improve 

upon an existing system. Consequently, while these frameworks provided significant 

guidance for planned initiatives, they remained tethered to the logic of stabilizing and 

enhancing the current order (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4 

A Comparison of Four Prominent Organizational Change Models 

 

Note. The figure provides a high-level comparison of the primary focus areas for four 
influential change models, drawing on the work of Kotter (1996), Hiatt (2006), Fullan 
(2007), and Senge (1990). Image created using Napkin.ai. 
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Kotter’s (1996) 8-Step model offers a granular, sequential roadmap intended to 

guide large-scale, top-down change by systematically building momentum and providing 

actionable steps for leadership (Buzan & Whitehead, 2021). This sequential process 

directly mirrors Lewin’s (1947) framework: the initial steps of establishing urgency and 

building a coalition serve to unfreeze the organization, while the final steps of anchoring 

new approaches in the culture serve as a direct form of refreezing. However, the model’s 

primary limitation in the modern era was its prescriptive linearity. This highly sequential 

nature is a significant weakness when a clear path does not exist, a challenge that has led 

some researchers to highlight how Kotter’s (1996) model can be “implemented iteratively 

and emergently” to adapt to complex environments (Kang et al., 2022, p. 270). 

Furthermore, its heavy emphasis on a leader-centric vision risks disempowering the 

employee involvement that is critical for genuine adaptation in dynamic systems 

(Hussain et al., 2016). 

Michael Fullan’s influential work represented a significant evolution within the 

planned change paradigm, shifting the focus from purely process-oriented steps to the 

complex human and cultural dynamics of implementation. His framework outlined the 

critical conditions leaders must cultivate, such as building a shared moral purpose and 

fostering strong, collaborative relationships, to successfully implement strategic 

initiatives (Fullan, 2007; Hargreaves & Fink, 2012; Stoll, 2006). Fullan’s (2007) work 

can be seen as providing a deeper, more nuanced set of instructions for a leader or 

practitioner navigating Lewin’s (1947) stages; for instance, his focus on building moral 

purpose and understanding complexity served as a sophisticated approach to unfreezing, 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 38 

 

while his emphasis on relationships and knowledge sharing provided the essential fuel for 

a successful change phase (Esplana, 2024). 

Likewise, Fullan’s (2007) deep focus on sustainability ensured that an initiative 

becomes deeply embedded in the school’s culture; a parallel to the refreezing stage 

outlined by Lewin (1947). The goal is to institutionalize the improvement so that it 

becomes a more effective stable state, which is the ultimate aim of the planned change 

process. Despite Fullan (2007) providing a nuanced, culture-focused framework, 

educational systems have frequently attempted to apply his ideas using a superficial, 

checklist-style mentality that is a holdover from the older paradigm (Buzan & Whitehead, 

2021). The issue may not be the framework itself, but the enduring inertia of a 

mechanistic mindset and the routine traditions of the system that moor even the best ideas 

in the status quo (Fullan, 2023). 

Offering a more systemic and philosophical orientation, Senge’s (1990) highly 

influential concept of the learning organization advocated for building an organization’s 

fundamental capacity for continuous learning and adaptation. This capacity is achieved 

by embedding five key disciplines into the fabric of the organization: systems thinking, 

personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, and team learning (Senge, 1990). These 

may be viewed as the underlying cultural capacities required for a healthy journey 

through Lewin’s (1947) stages.  

For example, challenging mental models is a prerequisite for successful 

unfreezing, while team learning and shared vision are the engines of meaningful change 

and a sustainable refreeze (Asplund, 2021; Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Senge, 1990). In 

practice, however, these deep disciplines are often treated as discrete initiatives within a 
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planned change model, which limits their potential and fails to provide a clear pathway 

for navigating toward a fundamentally new system (Cragg, 2023; Gibbs et al., 2021; 

Kenny & Cirkony, 2022; Stoll, 2006). Treating these disciplines as discrete initiatives is 

an example of unsustainable leadership, as it fails to build the deep, lasting capacity that 

both Senge (1990) and Hargreaves and Fink (2012) advocated for. Ultimately, these 

examples demonstrated that whether the focus is on granular processes, individual 

psychology, organizational culture, or systemic capacity, contemporary change models 

can be whittled down to the fundamental unfreeze-change-refreeze logic Lewin (1947) 

established (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5 

Conceptual Alignment of Change Models Within Lewin’s Framework 

 

Note. This figure illustrates how the stages of prominent organizational change models 
can be conceptually mapped onto Lewin’s (1947) foundational framework. Image created 
using Napkin.ai. 
 

Despite their varied and valuable perspectives, these prominent models all share 

significant limitations when confronted by the emergent nature of modern educational 

change. The highly sequential nature of process-driven models, such as Kotter’s (1996) 

and ADKAR, becomes a primary weakness when a clear, linear path simply does not 

exist (Condon, 2024; Kang et al., 2022). Furthermore, even the more holistic frameworks 

of Fullan (2007) and Senge (1990) have faced immense challenges in practice. The deep 

cultural work they advocated for is often at odds with the short-term, programmatic 

mindset of school systems, and the application of their ideas is typically driven through a 

hierarchical management structure that is itself inherently baked within the current 

mechanistic paradigm (Choi & Ruona, 2011; Govindasamy & Mestry, 2022). This 
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structural misalignment actively prevented the kind of deep organizational learning 

required for true adaptation (Gibbs et al., 2021). 

The lack of stability required for such deep learning in a crisis-driven 

environment, compounded by the system’s inherent resistance to change, makes 

successful implementation incredibly difficult in the modern change context (Cragg, 

2023; Farnsworth et al., 2016; Fullan, 2020). Ultimately, despite their intentions, these 

models were often applied in a manner that struggled to break free from the gravitational 

pull of the planned change paradigm. While they offered powerful tools for improving a 

system, they provided less guidance for navigating the emergence of a fundamentally 

new one (Wierenga, 2022). 

Empirical Analysis of the Constructs Derived from OCM Research 

Beyond the specific frameworks of OCM, the literature revealed a set of recurring 

constructs that defined the complex, human experience of navigating systemic 

transformation. This section provides a deeper analysis of these core themes, beginning 

with the modern context of crisis and uncertainty management. The analysis then 

explored the extensively studied phenomena of resistance to change and the proactive 

efforts involved in cultivating change readiness. Finally, the review moved beyond these 

traditional concepts to introduce change acceptance as a more profound philosophical 

stance suited for an era of continuous change. 

Crisis Management 

A crucial starting point for understanding the modern change environment is the 

literature on crisis management. A crisis is distinct from a manageable problem; it is an 

event characterized by high stakes, urgency, and deep uncertainty, often arriving with a 
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speed that negates traditional planning cycles (Gundel, 2005). Researchers have 

suggested that educational leaders are now required to operate in a near-constant state of 

crisis response, reacting to a series of overlapping disruptions rather than guiding 

predictable initiatives (Jaiswal & Arun, 2023; Nyamunda, 2022). 

The COVID-19 pandemic, for example, plunged schools into a sustained crisis, 

creating significant turbulence and stress for educators as they navigated a volatile 

environment. Research from this period confirmed the immense challenges teachers 

faced regarding communication and the sudden shift in their educational reality (Beck & 

Paskewitz, 2022). Similarly, the emergence of transformative technologies, such as GAI, 

can be viewed as a crisis in that it represented not merely a technical challenge, but a 

vessel for ideology that has forced an urgent ethical and pedagogical reckoning (Ali et al., 

2024; Handelman, 2022; Holmes & Tuomi, 2022). Systematic reviews of the field have 

further detailed the scale of this technological disruption (Yusuf et al., 2024). 

Understanding change through this lens helps explain why traditional, orderly 

change models often failed when applied to the chaotic realities of contemporary 

schools—realities that included significant risks of teacher burnout when navigating new 

digital ecosystems (Duan & Zhao, 2024). However, research on effective leadership 

during the COVID-19 pandemic showed that a purely reactive posture was not the only 

option. A global study by McLeod and Dulsky (2021) found that successful school 

leaders navigated the crisis not by waiting for stability, but by anchoring decisions in core 

values, prioritizing staff care and communication, and actively seeking opportunities for 

long-term reinvention made possible by the disruption. This suggested that even within a 
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crisis, leadership could shift from simply managing a disruption to actively cultivating a 

more resilient and adaptive system. 

Uncertainty Management 

The crisis-driven environment previously described gave rise to a state of 

profound and persistent uncertainty. This reality, characterized by overlapping crises and 

disruptions, has normalized uncertainty as a baseline condition rather than a temporary 

state (Nyamunda, 2022; Pashiardis & Brauckmann-Sajkiewicz, 2022). The literature, 

including systematic reviews of the field, increasingly describes the modern context for 

organizations not as stable, but as one of constant turbulence (Whitney-Smith, 2023). 

Indeed, a significant body of research has been conducted based on the premise that a 

new capacity for navigating complex, systemic challenges and persistent ambiguity is 

essential for modern leadership (By, 2020; Clegg et al., 2021). 

The literature also suggests that a primary task of modern leadership is to move 

beyond trying to eliminate uncertainty, an often impossible goal, and instead focus on 

building the capacity to navigate it effectively, as crises inherently trigger deep feelings 

of ambiguity and a loss of stability (Pashiardis & Brauckmann-Sajkiewicz, 2022). This  

is not merely a technical challenge, but a deeply human one. Prolonged exposure to 

uncertainty is a significant source of the professional anxiety and burnout reported among 

educators, underscoring the critical need for leadership practices that intentionally foster 

clarity, well-being, and care during turbulent times (Beck & Paskewitz, 2022; Hirsh  

et al., 2012; Stroud Stasel, 2023; Wang & Wang, 2019). 

The most effective approach described in the literature involves a fundamental 

shift from managing uncertainty to accepting or even partnering with it as a core 
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condition of modern work (Wheatley, 2001). This requires fostering high-trust 

environments where people feel psychologically safe enough to experiment, learn, and 

make sense of the unknown together (Larson & Fay, 2016; Shemer & Agmon-Snir, 2019; 

Zayim & Kondakci, 2015). It involves building the organization’s collective capacity for 

learning and adaptation, as confirmed by research on how learning-oriented systems 

navigate complexity (Gibbs et al., 2021; Senge et al., 1999). 

The shift from a managerial stance of providing certainty, to a leadership stance 

of facilitating collective sensemaking as a collaborative process of interpreting unclear 

situations and cocreating meaning to determine a path forward, can be viewed as an 

ethical act in itself (Larson & Fay, 2016; Shemer & Agmon-Snir, 2019). It aligns with a 

form of professional activism that challenges traditional systemic structures and 

hierarchies and empowers the community to navigate its own path forward (Alonso-

Yanez et al., 2021; Roof et al., 2017). The models presented earlier, in particular those 

from Fullan (2007) and Senge (1990), made inroads into this concept. However, given 

that the educational community has continued to express frustration that systems have not 

been adjusted to reflect societal change or prepare students for the future, something 

remains missing. 

Resistance to Change 

Within the literature on OCM, change resistance has been an often-encountered 

and extensively studied phenomenon (Dolph, 2017). From a traditional, planned change 

perspective, it is typically defined as the actions individuals or groups take that threaten 

to undermine a change initiative (Mbarek, 2024). The sources of this resistance are often 

attributed to individual factors, such as a fear of the unknown or a perceived loss of 
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status, as well as to practical and structural barriers, such as a lack of adequate resources, 

time, or the specific skills needed to navigate the proposed adjustments (Breitkopf, 2018; 

Caliskan & Zhu, 2021; Oteyola et al., 2023; Sorokoumova et al., 2021; Sánchez-Prieto et 

al., 2019; Whitney-Smith, 2023). 

A more critical perspective challenges this traditional view, reframing resistance 

not as a problem to be solved, but as a source of important data about the health of the 

system and the change itself (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998; Mbarek, 2024). From this 

viewpoint, resistance can signal a rational response to a flawed proposal, a deep-seated 

lack of trust in leadership, or a conflict with the core values of the community (Wierenga, 

2022; Zayim & Kondakci, 2015). This is particularly relevant when navigating the 

integration of new technologies like GAI, whose disadvantages and disruptive impact on 

school tasks are a source of legitimate concern for educators (Garcia Castro et al., 2024). 

Therefore, what might be labeled as resistance can actually be a legitimate and ethically 

grounded response to the profound dilemmas the technology introduces (Holmes & 

Tuomi, 2022; Quay-de la Vallee, 2023). 

Ignoring or attempting to suppress these concerns is not just a strategic error; it is 

an ethical one, as it devalues the perspectives of those most impacted by the change 

(Brown, 2023; Leaton Gray, 2020; Miriti, 2020). This perspective enabled an even more 

nuanced interpretation of what resistance might signify within a living, evolving system. 

For example, what is often labeled as resistance to a new initiative may, in fact, be a 

healthy impulse to protect core values, effective practices, or a professional identity 

perceived to be under threat from a poorly conceived change (Backman & Barker, 2020). 
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Similarly, such behaviors as disengagement or grieving for a return to desired past 

practices need not be seen as obstacles; they can be understood as a natural and necessary 

part of letting go, which is a difficult emotional process that requires care and support to 

navigate (Stroud Stasel, 2023). From this viewpoint, wise leadership or stewardship 

involves listening deeply to these signals, viewing them not as defiance to be managed, 

but as a form of professional activism that can illuminate a healthier path forward for the 

entire community (Kuntz & Pickup, 2016; Roof et al., 2017). 

Distinguishing Resistance: Revolutionary Versus Reactionary. To navigate 

change effectively, it is crucial for leaders to distinguish between two fundamentally 

different types of resistance: that which is purely reactionary and that which is potentially 

revolutionary (Mbarek, 2024). Reactionary resistance is often a defense of the status quo, 

rooted in a desire to maintain personal comfort or existing power structures, or arising 

from a fear of lacking the skills required for new ways of working (Dolph, 2017). In 

contrast, revolutionary resistance is not a rejection of change itself, but a rejection of a 

specific, flawed, or mandated change. Read (2022) provided recent empirical evidence 

for such a flawed process; when employees were asked to contribute work to a change 

initiative without receiving clear communication, their perception of the change became 

significantly more negative, providing a rational basis for resistance. This form of 

resistance is forward-looking and intentional. It is embodied in what Wheatley and Frieze 

(2011) described as a “Walk Out”—the conscious choice to leave behind a limiting 

system not in protest, but to “Walk On” and create a healthier alternative (p. 4). 

Interpretations of such revolutionary acts are often a form of emergent systemic 

improvement, in which practitioners, through their critique and alternative actions, 
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advocate for a more thoughtful path forward. Scholarly research confirms this concept by 

calling for a form of practitioner activism that challenges ineffective or inequitable norms 

from within the system (Kuntz & Pickup, 2016; Noguera, 2006; Pickup & Kuntz, 2017; 

Roof et al., 2017). This perspective positions educators’ collective action as a primary 

engine for sustainable, meaningful improvement (Hargreaves & Fink, 2012). 

The true potential of this revolutionary resistance is unlocked only when it is met 

not with managerial opposition but with a systemic culture of change acceptance. When 

leaders create an environment that views this bottom-up critique as valuable data rather 

than insubordination, a powerful dynamic occurs. Resistance from practitioners provides 

critical feedback and innovative ideas from the ground level, particularly in response to 

complex challenges, such as the integration of new technologies (Johnson & Batchelor, 

2018; Rahman & Watanobe, 2023; Sullivan et al., 2023).  

Acceptance from the system, in turn, provides the psychological safety and 

resources for those ideas to be tested and developed, which is a central theme in creating 

healthy, self-organizing systems (Wheatley, 2006; Wheatley & Frieze, 2006, 2011; 

Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998). True emergence can occur when the bottom-up, 

intentional critique from practitioners is met with genuine acceptance and support from 

leadership; it is this dynamic that enables a system to move beyond simple improvement 

to a state where novel and more adaptive solutions are cocreated by the entire community 

(Robinson & Aronica, 2016; Wheatley, 2006; Wheatley & Frieze, 2006). This requires 

leaders to see their role not as controllers of a plan, but as cultivators of a network, 

fostering the conditions where self-organization can flourish (Wheatley & Kellner-

Rogers, 1998). 
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Cultivating Change Readiness 

A more nuanced perspective on navigating change shifts the focus from merely 

overcoming resistance to actively cultivating change readiness. This involves moving 

beyond a reactive stance to proactively fostering the conditions under which people can 

engage with change constructively. The literature defined readiness not as simple 

acceptance, but as a combination of individuals’ beliefs regarding the necessity of the 

change, their perception of its value, and the presence of the necessary support structures 

to make the transition possible (Choi & Ruona, 2011; Sorokoumova et al., 2021). 

There is a crucial distinction to be made between an organization’s readiness for a 

planned, technical change and its readiness for a complex, emergent one. Readiness for a 

predictable change, such as adopting a new software system or curriculum, often depends 

on clear processes and individual preparedness (Choi & Ruona, 2011). Frameworks like 

the ADKAR model are designed for this context, providing a structure to ensure 

individuals possess needed skills to adopt a specific, predefined new process (Hiatt, 

2006). Readiness for emergent change, however, appears to be less about mastering a 

specific new skill and more about possessing deeper psychological and cultural 

capacities, such as the psychological safety required to experiment and take risks (Weger 

et al., 2022). 

Readiness for complexity, as has been described in the literature, is therefore less 

about mastering a predefined skill set and more about fostering the deep psychological 

and cultural conditions that enable a community to navigate the unknown together 

(Wierenga, 2022). This requires leadership actions that intentionally build psychological 

safety and deep, authentic trust, creating an environment where educators feel safe 
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enough to experiment, take risks, and be vulnerable without fear of failure (Fullan, 2007; 

Madsen et al., 2006; Whitney-Smith, 2023; Zayim & Kondakci, 2015). Effective 

communication and engagement strategies are also paramount in building the collective 

belief that the community can successfully navigate challenges together (Esplana, 2024). 

Recent quantitative research confirmed this link, showing that structured 

employee involvement through both clear communication and opportunities for work 

contribution is empirically linked to more positive employee perceptions of change, 

higher organizational commitment, and lower turnover intentions (Read, 2022). 

Ultimately, these actions foster a sense of shared optimism that is essential for 

overcoming feelings of unpreparedness (Johnson et al., 2024) and developing the 

adaptive expertise and creative problem-solving skills necessary for any complex 

endeavor (Renzulli, 2020). 

Finally, the literature suggested that readiness for emergent change is best 

understood not as an aggregation of individual traits, but as a collective capacity built 

through social interaction. It is fostered through the process of collaborative 

sensemaking, where groups are given the time and space to grapple with ambiguity, share 

perspectives, and cocreate understanding together (Shemer & Agmon-Snir, 2019). This 

approach aligned with examples of self-organized learning, where peer-to-peer 

collaboration becomes the primary engine for building new knowledge and skills from 

the ground up (Mitra & Rana, 2001). Likewise, it is a feature that Fullan (2007) and 

Senge (1990) promoted in their work to underscore the importance of a healthy 

organizational culture as a criterion for effective and lasting change. Therefore, true 

readiness for the unknown is not something that can be installed or programmed  
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into individuals; rather, it is an emergent property of a healthy, connected, and 

collaborative learning culture (Wheatley, 2006; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011; Wheatley & 

Kellner-Rogers, 1998). 

Beyond the Resistance/Reaction/Readiness Paradigm: The Shift to Change Acceptance 

While fostering readiness is a vital organizational capacity, the literature 

suggested this orientation has functional limits, particularly when confronting the 

profound and persistent uncertainty characteristic of deep systemic transitions, where 

such strategies can prove ineffective (Clegg et al., 2021; Pashiardis & Brauckmann-

Sajkiewicz, 2022; Shemer & Agmon-Snir, 2019; Wheatley, 2006). Strategies focused on 

managing uncertainty or preparing for a specific change can prove ineffective when the 

turbulence is sustained over long periods or when the future is not merely unclear, but 

truly emergent (Shemer & Agmon-Snir, 2019). From a living systems perspective, the 

very idea that one can be fully prepared for an emergent future is a fallacy; one cannot 

prepare for a genuine surprise. Successfully navigating contemporary challenges, 

therefore, requires a specific readiness for uncertainty itself, which can be seen as a 

different stance altogether (Abrams, 2019; Wheatley, 2006). 

This different stance is defined here as change acceptance; a deeper, more 

philosophical orientation that moves beyond preparing for a disruption and toward 

embracing change as a continuous and inherent feature of all living systems (Capra & 

Luisi, 2014; Wheatley, 2006). In essence, embracing change as a natural occurrence 

offers a way toward an ecological framework that mirrors the lifecycle of living systems: 

where old forms decline and fall apart, creating a state of confusion and chaos that is the 

necessary precursor to reorganization and the rebirth of a new system with greater 
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capacity (Wheatley, 1993, 1996; Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998). This process of 

large-scale change happens through emergence, where individual localized efforts 

connect and strengthen their interactions and interdependencies until a new, powerful 

system of influence is born (Wheatley & Frieze, 2007). The outcome, therefore, is not a 

static refrozen state that is outlined in Lewin’s (1947) model, but a new, more resilient 

order that has been cocreated by the participants themselves, enabling something new to 

take root because people as participants in the system will be far more likely to believe in 

and act on that which they help to create (Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998). Central to 

the stance of change acceptance is the difficult but necessary work of letting go of the 

need for prediction and control (Clegg et al., 2021; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). Instead of 

managing from the outside, the goal becomes participating skillfully within the natural, 

unfolding flow of the system, effectively partnering with the inherent confusion and 

uncertainty of the process (Wheatley, 2001, 2006; Shemer & Agmon-Snir, 2019). 

Acceptance is not a passive stance; the literature on emergent change presents it 

as the active and necessary precondition for true systemic transformation. Specifically, 

the acceptance of the fact that a dominant system may be in irreversible decline is what 

enables the difficult but essential work of hospicing—compassionately supporting the 

letting go of old ways of working that are no longer viable (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). 

For example, as Sawyer (2005) noted, the term complex adaptive systems often “suggests 

that the changes are towards an ever-increasing improvement in the functionality of the 

system in response to feedback from the environment” (p. 23). This subtle but powerful 

assumption of perpetual improvement obscures a critical truth of living systems: some are 

not merely in need of adaptation, but are in a state of irreversible decline, a natural part of 
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the systemic lifecycle that cannot be managed away by traditional improvement 

strategies, whose own evidence base has been shown to be surprisingly limited (Clegg  

et al., 2021; Stouten et al., 2018; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). This focus on fixing the old 

system also risks ignoring the more vital process of social emergence, where the new 

system is already being created from the bottom up (Sawyer, 2005; Wheatley, 2006). The 

acceptance of this reality is what enables the difficult but essential work of hospicing.  

This process of letting go frees up the energy, attention, and resources needed to 

notice and nourish the second loop of emergence, where pioneers are already creating 

new and more adaptive solutions from the ground up (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). This 

entire cycle requires a deep individual and organizational resilience. This capacity to 

absorb major disruptions and support well-being in order to adapt is a key attribute for 

thriving in turbulent environments (Muñiz et al., 2023; Stroud Stasel, 2023). 

The Shifting Nature of Leadership: From Driving Change to Cultivating Emergence 

The leadership approaches most commonly associated with traditional, planned 

change models have often been described in the literature as managerial or transactional 

in nature. This perspective, rooted in the concept of positional authority, views the 

leader’s primary role as ensuring a predefined plan is implemented with fidelity. This 

often involves leaders taking specific actions, such as creating a sense of urgency to 

unfreeze the system and driving the initiative forward through clear directives and 

managed communication (Cakir, 2021; Mukhtar & Fook, 2020; Scott, 2024). While this 

approach can be effective for ensuring compliance in stable and predictable contexts, 

researchers have widely critiqued this leader-centric style for its hierarchical and 

controlling nature, which can stifle the professional agency and authentic engagement 
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(Asplund, 2021; Cetin et al., 2024; Hussain et al., 2016). This traditional view, therefore, 

has positioned the leader as the primary architect of change, while the rest of the 

organization’s members were largely seen as recipients who must be managed through 

the transition (Mbarek, 2024). 

Current roles and job descriptions often impact those who hold formal leadership 

titles. In the context of the modern change-norm environment, effective leadership 

requires individuals who are vulnerable during turbulent times in order to navigate 

dissonance and adapt empathetically (McMaster, 2015; Stroud Stasel, 2023). They must 

also possess a high degree of responsiveness and cognitive flexibility to make decisions 

with incomplete information and are genuinely collaborative and humble in a way that 

empowers others (Alateeg & Alhammadi, 2024; Betsurmath & Murthy, 2023; Jinga et al., 

2024; Thurman & Hackmann, 2015; Wheatley, 2001). This is not merely theoretical, as 

McLeod and Dulsky’s (2021) global study of school leaders during the early months of 

the COVID-19 pandemic confirmed these shifts in practice. Effective leaders anchored 

their response in core values, prioritized staff care and empathetic communication, and 

began to reframe the crisis not just as a challenge to be survived, but as an opportunity for 

systemic reinvention (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021). An era defined by abruptness and 

uncertainty causes shifts in the multiplicity of roles that leaders must not only play but 

also foster in all participants simultaneously (Heifetz, 1994; Thurman & Hackmann, 

2015; Weger et al., 2022). 

The literature proposed a range of alternative leadership models that were better 

suited for navigating the complexity of emergent change. These styles shared a common 

thread: they shifted the focus from the leader as a director and origin-point of a plan, to 
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the leader as a facilitator or host of a collaborative process (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). 

This included concepts such as distributed leadership, where leadership is seen as a 

practice spread throughout a network (Asplund, 2021), and collaborative and ethical 

leadership, which emphasizes building trust and shared responsibility (Bouchamma & 

Brie, 2014; Cakir, 2021; Zayim & Kondakci, 2015). Leaders must also exhibit a sense of 

ambidextrous leadership by simultaneously managing the stability of the present while 

fostering innovation for the future (Chiu, 2021; Weger et al., 2022). Of central 

importance is the integration of adaptive leadership, which distinguishes between 

technical problems that can be solved by authority and adaptive challenges that require 

collective learning (Condon, 2024; Heifetz, 1994). 

Ultimately, these alternative styles pointed toward a more profound redefinition 

of leadership itself, moving beyond a discussion of style to a new understanding of what 

leadership is within a complex system, namely, that leadership is not a position of 

authority held by a few but a distributed function performed by many (Asplund, 2021; 

By, 2020; Govindasamy & Mestry, 2022; Wheatley, 2006). This distributed view 

acknowledged that in a healthy, adaptive system, everyone has a role to play in sensing 

and responding to change (Hargreaves & Fink, 2012; Stoll, 2006). The goal of leadership, 

therefore, becomes less about driving a specific change and more about fostering the 

collective capacity for skillful participation throughout the entire community (Fuller & 

Kim, 2022; Lundh et al., 2024; Wheatley, 2006). In a living system, the leader’s primary 

work shifts from directing parts to tending to the network, creating a culture so rich in 

collaboration, trust, and agency that the system can effectively learn from and lead itself 
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(Hargreaves & Fink, 2012; Mitra, 2018; Senge, 2009; Wojciechowski et al., 2016; Zayim 

& Kondakci, 2015). 

This redefinition of leadership represented the essential philosophical shift needed 

to move from a paradigm of managing change to one of enabling emergence. Such a 

perspective required moving beyond attempts to control unpredictable events and instead 

fostering the conditions for the system to learn and adapt on its own. This focus on 

collective capacity is precisely why this study explored educators as a unified body. If 

leadership is a distributed function, then understanding a system’s potential for change 

requires examining administrators and teachers alike as active participants in the process. 

The Two Loops Model as a Representation of Organizational and Stakeholder Data 

The Two Loops Model of change moves beyond describing an abstract process to 

outlining the process of emergence. It shifts from assigning hierarchical roles in a system 

to identifying the crucial, human-centered roles that participants can play in navigating 

systemic transition. Developed over years of observation of communities and 

organizations, the model is not a prescriptive OCM but rather a descriptive theoretical 

model of how living systems naturally change (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). While it is 

frequently attributed specifically to Wheatley and Frieze (2011), it fittingly arose through 

its own emergent process of collaboration and iteration among leaders and thinkers who 

were exploring the need to create new, healthier systems in the face of dying, dominant 

ones (D. Frieze, personal communication, March 8, 2023). The Two Loops Model, 

therefore, serves less as a guide for managers and is instead a map of the territory for 

leaders, practitioners, and participants trying to accept the process of emergence. It 

further enables them to understand and respectfully engage with the natural, often messy 
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process of systemic death and rebirth. In the context of education, changes regarding the 

abandonment or transition from traditional assessments toward AI-integrated approaches, 

for example, become supported by leadership through a deeper understanding of the 

process and change acceptance over managed change. 

Social Emergence as a Process 

The process of social emergence, as described in this framework, begins not with 

a top-down directive, but with the grassroots activities of naming and connecting. 

Naming occurs when pioneers give a name to the new work they are doing, creating a 

shared identity for their innovation. Connecting is the crucial next step, where these 

individuals and small groups find each other, often forming networks or communities of 

practice to share learning, build momentum, and reduce the isolation they may feel within 

the dominant system (Burkhard et al., 2022; Farnsworth et al., 2016; Wheatley, 2002). 

This grassroots process stands in stark contrast to the unfreeze stage of planned change. 

While unfreezing is often a disruptive, leader-driven act designed to create dissatisfaction 

with the status quo, naming and connecting is a voluntary, generative act initiated by 

practitioners. The focus is not on dismantling the old system by force, but on building the 

foundation of the new system through relationships (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006). 

Once pioneers are connected, the emergent network requires nourishing to grow 

and stabilize. This phase involves consciously providing the nascent community with the 

resources it needs to thrive, which can include time for collaboration, financial support 

for projects, or access to new information and expertise (Johnson & Batchelor, 2018). It 

is the act of intentionally feeding the emerging system, protecting it from the demands 

and constraints of the dominant system so it has a chance to develop. This differs 
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significantly from Lewin’s (1947) change stage, which is concerned with the organized 

and generally mandated implementation of a predetermined solution. In contrast, the Two 

Loops Model views nourishing as a means of supporting the emergence of ideas from 

individuals or groups based on self-organizing processes whose outcomes are not yet 

fully known. Through nourishing, the leadership focus shifts from managing 

implementation to providing opportunity and support for experimentation (Wheatley & 

Frieze, 2006). 

As a community of practice gains momentum and produces tangible results, the 

next phase in the emergent process is illuminating. This is the deliberate act of making 

the work and successes of the emerging network visible to the broader system. Through 

storytelling, sharing artifacts of practice, and celebrating successes, new possibilities are 

brought into light. This serves to both validate the work of the pioneers and attract others 

to the growing movement (Farnsworth et al., 2016; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). This 

generative act is philosophically distinct from Lewin’s (1947) refreezing stage: refreezing 

aims to stabilize and solidify a new, singular state, effectively ending the change process 

and enforcing compliance with a new norm (Burnes, 2004; Petersen & Bartel, 2020). 

Illuminating, in contrast, is not about creating a static final state but rather about 

amplifying a diverse set of successful practices to inspire further innovation and 

participation, thereby sustaining the momentum of change rather than ending it (Sawyer, 

2005; Wheatley, 2006). At this phase, the newly emergent system is becoming or has 

become prevalent enough to support a transition, where individuals and subsystems 

within the whole begin the process of moving to the new way of working or allowing 

outdated roles and structures to decompose (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 58 

 

A compelling illustration of these principles of social emergence can be found in 

Mitra & Rana’s (2001) groundbreaking work, particularly their “Hole in the Wall” 

experiments and the subsequent development of self-organized learning environments. 

Mitra & Rana’s (2001) research demonstrated that children in resource-poor 

environments, with minimal invasive encouragement, could spontaneously connect and 

nourish their own learning, teaching themselves complex subjects through peer-to-peer 

collaboration. This work was expanded upon to provide a powerful, practical example of 

emergence in action, given that the self-organized learning environments functioned as 

emergent communities of practice where learning was not a top-down, planned process, 

but an organic one cocreated by the participants, challenging traditional, teacher-centric 

models of instruction (Mitra, 2019). Mitra & Rana’s (2001) and Mitra’s (2019) work, 

therefore, lent empirical support to the idea that the second loop of a new system often 

grows from the self-organizing, collaborative efforts of individuals. Similarly, Senge 

(2006) underscored the importance of the learning organization by providing examples of 

systemic change emerging from individual initiatives and social learning within 

communities of practice. 

Redefinition of Roles Within the System 

The Two Loops Model moves beyond describing an abstract process to identify 

the crucial, human-centered roles that participants can play in navigating systemic 

transition. The framework is grounded in the biological imperative of self-determination, 

acknowledging that because individuals must be free to create their own responses to 

change, they function best as partners in a shared purpose rather than subjects of top-

down mandates (Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998). These roles are not formal job titles 
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but fluid functions, and individuals often embody several at once or shift between them 

as the system’s needs change. 

The concepts evolved over time, with early work focusing on the importance of 

supporting pioneering leaders by linking them in communities of practice (Wheatley, 

2002). This foundational idea was later formalized in the model’s emergent pathway—

from the initial act of naming a new idea to nourishing its growth and, finally, 

illuminating it for the wider community (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006). The full framework 

was further articulated, detailing the naturally existing identities and roles, such as 

pioneers, connectors, protectors, and illuminators who perform this vital work (Wheatley 

& Frieze, 2011). By outlining these functions, the model provides a practical map for 

understanding how anyone in the system can skillfully participate in and contribute to 

large-scale change. 

The Role of a Steward. The overarching leadership orientation that makes these 

roles possible is that of stewardship. This concept provides a practical embodiment for 

the adaptive and collaborative leadership styles previously discussed. Where researchers 

have called for leaders to manage the anxiety that accompanies profound uncertainty, the 

steward role addressed this by communicating clearly and consistently with stakeholders 

to provide a sense of purpose and stability (Mbarek, 2024; Wang & Wang, 2019). 

Additionally, where research has shown that navigating complexity requires a high 

degree of psychological safety, the steward’s primary role was to create those stable 

conditions (Weger et al., 2022). By ensuring the current system remains functional and 

strong enough to support its members throughout the transitional state, stewards create a 

safe container for the second loop of innovation to emerge without creating chaos for the 
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entire community (Cragg, 2023; Wheatley, 1993; Wierenga, 2022). From the perspective 

of a school leader, this represents a profound shift in practice; it shifts the leader’s 

primary work from driving new initiatives to hosting critical conversations and tending to 

the network, requiring a deep trust in the community’s capacity to cocreate its own 

solutions (Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998). This is a stance that demands courage, 

humility and acceptance, and was a mindset that was central to my role as both a 

researcher and a participant in the system under study. 

A person acting with this mindset faces a critical choice when the system they 

care for enters decline—a moment that can threaten their own professional identity 

(Notman, 2017). One path is that of graceful stewardship, where the individual actively 

cultivates the organization’s readiness for emergent change. By fostering conditions of 

psychological safety and trust, they create a container that allows a protector to 

effectively shield new ideas, ensuring the second loop has a chance to grow (Weger et al., 

2022; Wheatley, 1993). The other path is that of resistant stewardship, where an 

individual embodies reactionary resistance by focusing solely on preserving the first loop. 

In this state, as Dolph (2017) suggested, the leader’s primary focus shifts to defending the 

status quo against perceived threats to security or professional expertise, often 

manifesting in the active blocking or passive withholding of information. In this case, the 

individual transforms from a guardian of the system into an obstacle, and their 

perspective itself becomes a state that requires the compassionate support of a hospice 

worker to assist in the process of letting go. 

The Role of Pioneers / Trailblazers. The journey of the second loop toward an 

emergent new system begins with pioneers. These individuals are the real-world 
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embodiment of the innovators and early adopters discussed in the literature on technology 

and change—those who, driven by professional curiosity or a commitment to solving a 

new problem, begin to experiment with new ways of working long before the dominant 

system is ready for them (Sorokoumova et al., 2021; Tlili et al., 2023). According to 

Wheatley and Frieze (2011), Pioneers are not attempting to lead a revolution; they are 

simply responding to a localized need by creating a specific solution. Their act of 

walking out of the constraints of the old system can be understood as a form of the 

revolutionary resistance previously discussed (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). This represents 

a constructive rejection of a flawed system in pursuit of a better way to work, which is a 

form of professional activism (Kuntz & Pickup, 2016; Theron & van der Westhuizen, 

1996). In doing so, these practitioners name the new approach and give it a distinct 

identity. From the perspective of an educator, these are the teachers who, in the face of a 

disruption such as GAI, began building new lesson plans and strategies, driven by 

professional conviction and a redefined sense of their own professionalism (Holloway, 

2021). By acting without waiting for a formal directive, these individuals planted the first 

seeds of an emergent future, helping to form the nascent communities of practice that can 

lead to systemic change (Wheatley, 2002). 

The Role of a Connector. If pioneers are the ones who create new ideas in 

isolation, connectors are the individuals who turn those isolated pockets into a powerful, 

emergent network; they effectively support the pioneers by helping them form a 

community of practice (Wheatley, 2002). This role is the active agent behind the 

formation of the community of practice and the facilitation of social learning. They are 

the weavers of the new system’s social fabric (Farnsworth et al., 2016; Wheatley & 
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Kellner-Rogers, 1998). Wheatley and Frieze (2011) described connectors as those who 

have a gift for seeing the relationships between people and ideas. They intentionally 

move through the system, building relationships, sharing information, and linking 

disparate pioneers together into a more coherent and resilient community (Esplana, 

2024). Their work is what allows isolated innovations to gain the momentum needed to 

become a viable alternative.  

Within the context of an international school, this role can be played by both 

formal and informal leaders. Connectors may include administrators, librarians, 

instructional coaches, or well-respected teachers who maintain an awareness of the 

diverse projects occurring across the system. In this capacity, they function as informal 

network weavers, identifying and linking colleagues who are grappling with similar 

adaptive challenges. For instance, a connector might direct a teacher experimenting with 

a new AI-based pedagogy to another colleague doing similar work, thereby building the 

bridges that allow an innovation to spread beyond the confines of a single classroom. 

This layer of support is essential for moving a system beyond individual experimentation 

toward collective intelligence. 

The Role of a Protector. While connectors build the network, protectors work to 

create the conditions of psychological safety and trust that enable members of that 

network to feel secure enough to take risks (Madsen et al., 2006; Weger et al., 2022). 

Wheatley and Frieze (2011) described protectors as leaders who use their influence to 

“create an oasis” for pioneers, shielding them from the “demands for compliance” of the 

dominant system (p. 18). They understand that the dominant system inherently has rules, 

regulations, and an established culture that will often instinctively try to crush or co-opt 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 63 

 

new ideas (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006). Additionally, these protectors recognize that the 

dominant system’s limitations, such as a lack of funding, training, and clear 

methodology, have contributed to the very deterrents to innovation documented in the 

research (Sorokoumova et al., 2021). The protector, therefore, runs interference, defends 

the fledgling community from premature judgment, and ensures it has the space and time 

required to experiment and make mistakes without fear of punishment. In an educational 

context, this is often a courageous leadership role. In the context of education, a protector 

could be a principal who carves out a small amount of budget for a pilot program, 

explicitly shielding it from normal assessment metrics, or a department head who defends 

a teacher’s unconventional grading approach to concerned parents whose perspectives 

may differ from current pedagogical approaches (Cheong et al., 2018). 

When the launch of ChatGPT signaled the arrival of general access to AI in 

education, for example, my current Head of School partially embodied the role of a 

protector. She quickly provided reflective space for faculty to address both the positive 

and negative aspects of AI through brainstorming sessions. She then ensured that, while 

business continued as usual, a think tank of faculty could form an AI Council—a small 

community of practice—to brainstorm ideas and motivate the faculty toward a more 

comfortable and innovative stance. By acting as a protector, she created a safe container 

that allowed the second loop of AI exploration and experimentation to begin within the 

existing system. 

The Role of an Illuminator. After new practices have been pioneered, connected, 

and protected, the role of the illuminator becomes essential for the growth of the new 

system. This function stands in direct contrast to the hierarchical and formal 
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communication strategies often prescribed by planned change models. Instead of 

broadcasting a single, mandated vision from leadership, the illuminator works from 

within the network to share what is working. Wheatley and Frieze (2011) described this 

role as the work of making the new system visible to itself by sharing stories that connect 

isolated pioneers to each other, thus enabling the community to see the emergent system 

as a viable path forward. 

 Illuminators are the storytellers and communicators who shine a light on the 

successful experiments happening within the second loop (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006). By 

sharing stories of success and learning and providing platforms for the sharing and 

celebrating of successes, they not only validate the work of the pioneers but also make 

the emerging future feel more tangible and attractive to others. This is a critical 

mechanism for drawing more people into the new way of working (Farnsworth et al., 

2016; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011).  

In a school context, these are the educators who present at faculty meetings, not 

because they are required to do so, but because they are passionate about a strategy that 

has proven effective for their students. They are the organizers of professional 

development who identify and celebrate the work of others in service to the growth of 

something new. They are the individuals who create short videos of a project-based 

learning unit to share with colleagues or who invite others into their classroom to observe 

a new practice. They do not merely innovate; they make their own and others’ 

innovations visible and accessible, which is the critical step in allowing a good idea to 

spread organically through the system. Illuminators do not simply rest on innovation; 
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they begin to transition others toward the new system, supporting and leading change as 

the opportunity and collective capacity arise to do so. 

The Role of a Hospice Worker. Finally, the Two Loops Model highlights a role 

that directly addresses the human and emotional toll of change: the hospice worker. This 

function provides a powerful alternative to the traditional view of change resistance, 

which often dismisses the legitimate grief that can accompany letting go—a complex 

emotional and social process that many change models fail to adequately address 

(Aldridge & McLure, 2023; Stroud Stasel, 2023). Operating firmly within the first loop, 

Wheatley and Frieze (2011) defined hospicing as the vital work of attending to the 

“dying” system with “thoughtfulness and compassion” and ensuring that its decline is 

handled in a way that preserves what was valuable (p. 16). Hospice workers acknowledge 

what was good about the dominant, yet decaying system and create space to honor its 

passing. They also provide support for individuals who are losing a core part of their 

world or are being asked to adapt to a new sense of professional identity. In the context of 

school leadership, this represents a critically essential yet frequently neglected aspect of 

the role. When a long-standing practice is replaced, the transition signifies more than the 

end of a process; for many veteran educators, a part of their professional identity is 

inextricably linked to the change, necessitating a leadership approach that honors what is 

being lost. 

The literature confirmed that change of this nature is truly emotionally impactful 

for individuals (Aldridge & McLure, 2023; Backman & Barker, 2020; Holloway, 2021). 

Providing hospice is a profoundly human act in a system that often prioritizes process 

over people. In practice, the hospice worker can be any respectful individual who calmly 
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coaches a colleague toward a new position or even a new career, an act grounded in the 

importance of kindness and the value of preserving human dignity (Brown, 2018; Dexian, 

2024; Goleman et al., 2013). This balance represents a true gift in modern leadership, 

requiring what Wheatley (2006, 2017) described as the warrior spirit. This involves an 

inner dedication to the necessity of change while maintaining an outer shell of kindness 

and respect to ensure every individual is treated with deserved dignity throughout the 

transition (Wheatley, 2006; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). 

Summary and Reconnection to the Problem of Practice 

The scholarly literature on organizational change revealed a field at a crossroads, 

caught between foundational models designed for a predictable world and the complex, 

emergent reality of modern education. A review of traditional, planned change models 

highlighted their limitations, particularly when filtered through a reductionist view that 

oversimplifies the human experience of modern change. Exploring the deeper 

subconstructs of this experience, ranging from the nature of crisis and uncertainty to the 

nuances of resistance, readiness, and acceptance, revealed that a purely procedural or 

managerial approach is no longer sufficient. The shortcomings of these traditional 

models, whether by design or by the limitations of implementation, necessitate a new 

perspective grounded in systems thinking. This approach was based on the premise that 

change is not a process to be managed, but an emergent property of a living system. This 

conceptual shift, in turn, establishes the foundation for a more holistic framework, such 

as the two loops model. 

The preceding analysis confirms why traditional, planned change tools are so 

often mismatched with modern challenges, while a review of concepts such as resistance 
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and leadership highlights the complex human dimensions that procedural models often 

overlook. The exploration of systems thinking and the Two Loops Model was therefore 

positioned as a relevant alternative, offering a new language of stewardship and 

emergence to address these identified gaps. This analysis led directly to the problem of 

practice: the concept of change has itself changed, becoming more rapid, unpredictable, 

interconnected and ongoing than in previous eras. Educational leaders, despite 

acknowledging the need for systemic change, still lack an effective framework to 

navigate this modern era of emergent change, leaving educators caught in a capabilities 

and permission gap. 

Distinguishing between a mandated solution and an exploratory inquiry is 

therefore critical in this research. To propose a specific improvement effort at this stage 

would be to fall back into the very paradigm of planned, top-down change this review has 

critiqued (Hussain et al., 2016). Any such solution, particularly for a rapidly evolving 

phenomenon, such as AI, would risk being a premature technical fix that fails to address 

the underlying adaptive challenge (Heifetz, 1994). The theoretical framework presented 

here, grounded in systems thinking and emergence, therefore justified the need for a 

different first step: a deep, exploratory inquiry. The goal was not to implement a 

predetermined solution, but to first understand the system’s natural, emergent responses, 

or lack thereof, in how educators are experiencing change in this era. By engaging in an 

exploratory inquiry, this study established the foundational knowledge from which 

authentic, sustainable change can later evolve (Stouten et al., 2018; Wheatley & Frieze, 

2011). The body of work explored in this chapter thus provided the essential theoretical 
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and conceptual foundation for the methodology and analysis of the study, which follow in 

Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 3: Methods and Design for Action 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how the onset of AI 

impacted educator perceptions of change management and change acceptance. Through 

the design of this study, I sought to inform communities of practice in education and 

further align educational change with research on the perceived expectation need for 

transformation. This chapter defines the context and constructs necessary for the research 

and articulates the methodology utilized to address the following research questions: 

• How are international school educators experiencing the organizational change 

process in the context of the onset of generative artificial intelligence (GAI)? 

• From the perspective of international school educators, how do systemic pressures 

either foster or inhibit their efforts to innovate with GAI? 

• How has the change process of integrating GAI influenced the professional 

identity of teachers in international schools? 

• How does the context of abrupt and evolving change influence the leadership 

practices of international school administrators? 

I first outline the study’s purpose and overall design, providing a rationale for the 

use of a case study. I then describe the participants and data sources, detailing the specific 

context of the research site. Following this, I explain the data-collection and analysis 

procedures. I then present the timeline for the study, discuss its limitations, and conclude 

with a summary of the methodological plan. 

Study Purpose and Design 

To address the research questions, I employed a qualitative research methodology. 

A qualitative approach was best suited to this inquiry, given the aim of understanding 
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participants’ meanings, perceptions, and lived experiences in their natural settings 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Specifically, I used a single case-study design (Yin, 2018). 

The intent was not to measure or quantify, but to explore the nuanced ways in which 

educators make sense of a complex and emergent phenomenon. This type of inquiry 

requires examining the issue within its inseparable real-world context, with the goal of 

generating the practical wisdom (phronesis) necessary for future design interventions 

(Yin, 2018). As a researcher, I determined that this paradigm was necessary to understand 

the rich human and organizational experience of abrupt, unpredictable change, rather than 

to merely quantify its magnitude and scope. 

Case Study Methodology 

Within this qualitative paradigm, selecting a case study as the specific 

methodological approach was a deliberate choice directly tied to the nature of the inquiry. 

While other qualitative methods can explore lived experiences, the case study is uniquely 

suited to investigate a phenomenon when the research questions are explanatory, and the 

boundaries between the phenomenon and its real-world context are blurred (Yin, 2018). 

My focus as a researcher was to design a study that examined how educators experienced 

change, why systemic pressures inhibited or fostered innovation, and how professional 

identity was affected, which demanded a methodology capable of producing a rich, 

explanatory account. According to Yin (2018), this explicit focus on how and why 

questions is the primary indicator for when the case study method is the most appropriate 

and powerful research strategy to employ; it is designed to trace operational links over 

time rather than merely capturing frequencies or incidence. In the context of this study, 

this was notable because the goal was not to count the frequency of AI tool usage or the 
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incidence of new policies. Instead, the methodology was structured to uncover and 

explore the operational links between the broad events, decisions, and perceptions 

relevant to the case. 

Furthermore, the selection of a single, bounded case was a deliberate choice 

designed to achieve depth over breadth. Rather than studying multiple sites superficially, 

this design enabled an intensive, in-depth investigation of a single, information-rich 

setting (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The chosen international school served as an 

instrumental case. I selected the school specifically because its unique conditions, 

particularly the guidance from external governing bodies regarding the use of AI, which 

illuminated the larger problem of practice. This design provided the thick description 

needed to understand a phenomenon that is profoundly context dependent. 

This in-depth investigation examined the process of organizational and 

professional sensemaking in response to the abrupt, unpredictable change GAI brought 

about. The study was bounded within a single international school offering more than one 

externally assessed educational program. While the study maintained a phenomenological 

spirit by seeking to understand lived experiences, its case-study structure provided the 

framework for analyzing those experiences within a complex organizational context 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

A core justification for this design was that the contemporary phenomenon under 

investigation was inseparable from its real-world context. This approach is particularly 

warranted when, as Yin (2018) noted, the boundaries between the phenomenon and its 

context are unclear. The inherent tension created by conflicting or absent guidance on AI 

use provided a context for analysis within this bounded system, making the capabilities 
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and permission gaps identified in Chapter 1 observable. As a contemporary phenomenon 

unfolding in its natural setting, a case study was the appropriate methodology to examine 

these events without researcher intervention (Yin, 2018). 

To understand this complex reality, the study relied on multiple sources of 

evidence. A single data source could not capture this complexity; therefore, this study 

drew upon focus groups with teaching faculty, individual interviews with administrators, 

and an analysis of relevant documents. This approach provided the thick description 

needed to analyze a phenomenon that scholars have argued is profoundly context-

dependent (Fullan, 2023; Wierenga, 2022). The unit of analysis for this case study was 

the school as a bounded system. The investigation focused on individual educators’ 

perspectives to understand the processes of sensemaking and adaptation at work in that 

case. Their views were triangulated with all other collected data to build a holistic 

picture, an approach that responded directly to calls for a research agenda capable of 

exploring emergent change (By, 2020). 

Finally, this case study pursued analytic generalization, as defined by Yin (2018). 

The goal was to use the rich, in-depth findings from this single case to elaborate on, 

challenge, and expand existing theories of organizational change. The intent was to 

generate a deep, particularized understanding of one such system, using the findings to 

expand upon current theories (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This in-depth approach yielded 

the kind of practical wisdom, or phronesis, that can inform how other educational 

communities navigate similar emergent challenges. The comprehensive plan guiding the 

execution of this research is detailed in the Case Study Protocol (see Appendix A).  
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Theoretical and Philosophical Grounding 

The design of this study was theoretically informed by the Two Loops Model 

(Wheatley & Frieze, 2006, 2011). This model posits that systemic transformation occurs 

as a dominant, but ultimately dying, system is gradually replaced by a new, emergent 

system of practice that is more adaptive to the current environment. Within this 

framework, the dominant system requires hospice, while the emergent system needs to be 

named, connected, and nurtured. This case study was designed specifically to allow for 

an investigation of the emergent loop within the context of AI disruption. By focusing on 

collaborative sensemaking and the emergence of new professional practices and identities 

developed by educators on the ground, the research sought to illuminate the emerging 

system of practice. From this understanding, a framework for developing phronesis could 

be constructed to help others navigate abrupt, unpredictable, and ongoing changes. 

The selection of the Two Loops Model as the primary theoretical framework was 

deliberate, as its core components directly aligned with the central research questions of 

this inquiry. First, to answer how educators experienced the organizational change 

process, the model provided a map for a new territory. It moved beyond the linear stages 

of planned change to offer a vocabulary for describing the messy, simultaneous process 

of an old system declining while a new one emerges. Second, to investigate the systemic 

pressures that fostered or inhibited innovation, the model’s concept of social emergence 

was key. This enabled an analysis of the dynamic tension between the emergent activities 

of the second loop (e.g., pioneers, connecting) and the forces of the first loop (the 

dominant system) that can either suppress or nurture these efforts. Finally, to explore the 

impact of faculty and administrators’ leadership practices on professional identity, the 
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model’s unique focus on human-centered roles, such as pioneer, steward, or hospice 

worker, provided a direct analytical lens. These roles are not formal job descriptions; 

rather, they are opportunities for reflection on how individuals redefine their purpose 

within a transforming system. 

Ultimately, the case study design was not merely descriptive; it was instrumental 

in achieving the dual aims of critical inquiry: problematization and reconstruction (Kuntz 

& Pickup, 2017). This in-depth, contextual approach enabled the research to move 

beyond surface-level observations to actively problematize dominant narratives 

surrounding educational change and technology adoption. By focusing on educators’ 

authentic voices and experiences, the study could deconstruct how abstract concepts, 

such as change management and efficiency, are lived and contested in practice. In turn, 

the rich data gathered supported the aim of reconstruction. Rather than prescribing a 

universal solution, my goal was to develop a framework for building phronesis that can 

help educational communities navigate uncertainty and foster collective sensemaking 

(Larson & Fay, 2016). Within this case study, sensemaking was understood as a 

fundamental process central to qualitative research, which seeks to uncover how people 

interpret their experiences and the world around them (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). More 

specifically, the inquiry aligned with the definition offered by Shemer and Agmon-Snir 

(2019), who described sensemaking as a collaborative process of interpreting situations 

and cocreating meaning to decide how to act when the path forward is unclear. This was 

particularly relevant to the study’s context, which examined how educators collectively 

grapple with the ambiguity and emergent challenges of GAI. This focus on collaborative 

sensemaking was foundational to the study’s phronetic ambition: to equip leaders and 
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participants to cultivate resilience and authentic transformation in their communities 

(Wheatley 2006; Wheatley & Frize, 2011).  

In summary, a qualitative case study was the most appropriate methodology for 

this research. It aligned directly with the exploratory research questions, facilitated an in-

depth investigation of a contemporary phenomenon within its real-world context, and 

provided the necessary structure to pursue the deeper aims of critical inquiry and 

practical contribution to the field. 

Design Alignment Tool 

Table 2 operationalizes the research design, aligning each research question with 

the data-collection tools, specific data points yielded by those tools, the sources of that 

data, and the methods for analysis. 

Table 2 

Design Alignment Tool 

Question 
Topic 

Organizational 
Change Process 

Systemic Pressures Professional Teacher 
Identity 

Leadership Practices 

Data-
Collection 
Tools 

Focus Groups with 
homogenous 
teams of 
secondary 
teaching faculty: 
To uncover the 
shared 
perceptions that 
are cocreated and 
negotiated 
among peer 
groups. 

Focus Groups: To 
explore how 
adaptations in 
professional roles are 
discussed and 
normalized within a 
team setting. 

Focus Groups: The 
primary method to 
directly explore 
collaborative 
practices and the 
social dynamics of 
emerging 
communities of 
practice. 

Semistructured 
Interviews: To capture 
challenges and 
strategic thinking and 
decision-making 

 Semistructured 
Interviews with 
secondary 
administrators: 
To explore the 
nuanced, 
individual lived 
experiences of 
participants in-
depth.  

Semistructured 
Interviews: To 
provide a confidential 
space for participants 
to reflect on sensitive 
topics like 
professional identity. 

Semistructured 
Interviews: To 
gather individual 
examples or 
narratives of 
collaboration. 

Focus Groups: To 
explore the onset of AI 
and nature of change 
and to document 
leadership responses to 
in navigating its use 
and applications. 
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Question 
Topic 

Organizational 
Change Process 

Systemic Pressures Professional Teacher 
Identity 

Leadership Practices 

 Document 
Analysis: To 
provide context 
for these 
perceptions (e.g., 
school 
communications, 
AI policies). 

Document Analysis: To 
provide context for 
these perceptions 
(e.g., school 
communications, AI 
policies). 

Document Analysis: 
To gather tangible 
evidence of 
collaboration and 
results of change 
management (e.g., 
policy changes, 
departmental 
notes). 

Document Analysis: To 
gather evidence of 
change management 
and trace the evolution 
of strategic planning. 

Data Points 
Yielded 

• Individual 
narratives of 
adaptation and 
sensemaking.  

• Themes related to 
the lived 
experience of 
navigating abrupt 
technological 
change.  

• Transcripts of 
shared 
discussions 
revealing 
cocreated 
understanding of 
the change 
process.  

• School AI 
policies and 
official 
communications 
to staff. 

• Participant accounts of 
specific enablers and 
barriers to AI 
innovation.  

• Direct quotes 
regarding navigating 
policy conflicts (e.g., 
AP vs. IB or IB vs. 
IGCSE).  

• Themes related to 
shared strategies for 
navigating systemic 
pressures.  

• Official policy 
statements from the 
College Board, 
International 
Baccalaureate or other 
relevant external 
body; internal school 
communications. 

• Personal narratives 
related to shifts in 
self-perception as 
an educator.  

• Direct quotes 
describing changes 
in their role (e.g., 
from “expert” to 
“facilitator”).  

• Discussions 
revealing shared or 
contested changes 
in professional 
roles.  

• Evidence of role 
adaptation in 
participant-created 
curriculum 
materials. 

• Narratives regarding 
the conceptualization 
of AI challenges 

• Descriptions of 
leadership moves 

• Descriptions of 
leadership moves 

• Discussions of shared 
or contested 
approaches to change 

• Accounts of 
innovation, barriers 
and systemic pressures 
related to change 
strategy 

Data Source Secondary 
Teachers & 
Administrators 

Secondary Teachers & 
Administrators 

Secondary Teachers 
& Administrators 

Secondary Teachers & 
Administrators 

 Collaborative 
Teams 

Collaborative Teams Collaborative Teams Collaborative Teams 

 School Records Organizational 
Documents & School 
Records 

Participant-generated 
Documents 

Organizational 
Documents & School 
Records  

Data 
Analysis 

Reflexive thematic 
analysis (Braun 
& Clarke, 2022) 
was used to 
identify and 
interpret themes 
related to the 
participants’ 
experience and 
perception of 
organizational 
change in 
response to AI. 

A thematic analysis 
focused on identifying 
patterns of agency, 
compliance, and 
resistance in 
participant transcripts. 
Document analysis 
was used to 
triangulate and 
contextualize the 
specific systemic 
pressures being 
discussed. 

Reflexive thematic 
analysis employed 
to identify and 
analyze emergent 
themes related to 
professional 
identity (e.g., 
“educator as 
learner,” “ethical 
guide”) that have 
evolved since the 
onset of GAI. 

Reflexive thematic 
analysis using 
deductive codes from 
the Two Loops Model 
and inductive analysis 
to interpret leadership 
moves and their 
reception. 

Note. This table maps each research question to its corresponding data collection tools, 
the specific data points they yield, the data sources, and the planned analysis methods. 
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Participants and Data Sources 

The study was situated within the bounded system of a single international school 

selected from the East Asia Regional Council of Schools (EARCOS) or the Council of 

International Schools (CIS) networks. This type of setting was deliberately sought 

because such schools function as independent micro-systems and provide information-

rich contexts. Schools with membership in these groups are optimal as they typically 

possess several key characteristics essential to this exploration: a high academic focus, an 

independent nature, a commitment to ongoing professional development, and diverse 

student bodies. A crucial requirement for site selection was the presence of a technology-

rich, one-to-one ratio of laptop environment combined with a complex curricular 

landscape offering at least two distinct, externally assessed educational pathways, such as 

the AP and International Baccalaureate (IB) programs. These two criteria were central to 

the study’s design. The one-to-one ratio technology environment establishes a baseline of 

universal access to and encouraged use of technology, while the complex curricular 

landscape provided the unique real-world conditions of competing external pressures. 

These conditions created the kind of contemporary phenomenon that Yin (2018) argued 

is ideally suited for an in-depth case study. This structure provided a dynamic 

environment to explore how educators perceive and adapt to the challenges and 

affordances of GAI. 

The site for this case study was selected through a multistage, purposive sampling 

process (see Figure 6). The process began by identifying a pool of schools from the 

EARCOS or CIS networks, then screening that pool to identify a single site that met the 
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study’s essential inclusion criteria. Once institutional consent was secured (see Appendix 

B), participants were recruited from within the school (see Appendix C). 

The target population for this study comprised all secondary-level educators in the 

participating school. Teaching faculty were recruited for participation in focus groups to 

capture the collaborative sensemaking that occurs among peers as they navigate change 

within the bounded system. School administrators were recruited for individual 

interviews to gather in-depth perspectives on policy, historical development, and 

systemic pressures. The study aimed to recruit at least six faculty members and one 

administrator from the participating school. To ensure participants could speak 

meaningfully to the phenomenon, all were required to have been employed at the school 

for at least one year and to have been in the profession since the 2019–2020 school year. 

These criteria ensured that participants possessed both deep institutional knowledge of 

the school’s culture and a historical perspective on the evolving nature of educational 

change. All participation was voluntary and required a signed informed consent form (see 

Appendix E). 
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Figure 6 

Multistage Sampling Process 

 

 
Note. This figure illustrates the four-stage process of narrowing the research sample, 
beginning with a broad pool of EARCOS/CIS schools and culminating in the specific 
participant group. The image was self-created using Napkin.ai.  
 
Context of the Study Site 

Schools with membership in EARCOS or the CIS networks were optimal as they 

typically possess several key characteristics that were essential to this research: 

• A High Academic Focus: This creates a high-stakes environment where academic 

integrity is paramount. As a result, the pedagogical and ethical challenges 

presented by GAI were not abstract concerns; they were central to the school’s 

core mission and values. This made educators’ experiences particularly relevant 

for exploring the tensions at the heart of this study. 

• An Independent Nature: This autonomy was crucial for the study’s design. It 

enabled the school to function as a well-defined, bounded system where responses 
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to change, ranging from policy creation to cultural negotiation, were generated 

internally. This reduced the confounding variables common in a larger public 

district bureaucracy, such as district-wide mandates or union policies, enabling a 

clearer analysis of the school’s unique change process. 

• A Commitment to Ongoing Professional Development: This was a critical feature 

for the research, as it ensured the school has established formal channels for 

addressing new challenges, such as GAI. Methodologically, this provided a useful 

data stream for document analysis and created an observable baseline against 

which the informal, emergent learning discussed in focus groups and interviews 

could be analyzed. This comparison enriched the data collected on both planned 

and emergent change processes. 

• Diverse and Affluent Student Bodies: This combination removed technology 

access as a primary barrier to implementation. Simultaneously, a diverse 

community ensured a wide range of backgrounds and perspectives, which 

enriched the data on how different stakeholders perceive and respond to the 

technology. 

While findings from a single case are not intended for statistical generalization, these 

unique characteristics created an information-rich context for understanding the complex 

interplay between technology, pedagogy, and professional identity during times of 

organizational change. 

A further criterion for site selection was a technology-rich environment, defined 

by a 1:1 laptop program where technology was deeply and consistently integrated into the 

curriculum and pedagogy. This environment, a hallmark of many schools with EARCOS 
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and CIS membership, was a critical context for the study (Herrera, 2021). A CIS 

membership requires the institution to provide evidence of international leading practice 

in integrating technology and digital citizenship (CIS, 2025). Furthermore, as a member 

of the EARCOS, the school was formally benchmarked against regional standards for 

“21st-Century Learning,” establishing a baseline for technological infrastructure and 

pedagogical innovation necessary to observe organizational change in the age of AI 

(EARCOS, 2026).  

In this setting, educators must navigate the unique opportunities and challenges of 

ubiquitous student access to devices. This specific context was required to establish a 

baseline of both universal access and a high degree of digital fluency among students and 

staff. By purposefully sampling for a site where this high baseline is the norm, the study 

controlled for foundational issues of access or basic training. This enabled the inquiry to 

move beyond whether AI could be used and focus directly on the more complex 

questions regarding the nuanced pedagogical, ethical, and organizational challenges  

that emerged. 

Finally, a crucial requirement for site selection was its complex curricular 

landscape, offering at least two distinct, externally assessed educational pathways, such 

as the AP program and the IBDP. The presence of multiple academic programs was a key 

component of the research design because the parent organizations for these programs 

have provided contradictory guidance on the use of AI. The divergence between the 

restrictive stance of the College Board and the more open approach of the IBO created a 

natural dilemma within the school. This dilemma forced educators to navigate a complex 

curricular and policy environment where competing external mandates had to be 
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interpreted through the lens of the school’s unique mission, vision, and foundational 

values. This structure provided a dynamic environment to explore how educators 

perceived and adapted to the challenges and affordances of GAI, thus facilitating 

nuanced, comparative insights within a single, bounded system. 

Participant Selection and Recruitment 

The site and participants for this case study were selected through a multistage, 

purposive sampling process (see Figure 6). This approach enabled the selection of an 

information-rich case, which is essential when exploring a complex and emergent 

phenomenon such as the integration of GAI. Qualitative research requires the intentional 

selection of a setting and individuals who can provide the deepest insight (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Furthermore, this method was fundamental to the case study design itself. 

It facilitated the in-depth investigation of a contemporary phenomenon within its real-

world context and ensured the collection of rich data from multiple sources of evidence, 

including faculty, administrators, and documents, which is a hallmark of a rigorous case 

study approach (Yin, 2018). This strategic process enabled the identification of a site that 

met the study’s specific and unique criteria, ensuring the context contained the precise 

variables needed for the inquiry and was particularly illustrative of the problem of 

practice (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

The initial stage of the sampling process involved identifying a single 

international school from within the EARCOS or the CIS networks. Membership in these 

organizations typically signifies a high level of resources, a commitment to technology 

integration, and an internationally minded student body, making them an information-rich 

starting point for the inquiry. The second stage of this purposive sampling process 
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involved screening this pool to identify only sites that embodied the essential site criteria: 

a technology-rich environment and a complex curricular landscape with competing 

external assessment bodies. From this pool, a single school was selected that explicitly 

met the core criteria, including the presence of a one-to-one ratio laptop program and 

multiple external assessment pathways. Once a suitable site was identified based on 

externally facing data, a formal site participation letter was sent to the Head of School 

(see Appendix B) to seek permission to conduct research. Gaining this institutional 

consent was a prerequisite before any participant recruitment could begin. 

Once institutional approval was secured, participants were recruited from within 

the school through a recruitment email (see Appendix C). The target population consisted 

of all secondary-level educators, who were invited to participate based on their specific 

roles. Teaching faculty were recruited for focus groups. This method was chosen because 

teachers’ experience of change is often social; focus groups are exceptionally well-suited 

for capturing the shifting dialogue and collaborative sensemaking that occurs among 

peers as they navigate new pedagogical challenges (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Conversely, school administrators were recruited for individual interviews. This one-on-

one format was optimal for gathering in-depth perspectives on the historical 

development, policy decisions, and systemic pressures that shaped the school’s response 

to change, which are topics that may involve confidential or strategic information  

(Yin, 2018). 

The study aimed to recruit one to three administrators for interviews and enough 

faculty to conduct two to three homogenous focus groups. While a single focus group of 

six faculty was viable, the ideal approach was to form smaller focus groups of 
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approximately four participants each. This strategy was particularly effective for 

exploring complex or sensitive topics in depth, as smaller groups could foster a more 

intimate setting and ensure every participant has ample opportunity to share detailed 

perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Furthermore, conducting separate focus groups 

with distinct, preexisting teams, such as by division, department, committee or related 

subject areas, is a form of homogenous purposive sampling. This approach was designed 

to capture the unique subcultures and shared sensemaking processes within those specific 

groups, which can then yield richer, more comparative data across the case as a whole 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Similarly, for the administrator interviews, participants were 

purposefully selected to represent a range of leadership perspectives, including both 

strategic, instructional, or divisional roles, to gain a multifaceted view of the change 

process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

An electronic call for participation was sent to all members of the population, 

making participation voluntary (see Appendix C). Educators who expressed interest then 

received a follow-up email providing the detailed Informed Consent Form (see Appendix 

D and Appendix E). Formal consent was secured only after a participant had signed and 

returned this form, a required step before any focus group or interview could be 

conducted. 

To ensure the selection of information-rich participants, specific inclusion and 

exclusion criteria were established. These criteria aligned with the principles of purposive 

sampling, ensuring that the data came from individuals best positioned to provide insight 

into the research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
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Inclusion Criteria  

Recruited participants were required to meet the following criteria: 

• Current Role: Employed as a secondary-level teacher or administrator at the 

selected school on a full or part-time basis. This ensured participants had direct, 

firsthand experience with the secondary-level academic policies and pedagogical 

challenges central to this research. 

• Tenure at Site: Participants needed to be employed at the selected school for at 

least one academic year prior to the study. This requirement ensured participants 

were familiar enough with the school’s unique culture and systems to speak 

meaningfully about the change process. 

• Professional Experience: Possession of six or more years of professional 

experience in education, with their first year of teaching occurring no later than 

the 2019–2020 academic year. This ensured participants had a frame of reference 

for the educational landscape prior to the widespread emergence of GAI. 

• Language: Proficiency in English, the language used for all data collection. This 

practical criterion was necessary for participants to articulate nuanced perceptions 

and complex experiences clearly, ensuring the validity and depth of the qualitative 

data. 

Exclusion Criteria 

Individuals were excluded from the study if they fell into any of the following 

categories: 

• Any individual who did not meet all the established inclusion criteria. 

• Any individual who declined the invitation to participate. 
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• Any volunteer who was not selected for the final sample after the purposive 

selection strategy was applied or after the target sample size was reached. 

This targeted approach to site and participant selection aligned with the principles 

of purposive sampling, a key feature of qualitative case study design (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). The intent of this form of sampling was to purposefully select a case and 

participants who could offer the most profound understanding of the phenomenon being 

studied (Yin, 2018). This ensured that the data collected were deep and relevant, 

originating from a context and from individuals best positioned to provide insight into the 

research questions. 

Data Collection and Specific Practices 

Aligned with core case study principles, I used multiple sources of evidence to 

allow for the triangulation of data. This process was essential for building a rich, 

convergent, and trustworthy understanding of the case (Yin, 2018). The data sources 

included focus groups with teachers, semistructured interviews with administrators, and 

document analysis, all of which were contextualized by my field notes. These methods 

were employed in an iterative and complementary manner (see Figure 7). Together, these 

varied sources constituted the raw data for the study. Their systematic collection formed 

the foundation of a transparent data trail—a practice that ensured all findings were deeply 

grounded in the evidence and established the trustworthiness of the research (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). 
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Figure 7 

Data Collection Methodology Funnel 

 
Note. This flowchart shows the iterative relationship among the three data streams, where 
initial findings from focus groups and interviews inform subsequent document analysis 
and follow-up interviews. The image was self-created using Napkin.ai. 
 
Triangulation and the Iterative Process 

Crucially, the methods of semistructured focus groups, semistructured individual 

interviews, and document analysis were employed iteratively and in complementary ways 

to trace the development of practices and professional identity before and after the arrival 

of GAI. For example, a theme emerging from a focus group became a key line of inquiry 

in a subsequent individual interview, while a policy document mentioned in that 

interview was then analyzed to trace the school’s response to change. Utilizing these 
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varied sources in tandem enabled the triangulation of data, significantly strengthening the 

trustworthiness of the findings. 

Focus Groups 

Focus groups served as a central data-collection method, as they are exceptionally 

well-suited for exploring shared experiences and the collaborative, social process of 

sensemaking among educators (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Focus groups were conducted 

exclusively with teaching faculty in homogenous teams to explore their shared 

experiences. A minimum of two focus groups were conducted with preexisting teams, 

such as single academic departments or related subject-area groups. Each group consisted 

of approximately four participants, with a range of three to six acceptable to ensure a 

dynamic yet manageable conversation. I guided the discussions via a semistructured 

protocol featuring open-ended questions, designed to explore the research questions 

while allowing flexibility for emergent themes (see Appendix G).  

Each session lasted approximately 60 minutes and was held in a private, familiar 

setting to foster a comfortable and confidential environment. To ensure the accurate 

capture of rich data, I audio-recorded each session with the explicit consent of all 

members. Audio files were saved in a secure location and uploaded to the transcription 

service Otter.ai. to support transcription. This service employs robust security measures, 

including end-to-end encryption and rigorous, independently audited security standards, 

to protect all participant data (Otter.ai, n.d.). This naturalistic, homogenous sampling 

approach leveraged existing group dynamics to observe how meaning was co-created 

among peers as they navigated the challenges of emergent change.  
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Semistructured Interviews 

To provide depth in understanding change response and management, and to 

capture the individual context of school leadership, semistructured interviews served as a 

secondary data-collection method. This one-on-one format was crucial for eliciting the 

rich, detailed narratives of individual lived experience that may not fully emerge in a 

group setting (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The primary use of interviews was to collect in-

depth data from at least one administrator regarding the leadership and policy 

perspectives of the organization. Additionally, information collected and the resulting 

emergent understandings were used for member checking during focus group 

discussions. These follow-ups enabled the exploration of specific themes in greater detail, 

particularly how an individual’s evolving professional identity and practice illuminated 

the broader organizational response to change within the school. 

I used a semistructured interview protocol for all interviews, comprising of a 

consistent set of open-ended guiding questions, to ensure consistency while affording me 

flexibility to probe deeper (see Appendix H). Each interview lasted approximately 45 

minutes and was held in a private, quiet, neutral location on campus, a second-floor 

conference room, to ensure confidentiality. With explicit participant consent, I audio-

recorded all interviews on my personal device and downloaded the recordings to a secure 

location. The files were later uploaded to Otter.ai, a secure digital application, to ensure 

accurate data capture for transcription and analysis. 

Document Analysis 

As the third core data-collection method, document analysis was used to provide 

context, verify participant accounts, and triangulate findings from the focus groups and 
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interviews. This method was particularly valuable because documents provided an 

official, stable record of the school’s context, allowing for a comparison between the 

institution’s formal positions and the lived experiences participants described (Yin, 

2018). This analysis was especially useful for tracing the timeline of policy development, 

identifying those involved in key decisions, and understanding how the school’s official 

stance evolved. Documents were identified through two primary means: materials 

referenced or provided by participants during interviews and focus groups, and publicly 

available materials. During data collection, I identified relevant documents based on their 

connection to the school’s change process. The collection of any nonpublic document 

required participant and site consent. Examples of relevant documents included: 

• Internal Documents: Official school policies regarding AI, staff or parent email 

communications, departmental meeting notes, professional development or in-

service materials, and curriculum development records. 

• Public-Facing Documents: The school’s public website, student and parent 

handbooks, admissions brochures, and publicly displayed statements regarding 

technology use, artificial intelligence, or academic integrity. 

To ensure a rigorous and transparent analysis, a document analysis matrix was 

created to function as a systematic inventory of all evidence (see Appendix I). This 

structured log made the path from raw data to findings traceable and, together with my 

own reflexive journaling, served as a component of the study’s overall audit trail. This 

practice is recommended by Merriam and Tisdell (2016) to ensure the entire research 

process is transparent and defensible. The organized data within this matrix was 

subjected to the same thematic analysis used for interview and focus group data, a 
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flexible method well-suited for a variety of textual documents (Braun & Clarke, 2022). 

This integrated process ensured the document analysis was methodologically consistent 

with other data streams, strengthening the overall trustworthiness of the findings and 

allowing for a comprehensive analysis of both the formal, espoused positions of the 

school and the informal, in-practice materials used by educators. 

Data Analysis and Evaluation 

I employed a systematic qualitative process to manage and analyze the collected 

data. The primary analytical strategy was reflexive thematic analysis, guided by the six-

phase process developed by Braun and Clarke (2022). The analysis was further informed 

by an exploration and coding of the data to identify both the inductive themes that 

emerged and the deductive themes derived from the Two Loops Model. I used a 

codebook (see Appendix J) to sort data related to both approaches, facilitating an 

understanding of the interplay between planned change responses and the organically 

emergent system of natural adaptation. All data types were explored to build a holistic 

understanding of the case.  

The integration and triangulation of these multiple sources strengthened the 

trustworthiness of the findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018). The 

trustworthiness of the analysis was further enhanced through member-checking, reflexive 

journaling, and rich, thick description. This method was particularly well-suited for this 

case study as it provided a flexible yet rigorous framework for interpreting patterns of  
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meaning within a complex data set (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Per Braun and Clarke 

(2022), the six phases within the reflexive thematic analysis process were: 

1. Familiarization with the Data: This initial phase involved transcribing audio 

recordings and reading and rereading the data while listening to original audio to 

become deeply immersed in the content. Initial notes and ideas were documented 

in a reflexive journal. 

2. Generating Initial Codes: This phase employed a blended coding approach. I 

began by applying a set of a priori codes derived from the study’s theoretical 

framework. Concurrently, I engaged in open coding to identify emergent codes 

directly from the participants’ own words. This dual process ensured the analysis 

remained both grounded in theory and open to unexpected insights. Definitions 

for these codes were detailed in formal coding guidelines (see Appendix J), 

ensuring a systematic and transparent process (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). 

3. Searching for Themes: In this phase, both deductive and inductive codes were 

sorted and collated. I analyzed how these codes clustered together to form 

potential overarching themes, creating an initial thematic map that represented 

patterns of meaning across the data set. 

4. Reviewing Themes: Potential themes were refined in a two-level process: (1) 

collated data extracts were checked for coherence within each theme, and (2) the 

validity of each theme was assessed in relation to the entire data set to ensure the 

thematic map accurately reflected the data. 
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5. Defining and Naming Themes: Once the thematic map was refined, I conducted a 

detailed analysis to define and name each theme. This involved articulating the 

“story” of each theme, its scope, and its relationship to the other themes to ensure 

they contributed to answering the research questions. 

6. Producing the Report: The final phase involved writing the analytic narrative. 

Themes were woven into a coherent account, supported by vivid data extracts that 

illuminated the findings. This process is represented in Figure 8. 

Figure 8 

Six Phases of Thematic Analysis 

 
Note. The Six Phases of Thematic Analysis, derived from Braun and Clark (2022). This 
flowchart illustrates the reflexive thematic analysis process applied to the data analysis in 
this case study. The image was self-created using Napkin.ai.  
 

The goal of the analysis was to move beyond mere description to interpret the 

data in a way that addressed the research questions. A codebook (see Appendix J) was 
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applied to the collected and transcribed data to facilitate the sorting of information related 

to the dominant system of planned change and the emergent system of educator-led 

adaptation. For instance, codes related to top-down mandates or resistance to new tools 

were sorted under the first loop, representing the established system. Conversely, codes 

related to grassroots teacher-developed communities of practice, or novel uses of AI, 

were sorted under the second loop, representing the emergent system. This structured 

categorization enabled a deep exploration of the capabilities and permission gaps as they 

manifested in the daily practice of the participants. 

Ensuring Trustworthiness and Rigor 

To ensure the overall quality of this research and to ground the development of 

phronesis in authentic data, I employed several established strategies to ensure 

trustworthiness (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These strategies did not serve as a mere 

checklist but functioned as an integrated approach to producing credible and defensible 

findings. 

• Credibility: To establish confidence in the truth and authenticity of the findings, 

the primary strategy was member-checking (see Appendix K). This was not 

simply a verification of facts but a dialogic process where emergent themes and 

personal interpretations were shared with participants. This provided an 

opportunity for participants to confirm that the analysis resonated with their lived 

experiences, while also allowing them to clarify, elaborate on, or challenge 

interpretations. All findings shared during this process were anonymized to 

maintain the confidentiality of their peers. 
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• Confirmability: To address my objectivity and ensure the findings were clearly 

derived from the data, I maintained a reflexive journal throughout the research 

process. This practice involved critically and continuously examining personal 

assumptions, biases, and methodological decisions during data collection and the 

stages of thematic analysis. This journal created a clear audit trail, making the 

analytical process transparent and demonstrating that the findings were grounded 

in the participants’ experiences rather than my personal preconceptions (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016). 

• Transferability: While qualitative research does not aim for statistical 

generalizability, it aims for transferability, allowing readers to assess the 

relevance of the findings to their own situations. This was achieved through rich, 

thick description. The final report included detailed descriptions of the bounded 

system: the school’s context, culture, and unique curricular pressures, along with 

compelling data extracts from focus groups and interviews. This would enable 

readers to make their own informed judgments about how the findings might 

apply to other contexts (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Limitations 

This study’s design included several limitations and considerations, which were 

actively managed to ensure the findings remained trustworthy. These can be understood 

as relating to the research design, researcher positionality, and the dynamics of 

participant involvement. The primary methodological limitation was rooted in the design 

as a single case study, whereby the findings from an in-depth inquiry into one specific 

site were not intended to be generalizable. The unique context of a technology-rich 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 96 

 

international school, while highly informative, was not representative of all educational 

settings. International private schools operate as well-resourced private institutions with 

significant material advantages, serving a selective student body from backgrounds of 

privilege and affluence. The goal of this research, therefore, was not generalizability but 

transferability; by providing rich, thick descriptions, the study aimed to equip readers 

with the detailed information necessary to assess whether the findings might be relevant 

to their own contexts. 

As the primary instrument of data collection, my own roles as an administrator, 

educator and parent in the broader context on an international school setting introduced 

inherent positionality bias and participant-observer complications (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016; Yin, 2018). This insider perspective was a dual-edged sword. While it aided in 

understanding the context, it risked filtering data through multiple lenses: an 

administrator’s focus on policy and systems, an educator’s concern with pedagogy and 

workload, and a parent’s perspective on student impact. The primary mitigation strategy 

was reflexive journaling, which was used to continually question these personal and 

professional biases and document the analytical decision-making process. 

Finally, the study had to account for limitations related to participant candor and 

group dynamics (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018). Despite assurances of 

confidentiality, participants’ relationships with their school administration might have 

limited their honesty due to perceived risks. This was particularly relevant in the focus 

group setting, where preexisting hierarchies or personal conflicts within teams could 

inhibit open expression. While privacy and confidentiality among peers could not be 

guaranteed after a session ended, this risk was actively managed by beginning and ending 
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each session with a clear reminder of the importance of mutual respect and privacy. Table 

3 summarizes these limitations and the corresponding mitigating actions. 

Table 3 

Limitations and Mitigating Actions 

Limitation/ 
Consideration 

Explanation Mitigating Actions 

Generalizability Findings from a single, unique 
international school context were not 
statistically generalizable. 

The goal is transferability, achieved 
through rich, thick description to 
enable readers to assess relevance. 

Researcher 
Positionality 

My own role as an administrator in an 
international school created potential 
for bias and may have caused 
participants to be guarded. 

Rigorous and consistent reflexive 
journaling was used to question 
assumptions and inherent biases. 

Participant 
Candor 

Participants’ honesty may have been 
limited by their professional 
relationships and perceived risks with 
school administration. 

Clear assurances of confidentiality and 
voluntary participation; building 
rapport. 

Focus Group 
Dynamics 

Preexisting hierarchies or conflicts within 
established teams may have inhibited 
open expression. 

Skilled facilitation to create a safe space 
for all voices. 

Focus Group 
Confidentiality 

Confidentiality among peers could not be 
guaranteed after a session ended. 

A clear reminder of the importance of 
mutual respect and privacy was given 
at the start of each session. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

This study’s design ensured the highest standards of ethical conduct in order to 

protect the rights, privacy, and welfare of all participants. The research protocol was 

guided by the principles of the Plymouth State University (PSU) Institutional Review 

Board (IRB), and all procedures were implemented only after formal IRB approval had 

been granted. 

Informed Consent 

I followed a multilayered consent process to ensure participation was fully 

informed and voluntary, a cornerstone of ethical research practice (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). First, I secured formal institutional permission from the leadership of the selected 

research site. Once site approval was granted, I worked with the leadership of the selected 
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research site to identify and send all eligible secondary educators an electronic email 

letter (see Appendix C) explaining the purpose of the study and inviting them to 

participate. Individuals who expressed interest and were subsequently selected for the 

sample based on the aforementioned criteria were provided with a detailed informed 

consent form (see Appendix E). This form clearly outlined the study’s purpose, the nature 

of participation, data handling procedures, any potential risks and benefits, and the 

confidentiality measures in place. It was explicitly stated that participation was voluntary 

and that participants could decline to answer any question or withdraw from the study at 

any time without penalty. A signed consent form was obtained from each participant 

before any data were collected. 

Confidentiality and Anonymity 

Protecting participant identity was a primary ethical imperative in this qualitative 

research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To protect the case under study, a pseudonym was 

assigned to the school. Similarly, to protect the participants who served as the individual 

data sources, separate aliases were assigned to each teacher and administrator 

participating in the research. These pseudonyms were used in all transcripts, research 

notes, and final reports. A master list linking participant names to their pseudonyms was 

stored in a separate, password-protected file on an encrypted drive. Using the Focus 

Group Protocol (see Appendix G), focus group participants were reminded at the 

beginning of each discussion of the importance of respecting the confidentiality of their 

peers and not discussing what was shared outside of the group context. 

Data Management and Security 
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All data were managed with strict security protocols, as detailed in the Data 

Management Plan (see Appendix F). With participant consent, interviews and focus 

groups were audio-recorded, and the audio files were saved in a password-protected 

folder. To ensure confidentiality during transcription, audio data were managed using the 

transcription service Otter.ai, which provides robust security, including end-to-end 

encryption. I maintained full data control by declining any option to use conversations for 

AI model training (Otter.ai, n.d.). These audio files were promptly transcribed, after 

which the recordings were deleted. All transcribed data and signed consent forms were 

stored securely in a locked file cabinet in my home office. In accordance with PSU IRB 

policy, these data will be retained for three years and then destroyed. 

Risk Mitigation and Reciprocity 

The risks to participants in this study were considered minimal. The primary risks 

included potential discomfort when discussing professional practice or the possibility of 

being identified by peers in a focus group. To mitigate these risks, participants were 

reminded of their right to skip any question or withdraw from the study at any time, as 

outlined in the Focus Group Protocol (see Appendix G). As the facilitator of the focus 

groups, I actively fostered a confidential and respectful environment by establishing clear 

ground rules for confidentiality and mutual respect at the outset of each session (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016). As a measure of reciprocity, and to enhance the study’s credibility, 

participants were offered a summary of the key findings for their review. This provided 

an opportunity for them to see the results of their contribution and ensured the research 

relationship was not merely extractive but offered a benefit back to those who informed 

the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 100 

 

Targets and Timeline 

As this design focused on an interpretive case study rather than a direct 

intervention, the targets were not based on quantitative metrics of improvement. Instead, 

the primary target was the successful development of a credible, trustworthy analysis that 

yielded a rich, contextualized understanding of the phenomenon. The criteria used to 

define the study’s improvement or success were, therefore, the established measures of 

trustworthiness: credibility, confirmability, and transferability. 

The research took place over a five-month period, from December 2025 to April 

2026. The process commenced on December 16, 2025, with the receipt of IRB approval. 

The securing of institutional consent was obtained in mid-January of 2026, and 

participant recruitment began soon after. Initial data collection occurred during a site visit 

on February 18–20, 2026. Data collection continued into early March, running 

concurrently with transcription and initial coding. The remainder of March was dedicated 

to completing the primary data analysis and conducting member checking. The research 

concluded in April with the final analysis and the sharing of findings with the 

community. A summary of this timeline is provided in Figure 9. 
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Figure 9 

Timeline of Dissertation Process 

Note. Timeline of the dissertation process. The image was self-created using Napkin.ai. 
 
Summary 

I used a comprehensive methodological framework to guide this inquiry, and 

employed a qualitative, single-case study design, situated within a technology-rich 

international school. Within this information-rich setting, data were gathered through a 

triangulated approach utilizing focus groups with teachers, semistructured interviews 

with administrators, and document analysis. The resulting dataset was analyzed using 

reflexive thematic analysis, conducted in accordance with strict ethical protocols and a 

transparent acknowledgment of the study’s limitations. Ultimately, this methodology 

provided a rigorous and coherent plan for generating the findings, presented in the 

subsequent Chapter 4.  
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Chapter 4: Description of Findings and Recommended Actions 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the analysis of data, share the findings of 

this qualitative case study, and offer actionable recommendations to address the identified 

problem of practice based on the following research questions:  

• How are international school educators experiencing the organizational change 

process in the context of the onset of generative artificial intelligence (GAI)? 

• From the perspective of international school educators, how do systemic pressures 

either foster or inhibit their efforts to innovate with GAI? 

• How has the change process of integrating GAI influenced the professional 

identity of teachers in international schools? 

• How does the context of abrupt and evolving change influence the leadership 

practices of international school administrators? 

This chapter begins by restating the research questions and outlining the 

recruitment and data collection processes. The chapter presents data collected from focus 

groups with teaching faculty, interviews with administrators, and document reviews 

during a site visit conducted in February 2026.  

Data were categorized into themes through both an inductive open-coding process 

and a deductive process by applying the Two Loops Model (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006, 

2011) as a theoretical lens, in combination with the use of a codebook (see Appendix J) 

and a reflexive journal as an audit trail for transparency and organization.  

By design, the semistructured interview and focus group questions enabled 

themes to emerge both organically and reflective of the theoretical framework. All 

findings were reinforced by direct quotes from individual interviews, focus groups, and 
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relevant document reviews. The chapter concludes with a discussion on organizational 

impact, ethical considerations, advocacy for practitioners, and a reflective summary of 

leadership lessons learned. 

Overview of Recruitment, Site Selection, and Participant Data-Collection Sessions 

The site selection for this study followed a multistage purposive sampling process 

(see Figure 6), designed to identify an institution that embodied the specific curricular 

complexity required for the inquiry. Using the EARCOS (2025) Handbook, a pool of 23 

schools was identified that simultaneously offered both the Advanced Placement (AP) 

and International Baccalaureate (IB) programs. 

In early January 2026, I sent a recruitment email (see Appendix B) to the heads of 

school at these 23 institutions. Of these 23 schools, five school leaders declined, and two 

accepted the invitation to participate in the study. The other 16 schools either did not 

respond or had undeliverable contact information. The results of this outreach are 

illustrated in Table 4, and the two interested schools were identified for follow-up 

conversations in late January. Following further communication regarding the study’s 

scope and ethical protections, The Golden School was selected as the information-rich 

case study site due to its full demonstration of the selection criteria, the offering of 37 IB 

and 15 AP classes, its longevity and reputation in the region, and its membership in 

EARCOS and The Council of International Schools (CIS).  
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Table 4 

School Recruitment Email Responses 

Inclusion Level Number of Schools 
Total Schools Contacted 23 
Non-Response  13 
Declined Invitation 5 
Undeliverable Response 3 
Responded 2 

 
With support from the high school principal, viable candidates from the initially 

available pool of approximately 90 participants were contacted via a recruitment email to 

faculty (see Appendix C). In total, 12 educators responded and agreed to participate in the 

research, representing teaching and administrative perspectives within the school. 

Secondary administrators (n = 3) were interviewed individually, and Secondary faculty 

participants (n = 9) were organized into three focus groups based on their convenience 

and availability. Once arranged, I assigned each participant a pseudonym to ensure their 

privacy and confidentiality. The pseudonym The Golden School, as well as the 

participant pseudonyms, follow a deliberate, interconnected naming convention intended 

to ground my focus in a lived, personal narrative and maintain a sense of relevance 

throughout the research process. Table 5 outlines the chronological list of these data-

collection sessions and each of the participants using their assigned pseudonyms.  
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Table 5 

Chronological Organization of Data-Collection Sessions 

Session Name Position 
Interview 1: February 18, 2:15 pm Mr. Guy Head of School 
Focus Group 1 (FG1): February 19, 
10:00 am 

Ms. Holly High school Science 
Mr. J. W. High school Computer Science 
Mr. Miles Middle/High school Computer Science 

Focus Group 2 (FG2): February 19, 
12:15 pm 

Mr. Lazar High school English 
Ms. Penny High school English Language Development 
Mr. Nick High school Math 
Ms. Andrea High school Spanish 

Interview 2: February 19, 2:00 pm  Mr. 
Francisco 

High school Principal 

Interview 3: February 20, 10:00 am Mr. James Middle School Principal 
Focus Group 3 (FG3): February 20, 
2:15 pm 

Ms. Sadie High school Dean of Students and Social Studies 
Mr. Booth High school English Language Development 

 

 The participating teaching faculty represented approximately 10% of the 

secondary school teachers. The nine teaching faculty members represented six different 

departments in the high school, with one member, Mr. Miles, holding a cross-divisional 

middle and high school role. Two of the faculty hold middle leadership roles in addition 

to their teaching responsibilities: Ms. Sadie serves as the high school Dean of Students, 

and Mr. J. W. serves as the head of the computer science department. Faculty were also 

diverse in their years of service to The Golden School and in their educational 

backgrounds. Mr. Miles was the newest member of the faculty, with just one year at the 

school, while Ms. Penny had been with the school for 25 years. Ms. Penny was also the 

longest-serving educator in the sample, having been in education for 31 years, and 

celebrated the fact that her daughter was now a teacher employed with the school. All 
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participating teachers were from the high school division, providing a setting that ensured 

focus groups were based on teachers who had experienced the onset of GAI collectively.  

 The three administrators who agreed to interviews, the Head of School, Mr. Guy, 

the high school principal, Mr. Francisco, and the middle school principal, Mr. James, all 

hold senior leadership positions in the 13-person administrative structure at the school. 

Mr. Guy has been with The Golden School for 8 of his 28 years in education and comes 

from a background in athletics. Mr. Francisco and Mr. James have been educators for 20 

years, and for 7 and 3 years, respectively, with The Golden School. Prior to their 

leadership roles, Mr. Francisco was a social studies teacher, and Mr. James was a 

mathematics teacher.  

Data collection occurred during a three-day visit to the site in late February 2026. 

All focus groups and interviews were conducted in a private conference room on the 

second floor of the school, in a low-traffic area. This environment provided a quiet, 

protective space where participants were not visible or audible to others and could speak 

openly about their experiences with the abrupt onset and ongoing changes related to AI in 

education. All focus group and interview recordings were saved to a secure drive and 

later transcribed using Otter.ai software. To ensure credibility and confirmability, 

transcripts were checked against original audio files each evening, and any discrepancies 

or further refinement of participant statements were shared with individuals for 

verification during the site visit.  

Relevant public-facing documents were accessed and analyzed using the 

Document Analysis Matrix (see Appendix I). Additionally, I identified a list of relevant 

documents during the transcription process based on conversations that occurred during 
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interview and focus group sessions, and requested access to copies of these documents 

for review to document the change process and help clarify and verify the story of change 

at The Golden School. A request for further documentation was made, with the right of 

refusal on the part of The Golden School administration to maintain the confidentiality, 

privacy, and ethicality of the study. 

I engaged in a process of familiarization with the data during the transcript checks 

against the audio files and in an initial process of visualization and note-taking (see 

Appendix M). The data were then analyzed using a blended coding approach to the 

reflexive thematic process (Braun & Clark, 2022) using a codebook (see Appendix J). 

From the codebook, inductive codes emerged from the educators’ lived experiences, 

while deductive codes were derived from the Two Loops model of change (Wheatley & 

Frieze, 2011). Themes were identified across documents, focus groups, and interview 

data, ensuring a holistic view of sensemaking at the school (see Appendix N). Table 6 

outlines the six themes—Authenticity, Stewardship vs. Illumination of Values, 

Pioneering Interval, Systemic Friction, Relational Emergence vs. Strategic Management, 

and Cognitive & Behavioral Integrity—that were identified through the blended 

Thematic Analysis process.  
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Table 6  

Summary of Emergent Themes and Supporting Evidence 

Theme Title Description Supporting Data 

Authenticity A professional identity 
shift where the 
educator’s value moves 
from knowledge delivery 
to the importance of 
human presence and 
unique voice. 

 "I put the onus on the students, right? You prove to me you wrote it 
yourself." (Booth, FG3, line 355) 

"Do not ever let an AI tell you who you are, especially to the outside 
world." (Sadie , FG3, line 244) 

"Ensuring that you still protect your voice... it's very easy to utilize AI for 
everything…" (Guy , IV1, line 185) 

"They [students] can still trust us... they're getting lost and they are 
holding on to me." (Holly FG1, line 178) 

Stewardship 
vs. 
Illumination 
of Values 

Institutional values 
function as a non-neutral 
regulatory filter, acting 
as both a supportive 
lighthouse and a 
protective hindrance. 

"Because AI exists, it doesn't change the mission and vision of our 
   school... That still is there." (Francisco, IV2, lines 160-161) 
"I think it will be important... to have some PD about our values as a  
   community... There's a line when we don't cross it." (Sadie, FG3,  
   lines 120-121) 
"We ultimately paused the work to get back to the why and to dig  
   into our community as a set of values." (Francisco , IV2, line 49) 
"They [teachers] are looking again to us as a school to provide that  
  direction... we're spending a lot of calculated time to get to that  
  point." (James, IV3, line 162-163)   

Pioneering 
Interval 

A temporal void where 
localized, emergent 
experimentation by 
pioneers precedes formal 
institutional alignment 
and policy. 

"Initially, what we found out was we just didn't really have a process that 
was in place at the right time to be able to do something about it." 
(Booth, FG3, lines 32-32) 

 "Because it happened to us. Education has to play catch up. ... We're 
coexisting right now, I think we're in flux." (Sadie, FG3, lines 431-443) 

 "I think we can use it as we like right now... we're learning through our 
own experiences." (Sadie, FG3, line 156) 

"It's not like they [were] so intentional like, 'Okay, teachers, here's a tool. 
Use it.' ... because it's not intentional... AI being not really explicitly the 
system." (Holly, FG1, lines 110-111)  

Systemic 
Friction 

Organizational tension 
arising when the speed 
of pioneering/innovation 
outpaces institutional 
resource allocation and 
formal recognition. 

"…a perfectly good recommendation... it was declined so that was a little 
bit frustrating." (J. W., FG1, lines 92-93) 

"By the time you make the decision to do it and pay the bill, it's not the 
shiniest toy on the market anymore." (Guy, IV1, line 142) 

"I did ask admin before... it was obviously the answer was no. So now I 
paid [for] my own version... because it's a very useful tool for me." 
(Holly, FG1, lines 116-118) 

Relational 
Emergence 
vs. Strategic 
Management 

The tension between 
formal, top-down 
committees (strategic) 
and informal, peer-to-
peer networks 
(relational) that drive the 
actual systemic shift. 

"He [J. W.] started a committee... that was an innovative thinker in our 
midst who got everybody [interested] and had a committee that 
advanced the discussion." (Sadie, FG3, lines 89-95) 

"We looked at building out some committees to help us with some of our 
school-wide priorities... we developed some committees around that." 
(Francisco, IV2, lines 44-45) 

"Some of the recommendations that they made weren't actually taken up 
by the school... I think he was a bit disappointed about that." (Booth, 
FG3, lines 105-106) 

Cognitive & 
Behavioral 
Integrity 

Concern regarding 
cognitive offloading, 
necessitating a retreat to 
analog "integrity 
verification" to preserve 
original thought. 

"Writing is thinking, right? You can't get it to do thinking for you” 
Booth, FG3, line 141) 

"I can rarely give any type of homework anymore... it's creating doubt. I 
sometimes find myself doubting some of my smartest students." — 
(Lazar, FG2, lines 46-47) 

"It feels like I'm putting up a white flag... I just can't bring myself to stop 
signing homework, because I feel like I'm giving up on the kids." — 
(Nick, FG2, lines 57-58) 
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Additionally, two themes, Fiscal Stewardship and Strategic Protectorship, 

emerged uniquely from the leadership experience in the interview sessions and are 

presented in Table 7. These themes reflect the specific administrative responsibility of 

managing institutional risk and systemic stability. While the broader community focused 

on the lived experience of pedagogical change, leaders were uniquely tasked with fiscal 

stewardship and strategic protectorship, intentionally choosing to allow innovation to 

grow in informal pockets.  

Table 7 

Summary of Leadership-Specific Emergent Themes and Supporting Evidence 

Theme Title Description Supporting Data 

Fiscal 
Stewardship 

The slowing of adoption 
based on the technological 
life cycle and the risk of 
investing in platforms or 
human resources that in 
ways that become obsolete. 

"I didn't renew it this year because it was going to be $4,000 and we 
just didn't have the bang for the buck from the usage standpoint." 
(Guy, IV1, line 120) 

"Where do we invest the limited funds... to navigate those pieces 
properly? It was a decent challenge for us." (Guy, IV1, line 125) 

“They [teachers] are looking again to us as a school to provide that 
direction... we're spending a lot of calculated time to get to that 
point.” (James, IV3, line 162-163) 

Strategic 
Protectorship 

The intentional choice to 
balance stewardship in a 
manner that allows 
innovation to grow in 
informal pockets to prevent 
premature institutional 
rejection. 

"I recognize that there was some positive mushrooms forming... kind 
of like the dark let that happen. We did not immediately nourish this, 
but we also did not kill it." (Francisco, IV2, lines 240-241) 

"I have not found a point where I needed to pause the teacher or 
interrupt something." (James, IV3, line 88) 

“We ultimately paused the work to get back to the why and to dig into 
our community as a set of values... so we didn't adopt it… 
(Francisco, IV3, lines 49-50) 

 

Context and Setting of the Study 

The Golden School has been in operation for over five decades and is situated in a 

competitive market of over 200 international schools in a large Southeast Asian city. The 

campus was designed to be open and bright, with outdoor spaces and various cafe options 

that support the diverse student and faculty population. Being a K–12 school, I was able 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 110 

 

to walk past areas where the youngest and oldest of the 1,000+ students representing  

23 different nationalities of learners operated in eyesight of each other. In the middle and 

high school divisions, there are approximately 625 students and 90 faculty. According to 

the head of school, Mr. Guy, in this competitive market, The Golden School needs to 

compete with neighboring schools that offer “new buildings, new technology,” and 

“shinier things” (Mr. Guy, Interview, February 18, 2026, line 245) to ensure both faculty 

and student retention. The school leadership has successfully distinguished itself by 

relying on a 50-year reputation built on foundational community values. This holistic 

framework prioritizes deeply ingrained principles over modern furniture or shifting 

education trends to ensure institutional consistency. 

The educators who participated in this study represented a wide spectrum of 

professional stances, from noticeable innovators like Mr. Francisco, the high school 

Principal, and Mr. J. W., the head of the computer science department, to those whom 

Mr. Guy, the head of school, described as “protectors” of the foundation of the 

longstanding school culture and reputation. While some members of the community may 

be resistant to rapid shifts, according to Mr. Guy, the administration has viewed this 

internal “battle of how we try new things” as a necessary process to stay aligned with 

“best practices” (Mr. Guy, Interview, February 18, 2026, lines 250–251). This underlying 

“battle” existed within what I observed to be a kind and relational culture where students, 

faculty, and administrators connect through shared experiences, such as the midday dunk 

tank fundraiser I witnessed during a lunch period. 

The participants within the study have brought their varied beliefs and 

experiences regarding AI to life through their daily interactions and pedagogical choices. 
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Educators like Mr. J. W. and Mr. Miles, who work directly in the computer science 

department, represent a group focused on agility; they use new tools to adjust lesson 

designs in real time and reallocate their professional energy toward direct student 

engagement. Teachers such as Ms. Penny, an english language development (ELD) 

teacher, Mr. Lazar, an English teacher, and Mr. Nick, a math teacher, voiced the vital 

concerns of stewards of current educational norms, worrying that an overreliance on 

automation might bypass necessary productive struggle or lead to professional doubt 

regarding the authenticity of student insights. Mr. Lazar, an English teacher, and Mr. 

Booth, an ELD teacher, expressed moderate curiosity and concern about the utility and 

acceptance of AI, while also expressing concerns about its impact, especially on student 

learning and development. Others, such as Ms. Holly and Ms. Sadie, representing science 

and social studies, respectively, took a pragmatic approach by either personally investing 

in tools for their students or shifting toward interactive assessment methods like oral 

defenses to ensure the internal process of learning remains protected. And Ms. Andrea 

took a positive nonjudgemental approach, stating that while she was not a frequent user 

of AI in her spanish classes, “I also don’t want AI or anything to be like a shameful thing 

like ‘Oh, you’re using AI,’ because it can be the positive side, like ‘Oh yes, you’re using 

it…’” (Ms. Andrea. FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 177–178).  

Interviews with the three leadership team members revealed the need to provide 

structural stability that would enable faculty to operate effectively. Their approach 

balanced the need for aspects of top-down decision-making with the desire to allow space 

for growth and experimentation in a way that demonstrated an approach based on growth 

and reform rather than revolutionary change. Each of the three leaders I interviewed 
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balanced their understanding of their role as a steward of the school in a way that 

prioritized human-centered leadership over overly restrictive top-down mandates, while 

still maintaining some sense of control over the broader management and impact of GAI. 

In general, this response was confirmed in the data as the teaching faculty confirmed 

aspects of leadership commentary. For example, according to Mr. Guy, the head of 

school: 

Teachers feel here they have permission to go and try within reason of those 

things. I think we’re creative in that. And I think we’re careful. We’re careful 

with all of our subscriptions and programming, from a technology standpoint, in 

that we want to be thoughtful in giving the teacher the green light. (Mr. Guy, 

Interview, February 18, 2026, lines 150–151) 

Mr. J. W., the head of computer science, confirmed this feeling. 

I would say our school is very … supportive about teachers who want to use it 

[GAI] to have discussions about it. So there’s certainly no, ‘you can’t use this 

software,’ or ‘you need to explore this software.’ So that’s been very supportive 

and encouraging you in the use. (Mr. J. W., FG1, February 19, 2026, lines 81–83) 

In combination, these comments suggest the balanced stewardship and innovation that set 

the context for this study. Evidence of desired encouragement and space for innovation 

operates in concert with aspects of change management, where the feelings of a 

supportive and innovative environment work in collaboration with a need for 

communication, organization, and transparency in greenlighting such innovations. 

Together, the participants I spoke with in the leadership team collaborated with each 

other and faculty to maintain an environment where teachers’ frustration and dissonance 
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were minimized and faculty felt safe and empowered to experiment and innovate, while 

at the same time remaining mindful and controlling of the impact of change on the 

overall school. Administrative decisions made at The Golden School during these past 

two and a half years demonstrate aspects of both change management and change 

acceptance, as demonstrated in the firsthand accounts above. As a result of this approach, 

the school’s relational core and general stability remained the unifying thread that defines 

the context and setting of this study. While data can be interpreted through the lens of 

change management, for the purposes of this study, I have explicitly worked to analyze 

participant experiences in relation to a change acceptance paradigm by identifying the 

stages of emergence and the human-centered roles that individuals at The Golden School 

embodied based on the Two Loops Model.  

The Story of AI and Change at The Golden School  

In late 2022, AI arrived at The Golden School in an abrupt and unpredictable 

manner. Mr. Francisco, the high school principal, shared that “it [change] happens to us, 

right?” (Mr. Francisco, Interview, February 19, 2026, line 34). Similarly, Mr. James, the 

Middle School Principal, said, “it just appeared out of nowhere” (Mr. James, Interview, 

February 20, 2026, line 13). The public launch of ChatGPT stirred a complex mixture of 

curiosity, excitement, and unease among school leadership, who were still working to 

consider the impact of years of COVID-19 pandemic-related disruption. As the Middle 

School Principal, Mr. James added, “we were all trying to figure out what post-COVID 

world was gonna look like, and then AI just came down on us” (Mr. James, Interview, 

February 20, 2026, lines 9 & 10). 
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Initial reactions to AI were polarized. Some educators immediately experimented 

with AI, like Mr. Lazar, an English teacher who used it to refine his rubrics by “putting in 

old rubrics” and prompting the AI to improve them by “making it more IB relevant or 

making it more for Grade 12.” (Mr. Lazar, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 39-40). Others 

reacted with trepidation, like Mr. Nick, a science teacher, who recalled becoming “very 

scared because, what kind of world are we preparing these kids for?” when noticing the 

proficiency level of Chat GPT for the first time (Mr. Nick, FG2, February 19, 2026,  

line 12).  

Looking forward, The Golden School administration has embraced the need to 

view AI not as a passing trend, but as a permanent phenomenon that must be actively 

considered as part of the educational landscape. Ms. Holly, a science teacher, best 

illustrated this by sharing an analogy that teachers are just “dipping their toes in the 

water, but they’re [the students] already immersed in the water” (Ms. Holly, FG1, 

February 19, 2026, lines 173-174).  

Unlike the COVID-19 pandemic, AI is not a crisis to be endured until a return to 

normalcy becomes possible; rather, it is an ongoing evolution that requires the school to 

remain focused on its mission, vision, and values. In relation to the planned aspects of a 

policy update or strategic approach to GAI, Mr. Francisco, the high school principal, 

shared that the hope is to develop “a faculty pledge” rather than a policy to better “align 

with our values as a school” (Mr. Francisco, Interview, February 19, 2026, lines 203-

205). While it was not yet clear what the shape and pace of transformation would look 

like, this case study identified clear markers of both change management and social 
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emergence, uncovered in the participant conversations and documents at The  

Golden School.  

Findings 

The findings exhibited a collective story of The Golden School’s positive, 

supportive, and grounded culture, and a balanced administration team that demonstrated a 

desire to accept that the abrupt arrival of AI signaled an uncertain and evolving future of 

education that required innovation while balancing the need to manage the pace and 

disruptive nature of change. The intersection between the inductive and deductive data 

analysis, combined with the chronology of this story and document analysis, supported 

four key findings in this study as they align with each of the four research questions. 

How are international school educators experiencing the organizational change 

process in the context of the onset of generative artificial intelligence (GAI)? 

Finding 1: Abrupt change creates an interval where emergent pioneering and 

experimentation precede formal institutional stewardship.  

The onset of AI was abrupt, unpredictable, and is continually evolving. Spanish 

teacher Ms. Andrea captured the initial sense of abruptness, describing a response that 

balanced professional anxiety regarding academic integrity with the realization of the 

tool’s instructional utility: 

That was my first time ever... I felt scared because of all the cheating involved I 

was thinking of from students, but then I also felt excited about...the easiness of 

how it can help me in my job. (Ms. Andrea, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 6–7) 

Unlike traditional educational initiatives introduced through professional development, 

for Mr. Booth, the onset was only visible through the work itself; he recalled that he 
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“didn't hear about it going public at all” and only realized a shift had occurred when he 

“started seeing it in assignments” (Mr. Booth, FG3, February 20, 2026, lines 6–8).  

The combination of this abruptness, along with the factors of unpredictability and 

constant evolution, creates a period in which individuals begin using AI tools long before 

official policies or guidelines are established. While other institutions reacted to the 

abrupt arrival of generative AI with immediate bans, The Golden School leadership 

adopted a balanced approach, avoiding formal responses or policy decisions. The middle  

school principal, Mr. James, recalled that: 
 

…a lot of schools started banning AI as their initial reaction. We’re like, we don’t 

know if we want to head down that route either. So there was a lot of skepticism, 

a lot of fear involved with how we were going to approach it, because we wanted 

to keep student learning at the forefront of everything that we do. It’s hard to do 

that again, like COVID, without knowing what the end result is going to look like, 

right? And knowing that it was a continuously developing tool that could be used 

in good and not-so-good ways. (James, Interview, February 20, 2026, lines 16-20) 

The Golden School administration thus resisted the pressure to prematurely codify 

a technical response, to hold space for a clearer reality to emerge. This act exemplifies 

the role of a Protector within the Two Loops Model. By resisting the call to develop a 

formal, policy-driven response, the leadership provided space to protect the innovative 

practices that were beginning to grow and ensured that the dominant system did not 

prematurely refreeze. According to high school principal, Mr. Francisco, “We bided our 

time, and that was essential. So not for nor against…generally not jump in and buy in...” 

(Francisco, Interview, February 19, 2026, line 37).  
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In a sense, this type of non-action was an action in and of itself by creating a 

neutral space where organic innovation could emerge without the weight of top-down 

mandates. Mr. Francisco expressed comfort in this collective leadership decision. He 

especially noted that, from a student-use standpoint, the IB provided guidance on 

navigating AI use without fully banning it, as was the initial reaction of the AP program. 

Within their guidance, there was enough of a safety net to rely on without creating further 

constraints with an internal policy: “we leaned into the IB restrictions, so that was kind of 

the standard…to adopt these things for submissions of all work, not only IB, but also 

internally” (Francisco, Interview, February 19, 2026, lines 64–65). By adopting the 

programmatic IB guidance as a shared standard, leadership essentially named AI use as a 

legitimate practice rather than a violation, transforming an abrupt crisis into a recognized 

general inquiry within The Golden School’s overall shared practices.  

This move to name and recognize the innovation simultaneously nourished the 

emerging system by using an external safety net as a surrogate policy, granting faculty 

the systemic permission and institutional cover required to experiment freely within the 

Second Loop. This period of strategic non-intervention suggests that the lack of 

immediate policy was not simply a delay in crisis response but a calculated choice to 

avoid prematurely freezing the system into a restrictive or misaligned stance. The interval 

created by this response created the necessary space for experimentation and pioneering 

to occur without the constraints of a rigid framework that might have become obsolete 

within months. 

These early efforts were most visible in the work of pioneers who moved beyond 

simple text generation. Middle school principal, Mr. James, observed that this interval 
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allowed for high-level innovation that a traditional mandate might have stifled, noting 

that some teachers were “making their own chatbots and implementing into their 

classrooms” (Mr. James, Interview, February 20, 2026, line 110). He expressed a high 

level of trust in and professionalism of The Golden School faculty and reflected that to 

date he “has not found a point where I needed to pause the teacher or interrupt 

something” (Mr. James, Interview, February 20, 2026, lines 111–112). In essence, while 

Mr. James had the authority to “pause” or “interrupt” these trials, a function of traditional 

change management and compliance, the decision to remain hands-off affirms a change 

acceptance approach and a sense of trust in the pioneering efforts of faculty.  

These examples demonstrate the leadership’s embodiment of stewardship and 

protectorship within the Two Loops Model. By identifying specific innovations such as 

teacher-made chatbots, these administrators are naming the pioneering work of faculty, 

effectively validating its place in the school’s future. Their strategic choice to remain 

hands-off acts to protect these emergent practices from premature institutional rejection, 

ensuring this underground growth has the safety and space to mature.  

Mr. Miles, a computer science teacher, acknowledged this administrative 

approach by observing, “it doesn’t seem like there’s a system-wide top-down approach to 

integrate AI yet because the globe is still kind of unsure of how that would look…versus 

what we’re doing now, which is more of an exploratory approach” (Miles, FG1, February 

19, 2026, lines 105-107). Mr. Miles’ acknowledgment of this approach illustrates how 

educators at The Golden School are actively participating in the organizational change 

process during a time of emergence. By having space to innovate and leveraging their 

specific spheres of influence during this pioneering interval, faculty lead the school’s 
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adaptive response while leadership provides the necessary protectorship to ensure these 

practices can mature before formal stewardship is required. 

For the computer science department, its context did not provide time to adjust. 

Head of computer science Mr. J. W. noted that in his classes, the onset of AI required a 

new form of iterative design that the school’s formal systems had not yet defined: 

…we actually have to redefine, redesign our curriculum, when we teach. ... 

we don’t have the choice and we got to teach our kids to leave the school and 

be able to cope with AI, right? I mean, it’s now in the curriculum, and we 

have to teach it while we learn it. (Mr. J. W., FG1, February 19, 2026, 

lines 21–24) 

The reaction and embracing of AI, hand in hand with students, was essentially 

required from the beginning. Mr. J. W. continued by saying, “Some of these 

conversations around, ‘oh, is it good to be using AI?’ I mean, we don’t have the choice.” 

(Mr. J. W., FG1, February 19, 2026, line 24). This absence of choice illustrates an 

adaptive stance within the change-acceptance dynamic in relation to this finding, where 

the pace of technological evolution necessitates an immediate willingness to operate in a 

state of flux with no formal policy-driven plan or result in sight. The computer science 

department’s commitment to learning alongside students exemplifies a shift toward social 

learning and emergence.  

In this era of change-acceptance, these educators are not waiting for a finalized 

system but are instead choosing to participate actively in a process where the new way of 

working is being explored and defined through the daily act of instruction. While the 
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computer science department was forced to openly embrace AI, high school principal, 

Mr. Francisco, reinforced the intention to allow others to operate and experiment quietly. 

Through a mushroom analogy, his description is a quintessential example of the 

role of a protector of emergent growth. He recognized “some positive mushrooms 

forming” and made the intentional choice to “kind of like [in] the dark let that 

[innovation] happen” rather than forcing the innovation into the institutional light before 

it was ready (Mr. Francisco, Interview, February 19, 2026, lines 239–241). This strategic 

non-intervention, keeping some of the pioneering efforts in the dark, safeguarded the 

emergent system by protecting it from premature scrutiny or systemic pressure of 

compliance, allowing it to mature organically.   

Experimentation and innovation were not limited to classroom educators; while 

leadership acted as both stewards and protectors in support of innovation, they also 

pioneered their own efforts and utilized the interval for professional development. Mr. 

Francisco described how he created his own professional support tools: 

...one of the things that I’ve tried to do is I set up a [Chat] GPT [a public AI 

tool] that was based on frameworks like radical candor... and then use that to 

help me shape my language before I go into a conversation. (Mr. Francisco, 

Interview, February 19, 2026, lines 27–29) 

By experimenting with AI as a leadership tool, Francisco demonstrates that 

stewardship in a change-acceptance era is not a passive observation; instead, it can 

show up as an active engagement by participating in pioneering efforts within the 

same sense-making processes as the faculty. 
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This organizational wisdom also extended to fiscal stewardship. Head of school 

Mr. Guy moderated the pace of adoption to avoid the rapid evolution of tools that might 

become obsolete shortly after purchase. He noted that in such a rapidly shifting market, a 

tool might no longer be “the shiniest toy on the market” by the time an institution makes 

the decision to “pay the bill” (Mr. Guy, Interview, February 18, 2026, lines 145–147). 

Mr. J. W. supported this logic, noting it is “hard to jump in with both feet” when the 

technological landscape is shifting so rapidly (Mr. J. W., FG1, February 19, 2026, lines 

263–265). Although the two leadership examples of Mr. Francisco and Mr. Guy may 

appear contradictory at the surface level, where one leader actively uses AI while the 

other moderates its institutional adoption, both actions demonstrate a sophisticated 

application of leadership within the Two Loops Model. When viewed through an 

analytical lens, Mr. Francisco’s stance serves to protect the pedagogical experimentation 

of the second loop from premature institutional interference. Conversely, Mr. Guy’s 

caution functions to protect the structural and fiscal health of the first loop from the 

instability of a volatile technological market. Viewed collectively, these behaviors 

illustrate a unified commitment to systemic resilience. In this change-acceptance era, the 

courage to explore new frontiers is balanced by the responsibility to maintain a stable 

foundation, ensuring that the school’s transition remains both innovative and sustainable 

in honoring the acceptance of change and the agency individuals and health of the 

organization. 

As emergent practices began to take shape, faculty moved from uncertainty to 

active experimentation. Rather than waiting for a centralized decision or a formal 

roadmap, teachers began naming and connecting their own early trials. Science teacher 
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Mr. Nick, for example, detailed how this localized experimentation changed the 

differentiation of his daily instruction by generating practice problems and adjusting 

lessons for gifted students (Mr. Nick, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 27–29). Mr. Nick’s 

experience exemplifies the innovations that characterize emergent change, where 

individual pioneering establishes the practical foundation for a more adaptive educational 

landscape before formal institutional structures are introduced. Evidence of this naming 

phase is more deeply visible in the Walk and Share Protocol Notes [DOC-06], which 

document a divisional meeting activity in which teachers partnered for focused 

discussions about their current relationship with AI. During this exercise, faculty 

reflected on guiding questions in a shared document, which allowed administrators to 

gain an understanding of teacher insights, highlighting the specific uses and fears present 

in the community. This document is significant because it marks the transition from 

individual toe-dipping to a collective act of naming and normalizing the presence of GAI 

within the system. It provided leadership with a raw, honest map of the emergent nature 

of GAI, ensuring that future planning was grounded in the practitioners’ actual lived 

experiences rather than theoretical assumptions. The content from the artifact 

demonstrates that the friction in the system was not a resistance to the technology itself, 

but a perceived gap between the speed of individual emergence and the pace of 

institutional support, given that faculty were simultaneously pioneering, asking for 

explicit professional development and training, and advocating for policy-based 

parameters to be developed.  

In the absence of a settled policy, which, while currently in progress, has yet to be 

formalized, these small trials allowed faculty to build a repertoire of uses and misgivings 
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that would eventually inform formal decisions. However, as the interval reached its peak, 

a desire for institutional consistency began to emerge. Dean of students, Ms. Sadie 

captured this shift: 

We’ve started the conversation… ‘How do we use it well? How do we bring 

it into learning in a better way? What is that line that we don’t cross?’ And 

so hopefully we’ll have a better policy soon that we can share with teachers, 

students, and parents. (Ms. Sadie, FG3, February 20, 2026, lines 352–354) 

This inquiry demonstrates the naturally reactive nature of change resistance in a 

system where some members have reached the limits of unguided emergence and are 

beginning to seek the stability of stewardship via formalized policy and shared 

understanding. This movement suggests that the interval between the onset of AI and a 

formalized response allowed for an approach that was supportive and intentional rather 

than merely bureaucratic. School leadership agrees with this timing, with Mr. James 

concluding that the community appreciated the “calculated time” taken to reach a plan 

that the entire community could see and appreciate (Mr. James, Interview, February 20, 

2026, lines 259, 441). By allowing for a prolonged period of pioneering, leadership 

ensured that the eventual policy would be an authentic reflection of the community’s 

collective wisdom rather than a top-down mandate. This choice to intentionally slow the 

formalizing of policy and strategy demonstrates a sophisticated form of stewardship of 

the transition rather than stewarding the dominant system in place; a deliberate sense of 

revolutionary resistance in the presence of the pressure to prematureley refreeze aspects 

of change related to GAI use. Ultimately, this approach confirms that in a change-

acceptance era, effective formal structures arise naturally from an environment in which 
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they are allowed to emerge from the shared experiences and active participation of the 

pioneers themselves. 

From the perspective of international school educators, how do systemic pressures 

either foster or inhibit their efforts to innovate with GAI? 

Finding 2: Systemic pressures foster innovation through the necessity of 

protecting learning integrity while inhibiting it through lagging institutional stewardship.  

Systemic friction arises when pioneering actions outpace institutional 

stewardship, forcing educators to navigate AI adoption within the constraints of existing 

school structures. While Ms. Sadie’s earlier statement that “hopefully we’ll have a better 

policy soon that we can share with teachers, students and parents” (Ms. Sadie, FG3, 

February 20, 2026, line 354) exemplified the beginning of the end of this pioneering 

interval, it also highlights the systemic friction of this finding by identifying how 

unguided emergence reaches its limit and the community begins to seek the stability of 

formalized policy. Such a tension illustrates the conflict between a formal change 

management approach, designed to maintain the stability and standards of the legacy 

system, and change acceptance, where practitioners adapt to the technological reality of 

GAI as an inseparable part of the system.  

In the absence of immediate top-down guidance, educators rely on self-learning 

and informal communities of practice rather than prearranged professional development 

or clear policies and procedures to understand and grow their use of the technology. 

Across the dataset, participants portrayed AI adoption as being driven by pioneering 

educators whose actions quickly exceeded the capacity of existing structures to respond. 

This asynchrony was a primary inhibitor of coordinated change; while one committee 
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met to help guide The Golden School’s approach to the onset of GAI, they produced 

“some really strong work…very complete,” grounded in external authorities like 

UNESCO, according to high school principal Mr. Francisco (Mr. Francisco, Interview, 

February 19, 2026, line 46). On the other hand, formal adoption and schoolwide sharing 

of the committee’s proposal remained in process. Head of school Mr. Guy acknowledged 

this lag, noting, “we haven’t adopted it yet...we don’t really have any hard, hard policies 

in place right now” (Mr. Guy, Interview, February 18, 2026, line 64).  

This lack of formalized adoption confirms the institutional lag in which systemic 

friction is most acute, as educators are left to resolve the complexities of GAI integration 

without the support of a settled organizational framework or unified approach. When 

discussing the decision not to adopt or codify the recommendations of the committee, Mr. 

Booth shared that members were “a bit disappointed about that,” while also noting that 

aspects of what they created “will still be used in the future” (Mr. Booth, FG3, February 

20, 2026, lines 105-108). This friction reflects the space between pioneering innovation 

and the institutional desire to refreeze the system into a new set of formal standards. Yet 

despite this tension, by expressing that the results of the committee work were still valued 

as a part of the future conversation, administrators ensured a strong relational culture 

existed, decisions were collegially accepted and the process was navigated as a shared, 

adaptive journey. 

The lack of formal alignment left faculty to negotiate their roles in a state of 

professional divide. In some departments, this tension manifested as localized conflict 

and active rejection of emergent AI use in favor of protecting legacy methods. English 

teacher Mr. Lazar described a sharp pullback in his department where the department 
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head “completely deleted…ChatGPT…off his computer…because he just felt sick of it,” 

while Mr. Lazar and other colleagues continued to use it, concluding that there was a 

clear “divide” in practice (Mr. Lazar, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 89–99). This 

localized conflict illustrates the friction between the first loop’s attempt to preserve 

legacy standards and the progression toward a new emergent and unknown future, 

demonstrating how systemic pressures can inhibit innovation when the existing system 

prioritizes stability over adaptation. Mr. J. W., the head of computer science, explained 

that the tension often centered on the nature of guidance itself, noting a conflict between 

those seeking “specific guidance and clarity and black and white” rules and those who 

preferred the “broader guardrails” of the current emergent state (Mr. J. W., FG1, 

February 19, 2026, lines 261–263). This contrast identifies the tension between the 

institutional desire to refreeze the system into fixed standards and the pioneering 

requirement for the adaptive space necessary to navigate the pioneering interval. 

These perspectives were further complicated by resource and budgetary 

constraints, which often stifled emergent innovation within the established institution. 

Mr. Lazar articulated the frustration of this clash when a trial for an AI-enabled exam 

platform expired: 

That was one of the ones that was frustrating, because we’re like, ‘Oh, we 

found programs that we can now more or less allow exams to happen on the 

computer in class,’ and the thing expired. We never renewed it. ... IB is 

moving towards computer exams ... [but we] do it on paper in class ... it’s a 

clash between those who prefer normal, cheap paper and those who need that 

program. (Mr. Lazar, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 164–167) 
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In such instances, pioneers moved ahead on their own initiative. Science teacher 

Ms. Holly opted to pay for her own AI services to continue her exploration and 

development after the school declined to support the purchasing of individual AI tool 

accounts (Ms. Holly, FG1, February 19, 2026, lines 117–118). This instance highlights 

how educators in this nascent phase of emergence experience systemic pressures as 

personal hurdles, adapting out of necessity to sustain their informal communities of 

practice even as leadership navigates the broader dilemma of “where do we invest the 

limited funds” (Mr. Guy, Interview, February 18, 2026, line 125). This financial friction 

even extended to the student body; one educator I met casually during the site visit 

observed a growing gap in work quality between students using paid versus free versions 

of AI tools, adding a layer of socioeconomic complexity and concerns of equity of access 

to the school’s collective transition. Overall, this frictional dilemma illustrates how the 

first loop’s requirement for fiscal stewardship can inhibit the nourishing of second-loop 

innovation, illustrating a systemic pressure that prevents these pioneering efforts from 

maturing into a fully supported and illuminated aspect of a new system of influence. At 

the same time, this caution represents a vital administrative mandate to protect the 

organization’s systemic health, ensuring the school remains resilient enough to eventually 

facilitate a healthy and sustainable transition. 

Conversely, the systemic pressure to maintain academic standards acted as a 

powerful catalyst for innovation. As AI became a normalized productivity tool for adults, 

the absence of a shared framework for student use created an urgent need for educators to 

protect learning integrity. Teachers and leaders readily normalized AI for professional 

tasks—Ms. Sadie, the dean of students and social studies teacher, spoke of handing 
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“menial, horrible things” to her “robot helper Secretary,” while ELD teacher Mr. Booth 

framed AI as a “co-worker” for differentiating tasks (Ms. Sadie, FG3, February 20, 2026, 

line 46; Mr. Booth, FG3, February 20, 2026, line 32). This professional normalization 

illustrates the rapid growth of second-loop efficiencies, where educators utilize the 

technology to mitigate the administrative burdens of the legacy system.  

However, when discussing student use of AI, participants pointed to concerns for 

cheating, instant gratification, and compromised integrity. Mr. Lazar shared reflections of 

students in his English and the feeling that they are questioning why teachers are asking 

them to do things in “the old-fashioned way” (Lazar, FG2, February 19, 2026, line 337). 

He went on to say, “You know, sustained reading is important…You don’t not need to 

sustain your reading. [Students think] It’s not important. Actually, it is” (Lazar, FG2, 

February 19, 2026, lines 339, 340).  

These concerns reveal a paradox in faculty response. While teachers have entered 

a state of acceptance and self-confidence regarding their own experimentation, they 

remain hesitant to grant students that same permission, as the stewardship of legacy 

practices and the beliefs about education and their responsibility for student learning 

remain strong. Also paradoxically, the pressure to protect academic standards actually 

drives innovation, as it forces teachers to rethink their lessons to ensure core skills like 

reading remain valuable.  

Additionally, spanish teacher Ms. Andrea expressed the utility of AI in her 

classes, “it’s immediate back and forth, literal conversation. I don’t need an extra speaker 

to come to the classroom” (Ms. Andrea, FG2, February 19, 2026, line 35). She further 

challenged this duality, later stating, “I also don’t want it [using AI] to be like a shameful 
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thing” (Ms. Andrea, FG2, February 19, 2026, line 219), as she looked for ways to 

reconcile its use for both teachers and students. This pursuit of reconciliation identifies 

the effort to move beyond a binary of rejection or acceptance, seeking instead to integrate 

second-loop tools into a cohesive and morally grounded educational framework. 

In the absence of a formal mandate, practitioners relied on their own communities 

of practice to develop new pedagogical norms. Mr. Booth described the early period of 

AI-assisted Theory of Knowledge (TOK) essays, which are a mandatory assessment of 

the IB Program, as “frustrating” because the school lacked a timely process, forcing 

teachers to confront suspected misuse too late and with limited evidence (Mr. Booth, 

FG3, February 20, 2026, line 202). This necessitated a shift toward “authenticating essays 

from the start” by combining detection tools with close reading of revision histories and 

typing patterns to prove the genuine human origin of a student’s thought (Mr. Booth, 

FG3, February 20, 2026, lines 194–196). This proactive authentication illustrates the 

function of social learning as a critical driver within the process of emergence. By 

navigating the creative constraints of high-stakes assessment requirements without formal 

policy, these practitioners demonstrate a capacity to innovate and transform pedagogical 

norms within their direct sphere of influence. 

While these verification practices added a significant “load” to the daily work, 

Ms. Sadie observed that faculty were “working way harder” and reverting to “pen-and-

paper assessments” to avoid constant suspicion (Ms. Sadie, FG3, February 20, 2026, line 

330), framing this return to past practices as a purposeful form of innovation in the 

current educational context.  
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This tactical return to legacy methods demonstrates the friction within the 

pioneering interval, as teachers retreat to stability when emergent tools are not yet 

supported by institutional nourishment. While these verification practices were intended 

to streamline work, faculty found they often had the opposite effect. Mr. Nick noted that 

using AI tools for assessment actually “increased the amount of work” because “you 

[still] have to read the kids work to see if you agree with the AI... then you have to go 

back to the AI and tell it what you want to change” (Mr. Nick, FG2, February 19, 2026, 

lines 118–120).  

This illustrates how, in the absence of a refined system and professional 

development, new tools can create more friction than the legacy methods they were 

meant to replace. This outcome identifies a key inhibitor of innovation in Finding 2, as 

the absence of formally recognizable organizational stewardship forces a retreat to 

traditional practices. Even within this friction, the decision to frame legacy methods as a 

purposeful response shows educators actively partnering with the change process from 

within their sphere of influence, protecting learning integrity when the second loop fails 

to provide efficiency. 

Middle school principal Mr. James emphasized that teachers were looking for a 

philosophy they could “always fall back on” (Mr. James, Interview, February 20, 2026, 

line 176). This institutional anchor is formally defined in the “Portrait of a Graduate” 

[DOC-04], one of the school’s primary strategic vision documents. This document 

outlines the core pillars of the school as a whole, by outlining key skills that students will 

work toward and embody as they engage in the educational experience at The Golden 
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School. During the transition into an AI-influenced landscape, this portrait served as 

more than an abstract vision; it functioned as a practical filter for leadership stewardship. 

By prioritizing the core pillar of “Stewardship of Integrity” within the portrait, 

administrators were able to evaluate emergent AI practices based on their alignment with 

the school’s human-centered identity rather than their technical efficiency. This 

intentional use of an existing institutional artifact allowed the school to maintain a sense 

of continuity even as the pedagogical terrain shifted. On one hand, this demonstrates how 

foundational documents can be relied upon to protect pioneers through providing time 

and space for innovation to continue as seen in finding 1. On the other hand, by falling 

back on these norms, the desire to view the use of foundational documents and school 

values represents a change management perspective in an attempt to refreeze the change 

into a familiar yet newly optimized state. Overall, strains in professional trust were the 

lived expressions of a system in which pioneering actions outpaced institutional capacity 

and formal policy-driven stewardship, leaving friction to be managed through localized 

adaptation and peer-to-peer sharing. 

How has the change process of integrating GAI influenced the professional identity of 

teachers in international schools? 

Finding 3: Teacher identity remains anchored in relationships while undergoing 

an implicit shift toward guiding the integrity of student work and the authentication of 

learning.  

During focus group conversations, participants consistently insisted that their core 

identity as educators had not fundamentally changed, yet they went on to describe 

substantial shifts in their daily responsibilities, pedagogical goals, and professional 
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anxieties. This creates a paradox of identity: while faculty anchor themselves in the stable 

values of care and relationship, their actual practice has begun an implicit shift toward 

navigating an AI-saturated landscape.  

Science teacher Mr. Nick captured this tension, stating, “it hasn’t changed my 

identity,” only to immediately follow that assertion by questioning his ability to reach his 

pedagogical objectives: “I felt scared because of all the cheating involved... it made [me] 

really question… if there’s any way to really achieve the goals that are in [my] head” 

(Mr. Nick, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 213–215). For English teacher, Mr. Lazar, the 

impact of this has him feeling, “a little bit worried that in two, three years, I get to be way 

more, you know, out of touch with what’s going on with the students” (Lazar, FG2, 

February 19, 2026, lines 227-228). These sentiments suggest that while the identity is 

claimed as stable, the efficacy and execution of that identity are being challenged by the 

technology. 

During the focus group and interview sessions, participants were explicitly 

introduced to the Two Loops Model as a lens for reflecting on their experiences 

(Appendix G; Appendix H). This theoretical provocation provided a shared vocabulary 

that allowed educators to categorize their actions, leading to highly specific reflections on 

which legacy practices were currently in a state of decline. This transition necessitates a 

process of hospicing as an intentional act of deciding which legacy practices no longer 

serve students and must be let go of to make room for new growth. Utilizing the language 

of the model provided during the protocol, Ms. Sadie, the dean of students and a social 

studies teacher, captured the repurposed nature of this shift when she noted that “cursive 

is in the compost” (Ms. Sadie, FG3, February 20, 2026, line 484).  
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This concept of composting legacy skills is deeply supported by the realization 

that traditional structures of independent practice are also failing; Mr. Nick observed that 

“homework is essentially obsolete at this point,” and admitting this reality felt like 

“raising a white flag” (Mr. Nick, FG2, February 21, 2026, lines 57–58). Mr. Lazar, a high 

school English teacher, expressed similar feelings about homework by sharing, 

“Students, they are using it for everything…I can rarely give homework anymore. It’s 

[AI use] creating doubt.” (Mr. Lazar, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 44–45).  

The surrender of these traditional practices signifies the decline of outdated 

pedagogical structures, forcing educators to move beyond the comfort of established 

routines and into the uncertainty of transition. By considering the practice of homework 

or the skill of cursive handwriting as an aspect of modern education that is in decline, in 

combination with the absence of a planned change response to the rapid onset of GAI, 

these participants are navigating the grief of letting go of old methods while attempting to 

find new ways to ensure student development. This phenomenon further confirms 

Wheatley and Frieze’s (2011) assertion that letting go is a necessary, albeit difficult, 

precursor to systemic rebirth. In this way, the process of hospicing serves as a vital bridge 

between the two loops, where the intentional release of the old system is required to clear 

the path for a professional identity anchored in the human experience of educational 

systems and student learning. 

This shift is most visible in how teachers are redefining the purpose of their 

instruction, moving away from content delivery toward coaching creativity and 

authenticating student thought. ELD teacher Mr. Booth shared that he has changed his 

ideas about the purpose of education, with creativity rising to the top of his current aims; 
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he explained a desire for students to use information in “a creative way,” precisely 

because AI was doing too much of the thinking for them (Mr. Booth, FG3, February 20, 

2026, lines 274–280). This evolution in purpose highlights the subtle nature of the 

transition, where educators express their maintenance of an identity anchored in 

traditional pedagogical values as they undergo an implicit shift toward increased focus on 

aspects that develop within the subtle acceptance of change.  

The burden of authentication has become a new, defining feature of the 

professional role. Mr. Booth described a move toward “authenticating essays from the 

start” by combining AI-detection tools with close reading of revision histories and typing 

patterns (Mr. Booth, FG3, February 20, 2026, lines 194–196). This proactive approach 

illustrates a pioneering effort to replace legacy assessment practices that have lost their 

efficacy, while simultaneously attempting to stabilize the learning environment during a 

time of abrupt change and response. Ms. Sadie noted that this constant attempt to verify 

work felt like “an arms race of detectors and LLMs [Large Language Models]” where the 

challenge is to see “who can do it better” (Ms. Sadie, FG3, February 20, 2026, lines 69–

70). Teacher response to this ongoing competition of enhanced, continually developing 

technology connects to the coded theme of authenticity that surfaced in the thematic 

analysis process of this study, as the teacher’s effort shifts from evaluating the quality of 

a product to verifying the genuine human origin of the student’s thought. Ultimately, this 

balance between adopting pioneering practices and maintaining a professional identity 

grounded in relational values is the essence of the implicit shift, representing a 

transformation of practice that occurs even as the core sense of self remains anchored. 
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The burden of authentication has also shifted the emotional landscape of the 

classroom in a way that impacts teacher identity. English teacher, Mr. Lazar admitted that 

the prevalence of AI is “creating doubt” where it didn’t exist before, noting, “I sometimes 

find myself doubting some of my smartest students... and that’s such a horrible thing to 

think” (Mr. Lazar, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 46-47). This doubt signals a disruption 

to the educator’s identity as a mentor, a role that serves as a foundational aspect of the 

student-teacher relationship. Mr. Francisco, the high school principal similarly observed 

that the most difficult aspect of this transition is “how it erodes that trust” between 

teacher and student, noting it is “frustrating to listen to” faculty grapple with the fear that 

student work is no longer an authentic reflection of their learning and voice, and to 

question “why are they [students] feeling they have to copy paste?” (Mr. Francisco, 

Interview, February 19, 2026, lines 97–100).  

This erosion of trust illustrates how the implicit teacher identity is shifting during 

the aforementioned pioneering period as legacy norms decline before a more mature 

system of influence is established. Ms. Sadie’s comments add to this idea by asking, “So 

what is the point? Why are we learning what we’re learning? ...If a robot can do it, why 

am I doing it?" (Ms. Sadie, FG3, February 20, 2026, lines 479–481). Ultimately, as 

technology automates traditional tasks, the educator’s professional identity implicitly 

shifts from the delivery of knowledge toward a human-centered role focused on the 

ethical protection and authentication of the learning process itself. 

Leadership descriptions of the change process mirrored this commitment to 

individuals while acknowledging an organizational duty to support faculty through a 

difficult learning transition. Middle school principal Mr. James argued that shying away 
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from this emergent phenomenon would be a “disservice to our community” and to the 

school’s collective professional growth (Mr. James, Interview, February 20, 2026, line 

277). In a subtle reframing of the leadership hierarchy, Mr. James explicitly identified the 

faculty as “teacher learners” on this journey, effectively positioning the administration as 

teachers to the staff. He asserted that leadership must “prioritize” hearing teachers out 

and designing systems to “best support our learners, including our teacher learners” (Mr. 

James, Interview, February 20, 2026, lines 283–284).  

By identifying faculty as students within the organization’s “learning journey,” 

leadership anchors its own purpose in a pedagogical role, ensuring that the school’s core 

values of care and relationship extend to the adults navigating the change (Mr. James, 

Interview, February 20, 2026, line 305). This pedagogical positioning by leadership 

serves as a form of institutional nourishing, where the administration provides the 

emotional and structural support required to sustain practitioners as they navigate the 

uncertainties of the natural change process. 

This evolution of identity also includes a focus on the pastoral and human 

elements of learning that AI cannot replicate. ELD teacher Ms. Penny described adjusting 

her pedagogy in response to students who craved “instantaneous, quick-fix” solutions and 

struggled with delayed gratification (Ms. Penny, FG2, February 19, 2026, lines 234–235). 

Similarly, english teacher Mr. Lazar noted that his professional reality now required him 

to be “more wary of giving students longer, extended text to read,” necessitating a faster 

instructional pace to accommodate changes in student reading stamina (Mr. Lazar, FG2, 

February 19, 2026, line 261). These instructional shifts demonstrate how the emergent 

needs of students redefine the teacher's role, shifting the focus from traditional content 
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delivery toward a more pastoral stewardship of the students’ cognitive and emotional 

development. 

Despite these practical shifts, educators often view the value of their identity as 

being located in their pedagogical craft rather than their technical adoption. Mr. J. W., the 

head of computer science, articulated this by arguing that the tool does not define the 

professional, suggesting that “a veteran teacher who chose not to use AI could still be 

successful” (Mr. J. W., FG1, February 19, 2026, lines 212–213). In this sense, 

professional identity remains firmly located in relationships and the human pedagogical 

element rather than technology. A commitment to the human element reveals the dual 

nature of the identity space throughout the change process, where educators remain 

anchored in foundational values and a pre-change standard of relationships on one side  

of the transition while their professional roles implicitly shift toward the authentication  

of learning and navigating the integration of a new emergent input into the system on  

the other. 

However, a notable distinction emerged in how faculty conceptualize their agency 

within this transition. Rather than describing the change as a process they were driving 

from within, participants often framed AI as something happening in education—an 

external force to which they must react. Ms. Sadie captured this sentiment when she 

insisted that “education has to play catch up” and called for external bodies like the IB to 

“get in on it” (Ms. Sadie, FG3, February 20, 2026, lines 431–435).  

This perspective illustrates a reliance on existing systemic structures and a change 

management mindset to validate, define and take responsibility for addressing change, 

even as those legacy structures also struggle to keep pace with the emergent reality. In 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 138 

 

this case, the rise of generative technology simultaneously destabilizes the fundamental 

construct of standardized testing upon which these legacy institutions are built. By calling 

for these bodies to lead the response, faculty are seeking an anchor in systems that are 

themselves grappling with the potential obsolescence of traditional assessment models 

within the second loop. This disconnect leaves educators in a state of practical 

independence, where their actions, including redesigning curriculum, authenticating 

work, and providing emotional scaffolding, reveal an identity being rebuilt in real-time. 

Despite this active transformation, the faculty frequently lacked the specific vocabulary 

to articulate their roles or recognize their natural place within this transition. The 

difficulty of individuals to name their place within the change process, while actively 

performing the work of transition underscores the primary problem of practice regarding 

the shift from a change management paradigm to one of change acceptance.  

Educators are navigating a profound bifurcation in identity without a shared 

language to define their evolving purpose within a natural change process toward a new 

system of influence. In this sense, the data presented shares equally as much in what was 

not said as to what was said. Either participants do not see themselves as an active part of 

the change process, or they lack the vocabulary and/or framework to place themselves 

within it and articulate their roles in the change process, the combination of which are the 

purpose and outcomes of this research.  

How does the context of abrupt and evolving change influence the leadership practices 

of international school administrators? 

Finding 4: Administrators navigate abrupt change by balancing institutional 

stability and emergent experimentation through values-based stewardship.  
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The identification of these leadership practices emerged through a thematic 

analysis of the dataset, which revealed a distinct hierarchy of codes. While the entire 

community shared common themes of values, authenticity, pioneering, and friction, the 

leadership interviews yielded unique organizational themes specific to administrative 

responsibility: Fiscal Stewardship and Strategic Protectorship. These codes highlight how 

leadership at The Golden School navigated the disruption of AI by anchoring their 

decisions in the school’s mission and values rather than the technology itself. This 

hierarchy demonstrates the dual role of the administrator as both the steward of the 

dominant system and the protector of the emergent second loop, ensuring the 

organization remains stable while new practices take root. 

Administrators practiced stewardship first through the unique theme of Fiscal 

Stewardship, where leaders deliberately moderated the pace of adoption to mitigate the 

risk of investing in platforms that might quickly become obsolete. Mr. Guy, the head of 

school, illustrated this calculated pressure when describing the decision to let a specific 

AI platform trial expire, noting, “I didn't renew it this year because it was going to be 

$4,000 and we just didn’t have the bang for the buck from the usage standpoint” (Mr. 

Guy, Interview, February 19, 2026, line 120).  

For leadership, sensemaking in this context involved navigating the complex 

challenge of “where do we invest the limited funds” to ensure the responsible 

management of the dominant system (Mr. Guy, Interview, February 19, 2026, line 125). 

While this generated some friction within the faculty (Finding 2), it is complemented by 

the pace of pioneering (Finding 1) that suggests leadership’s fiscal stewardship plays an 

important stabilizing role, protecting the institution from overextending its resources 
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while the community develops the collective capacity to nurture and illuminate the most 

viable pioneering practices. By moderating resource allocation, leadership protects the 

institution from potentially chaotic overextension of pioneering efforts and maintains the 

health and stability of the community as it develops the collective capacity to eventually 

nourish and illuminate the most viable emergent practices. 

This was accompanied by the shared theme of authenticity, which administrators 

practiced as a personal leadership ethic. Mr. Guy illustrated this by recounting his 

decision not to use a ChatGPT-written speech because it “feels cheap,” opting instead to 

remain “original” to maintain “authenticity and credibility” with families and staff (Mr. 

Guy, Interview, February 19, 2026, line 205). This commitment to alignment was 

mirrored in administrative outputs; Mr. Francisco used AI to redraft behavior systems 

and handbooks specifically to ensure they would “align to the values of our school,” 

prioritizing organizational identity over mere technical efficiency (Mr. Francisco, 

Interview, February 19, 2026, line 21). While these two administrators chose different 

paths, one opting out of AI to protect personal sincerity and the other leaning into it to 

reinforce institutional standards, both decisions underscore a unified goal of prioritizing 

authenticity in communication. In terms of systemic transition, these actions represent the 

use of preexisting values as a filter for the integration of new tools and practices, ensuring 

that emergent technology is only integrated when it strengthens the foundational identity 

of the school. 

Simultaneously, leadership practiced the unique theme of strategic protectorship 

by intentionally allowing innovation to grow in informal pockets or organic communities 

of practice to prevent premature institutional rejection. High school principal Mr. 
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Francisco captured this balancing act through a mushroom analogy, describing his role as 

a protector who recognizes the value of emergent, “underground” growth. He noted that 

he recognized “some positive mushrooms forming” and made the intentional choice to 

“kind of like the dark let that happen” (Mr. Francisco, Interview, February 20, 2026,  

lines 239–240).  

This metaphor identifies the essential leadership role as a protector to provide 

cover for pioneers. By allowing these efforts to develop away from the immediate 

scrutiny of the dominant system, leadership ensures that second-loop innovations have 

the space to mature into stable communities of practice before being forced into the 

visible light of formal policy. By choosing to not immediately nourish these trials while 

also ensuring they did not kill them, leadership provided skilled protection via the cover 

necessary for organic communities of practice to thrive without the interference of top-

down mandates. The middle school principal, Mr. James, supported this non-

interventionist stance, observing that he “has not found a point where I needed to pause 

the teacher or interrupt something” (Mr. James, Interview, February 20, 2026, line 88). 

This non-interventionist stance ensures that the pioneering remains an active and 

implicitly supported choice as a space for professional autonomy and adaptation to 

change rather than administrative compliance. Taken together, these protective leadership 

behaviors foster individual agency and social learning, empowering teachers to see 

themselves as active participants and practitioners who are contributing to the 

development of a new system of influence. 

This values-based stewardship was underpinned by a deep trust in both existing 

frameworks and the professional autonomy of the staff. In the absence of a settled local 
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policy, leadership leaned on the IB’s academic honesty guidance as a trusted, values-

laden regime to “protect kids and protect teachers” until a school-specific framework 

could be adopted (Mr. Guy, Interview, February 19, 2026, lines 65–66). By leveraging 

these existing frameworks rather than rushing to formalize new local policy, leadership 

avoids premature refreezing and ensures that organizational energy remains focused on 

collective sensemaking throughout the transition. This reliance on established standards 

also allowed leadership to maintain a sense of trust for teachers and respect the craft of 

the faculty; as Mr. J. W. argued, the “success criteria” for education remain located in 

pedagogy rather than technical adoption, asserting that a veteran teacher could remain 

successful through their existing expertise even without AI (Mr. J. W., FG1, February 19, 

2026, lines 212–213). 

These leadership practices were not isolated technical responses but were tied to a 

stable baseline of school identity. Mr. Francisco asserted that “because AI exists, it 

doesn’t change the mission vision of our school and any technology [that] comes in 

shouldn’t change it... That’s our baseline” (Francisco, Interview, February 19, 2026, lines 

160–161). This values-based framework provided a “solid foundation” that faculty and 

parents could “always fall back on” during times of uncertainty (Mr. James, Interview, 

February 20, 2026, lines 164, 175–176).  

Faculty mirrored this alignment, interpreting policy work not as a means of 

control, but as an effort to ensure the community was “on the same page… about our 

values” (Ms. Sadie, FG3, February 20, 2026, lines 120–122). This commitment to values 

is codified in both the Restorative Learning Day Framework [DOC-03] and the AI Use 

Aligned to the Portrait of a Graduate [DOC-05]. The Restorative Learning Day 
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Framework [DOC-03] represents a collaborative revamp of the school’s disciplinary 

language toward restorative and asset-based approaches, and it notably used AI as a 

thought-partner during its development.  

By prioritizing relational wellness and student autonomy over traditional 

industrial-age seat time, this document facilitates the hospicing of legacy disciplinary 

practices in favor of a restorative, trust-based model. Simultaneously, the AI Use Aligned 

to the Portrait of a Graduate [DOC-05] provides the nourishment for the second loop. 

This document, constructed through the collective efforts of the secondary leadership 

team and department heads, maps core values to student expectations, teacher support 

strategies, and systemic professional development needs. By ensuring emergent AI use 

remains grounded in these institutional values, DOC-05 provides a clear rationale for 

how the new technology strengthens the school’s long-term vision rather than merely 

serving as a technical optimization. Together, these documents reflect a shift toward 

developmental stewardship and a reconciliation of professional identity in the age of AI. 

Ultimately, by prioritizing people and mission over the technical regime, leadership 

transformed a disruptive event into a values-driven transition. As Mr. Francisco 

concluded, the organizational response was rooted in a realization that transcends the 

technology: “The story isn’t AI, it’s people. That’s my biggest thing. It’s still people” 

(Mr. Francisco, Interview, February 19, 2026, line 283). 

Discussion of Findings  

The four findings in this study illustrate the constructs that provide a foundation 

for the study and confirm the research presented in the literature review in Chapter 2. 

Finding 1 reinforces the concepts of social emergence (Sawyer, 2005; Mitra, 2019) by 
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illustrating how pedagogical innovation originates through localized interactions within 

informal communities of practice before formal institutional policies are established. For 

example, Mr. James observed teachers independently creating their own chatbots for 

classroom use, demonstrating that innovation was already thriving in decentralized 

pockets before any central mandate existed. The structural friction in Finding 2 provides 

an empirical manifestation of the permission gap conceptualized by Fullan (2023) and 

Robinson and Aronica (2016), as well as the policy-to-practice gap described by 

Whitney-Smith (2023), demonstrating how legacy constraints work against the adaptive 

needs of a post-industrial landscape. Ms. Holly’s decision to personally fund her AI 

subscription when institutional support was unavailable exemplifies how educators must 

navigate personal hurdles when formal systems cannot keep pace with professional 

practice. Finding 3 supports Holloway’s (2021) assertion that technological disruption 

necessitates a re-evaluation of teacher professionalism, shifting the educator’s role 

toward the ethical authentication of student thought. Mr. Booth described this shift by 

detailing the move toward authenticating student essays from the start of the writing 

process, illustrating how the teacher’s core responsibility has moved toward the 

stewardship of learning integrity. Finally, the values-based stewardship in Finding 4 

complements specific aspects of McLeod and Dulsky’s (2021) research; while their work 

covers broader crisis leadership, this study confirms their observation that resilient 

leaders prioritize core institutional values and human-centered care over technical 

mandates during periods of abrupt instability. Mr. Guy’s decision to moderate the pace of 

fiscal adoption based on institutional value rather than technical trend confirms that 

leadership prioritizes mission-driven stability over reactive mandates. This marks a shift 
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from technical management to the adaptive leadership described by Heifetz (1994) and 

provides the groundwork for an approach to abrupt, unpredictable and ongoing change 

based on change acceptance rather than change management. 

While these findings support pre-existing research and constructs, they also pave 

the way for new understanding through the change acceptance lens of the Two Loops 

Model (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006, 2011). Finding 1 identifies the pioneering interval as a 

localized expression of the naming phase of emergence within the Two Loops Model, in 

which the emergent system begins to form before it is visible to the dominant system. Mr. 

Francisco’s “mushroom” metaphor highlights this underground growth, suggesting that 

emergent systems require a period of protection before they are ready for formal scrutiny. 

Finding 2 illuminates the timing between pioneering work and organized stewardship not 

just as a theoretical space, but as a site of physical and financial systemic friction where 

practitioners must adapt out of necessity. The clash between paper-based exams and AI-

enabled platforms described by Mr. Lazar shows the material reality of this friction where 

legacy constraints limit pioneering potential. The paradoxes of identity in Finding 3 

provide a rare look at the hospicing of the first loop; as teachers compost legacy practices 

like homework, they are performing the emotional labor required to nourish the second 

loop. Mr. Nick’s admission that homework is now essentially obsolete and his feeling of 

raising a white flag illustrates the profound emotional labor of letting go of a foundational 

pedagogical routine to clear a path for new growth. Ultimately, Finding 4 expands the 

role of the administrator from a manager of the dominant system to a steward of the 

transition. By acting as a steward of the school as a whole and a protector of the pioneers 

simultaneously, leadership at The Golden School acted as host to the emergence of new 
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systems of practice without allowing the decline of the old system to compromise student 

learning. Mr. Francisco’s conclusion that the story is about people rather than technology 

confirms that the transition is most effectively managed through relational care rather 

than technical control. 

At present, participants in this study from The Golden School are currently 

navigating the early stages of balancing the continued emergence and evolution of GAI 

with the preservation of its established reputation and educational integrity. The sudden 

arrival of GAI triggered frictional aspects that showed elements of the period of crisis 

management, combined with aspects of hands-off trust and innovation that are indicative 

of change acceptance, anchoring institutional decisions in core organizational values 

rather than reactive technical bans (Gundel, 2005; Wheatley, 2006). Within this 

environment, innovative communities of practice formed organically, as teachers moved 

beyond individual experimentation toward the “naming and connecting” of new 

pedagogical strategies (Wheatley & Frieze, 2011).  

At the same time, calls for institutional clarity and policy also existed, leading the 

school toward a protective stance of balancing between nurturing pockets of innovation 

on the one hand, and supporting the integrity and safety of the dominant system, on the 

other. As this story developed, the school faced a critical distinction between simple 

improvement-based change where AI was used to optimize existing industrial-age 

routines versus true transformation, which required the hospicing of legacy practices and 

illuminating the new emerging practices and sharing a view of what a new system  

could be.  
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Navigating this transition required a specific form of professional phronesis, 

enabling educators to discern which first loop structures must be responsibly hospiced 

and which second loop innovations possessed the practical wisdom worth pioneering. 

This process of emergent sensemaking served as the critical bridge, enabling practitioners 

to maintain pedagogical integrity and care for those who still operated within the current 

system, as it undergoes transformation.  

As The Golden School prepares to share an AI approach or strategy in the coming 

school year, the goal seems not to find a finished answer or advocate for a refrozen state, 

but to create a space where it is okay to not have all the answers yet, an approach that 

accepts the unpredictability of change and the ongoing nature of GAI evolution. By 

rejecting the traditional change management impulse to refreeze the organization into a 

fixed set of rules, the school instead embraces a state of permanent evolution. As AI, 

other technologies, and the world in general continue to evolve, change is accepted as the 

norm. Rather than continue to manage change and control the system, change acceptance 

and the utility of the Two Loops Model are about granting the system permission to 

become more human. 

Organization and Field Impacts 

This study demonstrated that defining a capability gap in international schools 

was not merely about identifying deficiencies in educators’ individual skills. Instead, it 

was a structural challenge where established systems were in the process of learning how 

to adapt to abrupt, unpredictable, and ever-evolving states of change. At The Golden 

School, systemic friction (Finding 2) occurred because the innovative spirit of pioneers 

moved faster than existing institutional frameworks were designed to accommodate. For 
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instance, Ms. Holly’s decision to personally purchase a professional AI tool highlighted a 

specific permission gap where institutional resource cycles and established protocols 

were still adjusting to the emergent, real-time needs of classroom practitioners. This shift 

in perspective is vital for the field: it moves the focus of school improvement away from 

the definition of a capabilities gap as addressing individuals’ technical upskilling, toward 

the overall capability of the organization to notice and name areas where more responsive 

and adaptive adjustments can be made toward an unknown future. 

At the same time, for the wider international school community, this research 

suggests that success should not be measured by the immediate completion of a formal 

AI policy or the pace of an organization’s response. Instead, leaders should evaluate the 

responsiveness of their systems in supporting the communities of practice where new 

pedagogical solutions are born. The interval of time for experimentation confirmed in 

Finding 1 demonstrated the utility of the Two Loops Model as a change acceptance 

framework that elevates the process-focused language of socially emergent communities 

of practice and emergent systems. In an era of abrupt change, formal governance will 

require more time to align with classroom practice than the technology itself requires to 

emerge. In the case of The Golden School, meaningful innovation occurred when leaders 

provided a flexible stance, acting as protectors to ensure that the system provided a 

secure space for experimentation while the broader institutional frameworks were being 

developed. For the profession of educational leadership, this underscores a critical 

capabilities gap: the need to move beyond a reliance on measurable, refrozen states and 

toward a fundamental transition where success is defined by the cultivation of a resilient 
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community capable of navigating continuous uncertainty through socially emergent 

practice. 

The data also revealed that professional identity was significantly more resilient 

than traditional change theories have suggested. Teachers at The Golden School did not 

seek to redefine their core professional selves even though they acknowledged that 

aspects of their work and where and how they spent their time were changing. Educators 

simply prioritized the preservation of the student-teacher relationship, as noted in  

Finding 3. Consequently, closing the capabilities gap at the teacher level required more 

than technical training; it required collaboration with stewards who can demonstrate how 

AI would serve the school’s enduring human-centered mission. When leaders illuminated 

how new technology supported the existing values of the community, they reduced the 

cultural friction that could occur when the speed of technical implementation outpaced 

the time needed for human and social adjustment.  

Ultimately, these findings suggested that the long-term sustainability of 

technological innovation depended on honoring the relational core of the profession, 

ensuring that change serves to strengthen rather than replace the human connection at the 

heart of learning. Within this study, the Two Loops Model served as the analytical 

framework through which these efforts were interpreted, providing a way to map the 

theoretical space between isolated classroom interventions and a broader systems-

thinking perspective. By applying this lens to the data, the research demonstrates how 

innovation functions as an emergent property of the social system, surfacing through 

localized shifts within each community member’s direct sphere of influence. This 

perspective enables the field to see how these individual, value-driven adjustments 
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contribute to comprehensive systemic evolution rather than remaining as static technical 

fixes (Gibbs et al., 2021; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). 

Ethical Considerations 

The analysis of the data in this study revealed a fundamental commitment to the 

students’ best interests, which served as the primary moral compass for the participants. 

This underlying sense of duty to the future often creates a necessary friction with the 

traditional, standardized structures that have long anchored institutional identity. 

Navigating such change requires more than just technical updates; it demands a sensitive 

acknowledgment of the professional loss felt when familiar, time-honored ways of 

teaching reach their natural end. Within the context of the Two Loops Model, this 

transition highlights an ethical need for stewardship and protectorship that honors the past 

while clearing a path for an emergent future. 

From an ethical standpoint, the findings illuminate a progression beyond the 

mechanics of traditional change management toward an advocacy-centered model 

grounded in change acceptance. This evolution is best understood through an ethic of 

care lens, which prioritizes relational responsibility and professional well-being over the 

often impersonal requirements of bureaucratic compliance. By adopting this perspective, 

leadership acknowledges that the sustainability of any systemic transition is inextricably 

linked to the emotional and social resilience of the practitioners. This ensures that an 

organization’s response to technology does not come at the cost of the human dignity.. 

An ethic of care requires a rigorous reassessment of how institutions distribute 

resources during periods of instability. The ethical challenge is to find a balance that 

provides the space and opportunity to cultivate a self-organizing network while ensuring 
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that the permission gap does not shift institutional responsibilities onto the individual. 

These responsibilities include data privacy, financial equity, and professional well-being 

(Wheatley & Kellner-Rogers, 1998). When a systemic permission gap persists, the 

responsibility for both sensemaking and resourcing is unfairly shifted to the teacher. This 

gap creates a landscape where educators may be forced to personally fund their own 

professional tools or utilize platforms with lower privacy standards, effectively placing 

ethical risk and financial burden on the individual rather than the organization. 

Furthermore, administrative responses to abrupt change can impose crisis-driven 

timelines that conflict with the practical realities of teaching, creating significant 

professional and domestic inequities (Brown, 2023). A system that relies too heavily on 

individual initiative for innovation can also create a competitive dilemma, implying that 

the most effective educators are those who sacrifice their private lives to stay current. To 

address these challenges, Table 8 synthesizes these ethical priorities into a set of 

considerations for change acceptance. This comparative lens contrasts the administrative 

pressures of a crisis-driven response with the human-centered practices of an advocacy-

centered approach. 

Table 8 

Ethical Change Acceptance Considerations 

 

Topic Crisis-Driven Response Advocacy-Centered Response 
Ethical Focus Resources are institutional assets to be 

saved. 
Resources are human rights to be 

protected. 
Pacing Rigid, administrative deadlines. Iterative, practice-based integration. 
Financial 

Burden 
Individuals fund their own innovation.  The institution provides tools for all 

staff. 
Temporal 

Burden 
Individuals upskill on their own time. The institution provides time & training 

for all staff. 
Sensemaking Top-down; policy precedes practice. Bottom-up; practice informs policy. 
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Recommendations for Advocacy and Future Research 

While traditional change management frameworks have remained valuable for 

technical, planned initiatives, they are insufficient for the abrupt, unpredictable, and 

ongoing changes that now characterize the field. From an advocacy standpoint, a broader 

inclusion of the Two Loops Model and the concept of social emergence is needed within 

the literature of educational leadership and school improvement to shed light on the 

careful balance between slow and fast pacing in adopting innovation. Scholars and 

practitioners should utilize the Two Loops Model as a theoretical roadmap to identify and 

legitimize the human-centered phases of the transition: noticing, naming, connecting, and 

illuminating emergent practices. Doing so provides the systemic permission required for 

a community to move past a control-based view of technical goals toward an understand 

of change as a normalized feature to be explored and navigated collectively. The Two 

Loops Model should also be used to provide language for individuals to feel a part of the 

overall natural system that they partner with rather than a passive receiver of its 

mechanics.  

These adjustments would provide a way to signpost an organization’s path along 

the change process, notice and leverage emergent individuals, communities and practices, 

as well as notice when they begin to refreeze or over adjust towards the habits and 

traditions of a dominant system. This shift in the change management literature would 

enable a more nuanced understanding of change, acknowledging the dichotomous 

language of aspects among various stakeholders, either those supporting of or resistant to 

change. Applying a natural systems framework facilitates an understanding of the non-

dichotomous relationship between individuals and processes, acknowledging that all 
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stakeholders contribute to systemic evolution. Furthermore, the Two Loops Model 

provides a human-centered lexicon for this transition, characterizing stewardship during a 

systemic shift as an intentional practice that honors institutional legacy while creating the 

conditions for an emergent future. 

Those who design professional development sessions and lead strategic planning 

can use a road map, such as the Two Loops Model to move away from rigid, five-year 

plans and data driven change management models toward an openly transformative 

change acceptance norm. In similar fashion to the reviewed literature, I encourage the use 

of the Two Loops Model as a broader framework upon which to overlay other models, 

theories and frameworks as a means of demonstrating the broader utility of a change 

acceptance framework such as The Two Loops, in collaboration with more granular 

phases of the change process or transformation. In an era where change is abrupt, 

unpredictable and ongoing, strategic planning must be reimagined as a process-based 

roadmap that anticipates and accepts disruption rather than attempting to manage it away. 

Professional development should transition from episodic, technical training toward the 

cultivation of communities of practice that foster long-term capability and systemic 

permission. By adopting a roadmap focused on social emergence, strategic planners can 

create a safe container for innovation, where success is measured by the community’s 

resilience, its capacity for collective sensemaking and its ability to leverage the strengths 

and beliefs of all stakeholders by highlighting their role within the change-normalized 

system rather than focus on their contributions to the achievement of static, 

predetermined milestones. 
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Finally, I would recommend further research into the long-term impact of social 

emergence as a driver of systemic change in education. As outlined in Chapter 3, the 

decision to utilize a broadly qualitative methodology in this study was justified by the 

early phases of GAI adoption and the rapidly evolving nature of the literature, which 

required an exploratory approach to uncover the “how” and “why” of the educator 

experience. However, as the integration of AI has moved beyond its initial disruption, 

there is significant scope for more extensive inquiries. Future research could employ 

mixed-methods or longitudinal research designs to measure how the specific roles within 

the Two Loops Model impact organizational resilience and teacher well-being over time. 

By tracking these emergent patterns across a wider variety of school contexts, researchers 

in this field could better understand the characteristics and barriers of the change-norm 

era, providing a deeper evidence base for those seeking to transition from management to 

change acceptance. 

Reflective Summary and Conclusion 

I have engaged in a fascinating journey with the Two Loops Model and 

Wheatley’s writings since being first introduced to these works in the early stages of this 

doctoral program. Work on this research study exponentially enhanced that journey and 

helped develop a personal shift in my leadership identity, from a manager-administrator 

seeking to solve problems and address necessary technical fixes, to a host who accepts 

that in many cases the process of collective inquiry is the solution. In essence, exploring 

The Golden School’s journey with AI through the lens of the Two Loops Model brought 

me to further appreciate the utility of this model as a map of change upon which 

educators can rely in this era where change is the norm.  
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Educators have discussed the need for transformative overhaul and experimenting 

with it for quite some time; despite acknowledging the constraints of a Newtonian 

mindset and the structures of school, they have nonetheless continued to exist as its 

products and, intentionally or unintentionally, have remained centered on its systemic 

hold. Seeking to act upon this knowledge and develop a way to continually evolve and 

change in a meaningful way, educators seem to lack the frameworks for change that 

allow these shifts to take place. By shifting the orientation away from the control of a 

static system toward the stewardship of an emergent one, educators have finally begun to 

provide the systemic permission required to bridge the critical capabilities gap.  

Ultimately, this study suggested that the path forward is not found in a more 

precise management roadmap, but in the collective courage to stay in the flux, trusting 

that a more humane and adaptive educational landscape is already being cocreated 

through the acceptance of change as a normal part of all systems and through the human 

relationships that are its foundation. 
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Appendix A. Case Study Protocol 

Study Title: Educator Sensemaking in the Age of AI: A Case Study of Change 

Acceptance Principal Investigator: Chad McGartlin, Doctoral Candidate 

Introduction and Background 

The Case Study Protocol serves as the primary operational guide for conducting 

this research, ensuring that the investigation is carried out systematically and rigorously. 

As described by Yin (2018), the protocol is a critical tool for enhancing the reliability of 

a case study by outlining all procedures in advance. This protocol is specifically designed 

to navigate the unique context of this study: an international school grappling with the 

emergent change of GAI amidst conflicting external mandates from bodies like the IB 

and College Board. It provides a comprehensive plan for the field procedures, data 

collection, and analysis, acting as an “operations manual” to ensure that the research 

remains focused on the guiding research questions and the study’s ultimate goal of 

developing phronesis, or practical wisdom. 

Overview of the Study 

This case study explores how experienced international school educators are 

navigating the organizational and professional challenges prompted by the emergent 

change of GAI. The central problem is the mismatch between the planned, control-based 

change management paradigms endemic to education and the turbulent, adaptive reality 

that educators now face. This study uses the Two Loops Model of Change (Wheatley & 

Frieze, 2011) as its primary theoretical framework to understand how a school 

community makes sense of this disruption. (See Figure 3 for a visual of this model). 

  



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 179 

 

Research Questions 

This protocol is designed to guide the collection and analysis of data to answer the 

following research questions: 

● How are international school educators experiencing the organizational change 

process in the context of the onset of GAI? 

● From the perspective of international school educators, how do systemic pressures 

either foster or inhibit their efforts to innovate with GAI? 

● How has the change process of integrating GAI influenced the professional 

identity of teachers in international schools? 

● How does rapid, abrupt, ongoing change influence the leadership practices of 

international school administrators? 

Field Procedures 

Site Selection and Gaining Access 

A multistage, purposive sampling process will be used to identify a single, 

information-rich international school from within the EARCOS or CIS networks. The site 

must meet specific criteria, including a mature 1:1 technology program and a complex 

curricular landscape with competing external assessment bodies. Formal institutional 

consent will be secured from the school’s leadership before any research activities 

commence. 

● Relevant Document: See Appendix B: Site Permission Letter. 

Participant Recruitment 

Upon receiving site approval, participants will be recruited from the secondary 

school division. 
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● Teaching faculty will be recruited for focus groups via a formal email invitation. 

● Administrators will be recruited for individual interviews via a direct invitation. 

All participation is voluntary and requires a signed consent form detailing the 

study’s purpose, procedures, risks, and confidentiality measures. 

● Relevant Documents: See Appendix C: Recruitment Email to Teaching Faculty, 

Appendix D: Follow-Up Email with Consent Form, and Appendix E: Informed 

Consent Form. 

Data Collection Plan 

Data will be collected using a triangulated approach involving focus groups, 

Semistructured interviews, and document analysis. The iterative nature of this plan 

allows findings from one method to inform the inquiry of another. The overall strategy is 

operationalized in the Design Alignment Tool (Table 2 in Chapter 3). 

● Focus Groups: Two or more focus groups will be conducted exclusively with 

homogenous groups of teaching faculty (e.g., by department). These sessions, 

lasting 60–90 minutes, will be audio-recorded with consent and guided by a 

semistructured protocol designed to elicit shared experiences and collaborative 

sensemaking. 

○ Relevant Document: See Appendix G: Focus Group Protocol. 

● Semistructured Interviews: Individual interviews, lasting 45–60 minutes, will be 

conducted with all participating administrators to explore the leadership, policy, 

and historical perspectives on the change process. They may also be used for 

follow-up conversations with select teachers. Sessions will be audio-recorded 

with consent. 
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○ Relevant Document: See Appendix H: Semistructured Interview Protocol. 

● Document Analysis: Documents will be collected throughout the study. Public-

facing documents will be collected initially for context. Nonpublic documents 

mentioned by participants will be requested with consent. All documents will be 

logged and organized systematically. 

○ Relevant Document: See Appendix I: Sample Document Analysis Matrix. 

Ethical Protocols 

All procedures adhered to the protocols approved by the PSU’s IRB. The primary 

ethical considerations are ensuring voluntary participation, protecting participant 

confidentiality and anonymity through the use of pseudonyms, and securely managing all 

data, as detailed in the Data Management Plan (see Appendix F). 

Case Study Questions 

The guiding questions for this research are the three formal RQs listed above. The 

specific questions that will be posed to participants during data collection are detailed in 

the following appendices: 

● Appendix G: Focus Group Protocol (Questions for Teaching Faculty) 

● Appendix H: Semistructured Interview Protocol (Questions for Administrators) 

Data Analysis and Reporting Strategy 

Data Management 

Audio recordings will be transcribed by the researcher or a confidential third-

party service, after which the original recordings will be deleted. All transcripts and 

research notes will be anonymized and stored on a secure, encrypted drive. The 
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comprehensive procedures for transcription, anonymization, and secure storage are 

outlined in the Data Management Plan (see Appendix F). 

Analytical Strategy 

The primary analytical strategy is reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2022). This process involves six phases: familiarization, generating codes, searching for 

themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. The 

analysis will be guided by a codebook that includes a priori codes derived from the Two 

Loops Model and inductive codes that emerge from the data. 

● Relevant Document: See Appendix J: Initial Coding Guidelines (Sample 

Codebook). 

Reporting Outline 

The findings of this case study will be presented in the final chapter of the 

dissertation: 

● Chapter 4: Findings, Discussion, and Implications will present the key themes that 

emerged from the analysis. For each theme, the findings will be presented and 

supported by rich, thick description, and illustrative data extracts, and then 

immediately interpreted and discussed in relation to the study’s theoretical 

framework (the Two Loops Model) and the existing literature. This integrated 

chapter will conclude with a discussion of the study’s implications for educational 

leaders, an acknowledgment of its limitations, and suggestions for future research. 
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Appendix B. Email Request for Site Participation 

Subject: Invitation to Participate in Doctoral Research on Educational Change and 

Innovation 

Date: [Insert Date] 

 

Dear [Head of School’s Name], 

My name is Chad McGartlin, and I am a doctoral candidate in the Educational 

Leadership program at Plymouth State University. I am writing to respectfully request 

your permission to conduct my dissertation research at [Name of School] during the 

upcoming academic semester. 

My study, titled Educator Sensemaking in the Age of AI: A Case Study of Change 

Acceptance, explores how experienced international school educators are navigating the 

organizational and professional challenges prompted by emergent changes, with a 

specific focus on the arrival of GAI. The research aims to move beyond traditional 

change management models to develop a framework of practical wisdom, or phronesis, 

that can help educational communities foster collective sensemaking and resilience in this 

new era of constant change and transformation. 

I am specifically requesting to conduct my research at [Name of School] because 

of its reputation as a leader in educational innovation and its unique position within the 

international school community. As a member of [EARCOS/CIS], your school’s 

commitment to academic excellence, robust technology integration, and complex 

curricular landscape—specifically the offering of both the [e.g., AP and IB] programs—

makes it an ideal and information-rich setting for this case study. The natural 
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phenomenon created by these competing curricular frameworks provides a perfect 

environment to understand the nuanced ways educators adapt their practice. 

Participation for your school would involve recruiting volunteer participants from 

your secondary staff for two distinct activities: 

● Focus Groups with Teaching Faculty: I would seek to conduct one to three 

focus group discussions (Approximately 60 minutes each) with small groups of 

your secondary teachers (See Appendix G for Focus Group Protocol) 

● Interviews with Administrators: I would request to conduct an individual 

interview (Approximately 45 minutes) with one or more members of your 

administrative team (See Appendix H for Semistructured Interview Protocol). 

All participation is strictly voluntary, and the confidentiality of the school and all 

individuals will be protected through the use of pseudonyms in the final dissertation. 

In appreciation for your partnership, I would be pleased to provide your 

leadership team with a summary of the anonymized key findings. This would offer a 

valuable, research-based snapshot of how your staff are experiencing and adapting to one 

of the most significant technological shifts in modern education, serving as a no-cost 

opportunity for institutional reflection. 

I have attached a brief summary of my research proposal (see Appendix L) and a 

copy of the Informed Consent Form (see Appendix E) for your review. I would be 

grateful for the opportunity to meet with you at your convenience to discuss this proposal 

further and answer any questions you may have. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration of this important research. 
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Respectfully, 

 

Chad McGartlin 

Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership 

Plymouth State University 

[Email Address] 
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Appendix C. Recruitment Email to Teaching Faculty 

Subject: Invitation to Share Your Expertise: A Research Study on Navigating 

Educational Change 

Date: [Insert Date] 

 

Dear Secondary Teaching Faculty, 

My name is Chad McGartlin. In addition to being a fellow international school 

educator, I am a doctoral candidate in the Educational Leadership program at Plymouth 

State University. I am writing to invite you to participate in a research study being 

conducted here at [Name of School], which has been fully approved by [Head of 

School’s Name]. 

My dissertation research seeks to understand the lived experiences of teachers as 

you navigate the significant shifts brought on by emergent changes like GAI. This study 

values your professional expertise and aims to capture your valuable insights on 

collaborative sensemaking and adapting your practice in this new landscape. The ultimate 

goal is to develop a framework that can help our school communities better support 

educators through constant change. 

Your participation would provide a critical perspective for this work. This study is 

seeking secondary teachers who have been teaching since at least the 2019-2020 school 

year. The time commitment would involve: 

● One focus group discussion as with a small group of your colleagues, lasting 

approximately 60 minutes (please see Appendix C for the focus group protocol). 
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● A possible individual follow-up interview (Approximately 30 minutes) for a small 

number of participants to explore specific topics in more detail. 

Please be assured that your participation is entirely voluntary, and you may 

withdraw at any time without penalty. All information you provide will be kept strictly 

confidential. The names of all participants and the school will be replaced with 

pseudonyms in the final research report. 

If you are interested in participating or would like to learn more, please review the 

attached Informed Consent Form (See Appendix E), which provides a comprehensive 

overview of the study. To express your interest, please reply to this email by [Date]. 

Thank you for considering this opportunity to contribute your voice to this timely 

and important research. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Chad McGartlin 

Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership 

Plymouth State University 

[Email Address] 
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Appendix D. Follow-Up Email with Consent Form 

Subject: Re: Invitation to Share Your Expertise: A Research Study on Navigating 

Educational Change 

Date: [Insert Date] 

 

Dear [Participant Name], 

Thank you for your initial interest and for volunteering to participate in my 

doctoral research on navigating educational change. 

In accordance with the ethical guidelines from Plymouth State University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB), it is a requirement that all participants provide formal 

informed consent before the research begins. Please find the Informed Consent Form (see 

Appendix E) attached to this email for your review. This document details the study’s 

purpose, procedures, confidentiality measures, and your rights as a participant. 

All participants must sign this form before we can schedule a focus group (See 

Appendix G for Focus Group Protocol) or interview (see Appendix H for Semistructured 

Interview Protocol). I will review this information with you again at the start of our 

session and can provide a hard copy at that time if desired. 

Please feel free to reach out if you have any questions after reviewing the form 

and thank you again for your interest, support and participation. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Chad McGartlin 
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Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership 

Plymouth State University 

[Email Address] 

*ATTACH DOCUMENT (See Appendix E) 
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Appendix E. Informed Consent Form 

 
Informed Consent Form  
Consent to Participate 

Voluntarily in a Research Investigation 
Plymouth State University 

 
Investigator Name: Chad McGartlin, Doctoral Candidate 

Study Title: Educator Sensemaking in the Age of AI: A Case Study of Change 

Acceptance 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research study is to understand the experiences of 

international school educators as they adapt to the rapid pace of change in education, 

particularly with the arrival of new technologies like GAI. You are being asked to be a 

participant in the study because you are an experienced secondary teacher or 

administrator at an international school in the EARCOS or CIS network of schools. Your 

professional insights and firsthand experiences with navigating change are essential for 

this study. 

Description of the Study 

If you agree to participate, your involvement will be based on your professional role. 

● Teaching faculty will be invited to join a focus group discussion with a small 

group of colleagues. This discussion will last approximately 60 minutes and will 

explore your shared experiences and perspectives on adapting to recent changes in 

education. A small number of faculty may also be invited for a brief, individual 

follow-up interview (Approximately 30 minutes) at a later date. 
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● Administrators will be invited to one individual, confidential interview lasting 

approximately 45 minutes. This interview will explore your perspective on the 

school’s response to change, policy development, and the leadership challenges 

involved. 

All focus groups and interviews will be scheduled at times that are convenient for 

you, if possible within a structured or predesigned collaborative time. 

The amount of time required to participate in the study is between 30 and 60 minutes. A 

small number of participants may be asked for an additional 30-minute follow-up 

interview. There are no known costs associated with participating in this study. 

Risks and Discomforts 

As a participant in this study, you may experience minimal risk. You may 

experience some minor discomfort when discussing professional practice or institutional 

policies. In the focus group setting, there is a small risk that other participants could 

repeat what is said outside of the group, though confidentiality will be strongly 

encouraged by the researcher. For those that experienced difficulty with aspects of 

change, a discussion around this topic could also cause discomfort. 

Benefits 

There may be no direct benefits to you for participating. However, the knowledge 

gained from this study may help educational leaders and communities better understand 

how to support educators through periods of rapid change and identify systems and 

structures within your organization to support change management. As a participant, you 

will have an opportunity to reflect on your professional experiences and will be offered a 

summary of the key findings from the research. 
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Alternative Procedures 

The alternative to participation in this study is to not participate. 

Confidentiality 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept 

confidential in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and 

regulations. The data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State 

University’s Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring 

your welfare and rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study 

and compliance with university regulations. If any presentations or publications result 

from this research, you will not be identified by name. As per federal guidelines, the 

information collected during your participation in this study will be kept for a minimum 

of three years. I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated 

with your participation in this research. There are, however, rare instances when I may be 

required to share individually identifiable information with the following: 

● Officials at Plymouth State University (PSU), 

● Regulatory and oversight government agencies, or 

● The sponsor(s). 

While I plan to maintain the confidentiality of your responses, other focus group 

participants may repeat responses outside the focus group setting. 

To help protect the confidentiality of your information the following procedures 

will be used: (1) All data will be anonymized using pseudonyms for your name and the 

name of the institution. (2) Only the Principal Investigator, Chad McGartlin, will have 
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access to the identifiable data. (3) Data will be recorded and transcribed using the service 

Otter.ai, which provides robust security including end-to-end encryption and full data 

control will be maintained by declining any option for conversations to be used for AI 

model training (Otter.ai, n.d.). (Otter.ai, n.d.) (4) De-identified data will not be used for 

future studies or shared with other researchers without your further consent. (5) All 

interviews and focus groups will be audio-recorded; these recordings will be transcribed 

and then permanently deleted.) I will report the data (in aggregate form and using 

pseudonyms for all direct quotes.) The results may be used in (the final dissertation 

report, academic presentations, and potential scholarly publications.) 

Termination of Participation 

You may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If 

you choose to drop out of the study, you may contact the investigator, and your research 

records (including any audio recordings or transcripts) will be destroyed. 

Compensation 

You will not receive payment for being in this study. While no monetary 

compensation is provided, participation offers a valuable, structured opportunity for you 

to reflect on your professional practice and your evolving role as an educator in this era 

of rapid change. Participation in this study is strictly voluntary, and there will be no 

monetary cost to you for participating in this research. 

Injury Compensation 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding 

this research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any 
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injuries resulting from this research. The treatment for such injuries will be at your 

expense and/or paid through your medical plan. 

Questions 

If you have further questions about this study, you may contact Chad McGartlin, 

(Doctoral Candidate) at [Email Address]. If you have any questions about the rights of 

research participants, you may call the Chairperson of Plymouth State University’s 

Institutional Review Board at 603-535-2915. 

Voluntary Participation 

You understand that your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that 

refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. You are free to withdraw 

or refuse consent, or to discontinue your participation in this study at any time without 

penalty or consequence. 

You voluntarily give your consent to participate in this research study. You will 

be given a copy of this consent form. 

Signatures: 

 

Participant’s Name (Print) 

 

Participant’s Signature Date 

I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this 
consent form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given 
an opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of 
participation in this research study. 
 
(Chad McGartlin) Investigator’s Name (Print) 
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Investigator’s Signature Date 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the 
study until (Leave blank, a date will be assigned). 
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Appendix F. Data Management Plan 

This plan outlines the systematic procedures for managing all research data 

throughout the lifecycle of the study, including protocols for secure storage, preservation, 

and sharing. Its purpose is to ensure all data is handled in a manner that is secure, 

confidential, and ethically aligned with institutional review board standards. 

 
Data Management 
Issue 

Plan and Procedures 

Data Types & 
Formats 

The study will generate the following data: Audio Recordings of interviews and 
focus groups (MP3) Transcripts from audio recordings (DOCX) Researcher’s 
Reflexive Journal and field notes (DOCX) Signed Informed Consent Forms 
(PDF scans and physical copies) Collected Documents (e.g., policies, emails, 
web pages) (PDF/DOCX/XLS) Data Management Tools (Document Analysis 
Matrix, Codebook) (XLSX/DOCX). 

Data Organization All digital files will be organized in a hierarchical folder structure on a secure 
computer. The main folder will be titled with the study name, containing 
subfolders for each data type (e.g., “Transcripts,” “Consent Forms,” 
“Documents”). Files within these folders will be named using participant 
pseudonyms (e.g., Admin01 Interview.docx, FG-A_Transcript.docx) for clarity 
and confidentiality. 

Data 
Documentation 

Key documentation files will be created to ensure the research process is 
transparent: The Case Study Protocol (Appendix A) documents the overall 
research plan. The Document Analysis Matrix (Appendix I) logs and provides 
initial analysis for all collected documents. The Initial Codebook (Appendix J) 
defines all analytical codes The Reflexive Journal documents the researcher’s 
decisions and reflections. 

Data Responsibility The Principal Investigator, Chad McGartlin, will be solely responsible for the 
collection, management, security, and preservation of all research data. 

Data Storage & 
Security 

Data security will be maintained through a multilayered approach: Physical Data 
(e.g., signed consent forms) will be stored in a locked file cabinet in the 
researcher’s secure home office Digital Data will be stored on a password-
protected and encrypted computer Third-Party Services (e.g., Otter.ai for 
transcription) will be used in accordance with their security protocols, including 
end-to-end encryption. Researcher access to these services will be protected by 
two-factor authentication. 

Long-Term 
Preservation 

In accordance with Plymouth State University IRB policy, all research data (both 
physical and digital) will be securely stored and preserved for a minimum of 
three years after the completion of the study. Following this period, all data will 
be permanently destroyed. 

Data Sharing Raw data will not be shared with other researchers or made public to protect 
participant confidentiality. Findings will be shared in the following ways: An 
anonymized summary of key themes will be offered to the participating school 
and all participants as a measure of reciprocity De-identified and aggregated 
data (using pseudonyms for all quotes) will be used in the final dissertation 
report, academic presentations, and potential scholarly publications. 
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Appendix G. Focus Group Protocol (Questions for Teaching Faculty) 

Study Title: Educator Sensemaking in the Age of AI: A Case Study of Change 

Acceptance  

Participants: Homogenous groups of Secondary School Teaching Faculty (e.g., 

departmental teams of 3–6) 

Estimated Time: 60 minutes 

Introduction Script (5 minutes) 

“Hello everyone, and thank you so much for volunteering your time to be part of 

this research. My name is Chad McGartlin, and I’m a doctoral candidate at Plymouth 

State University. The purpose of our conversation today is to understand your 

experiences as teachers navigating the rapid changes in education, particularly with the 

arrival of GAI. I’m interested in your firsthand perspectives—your challenges, your 

successes, and how you’re making sense of it all. I want to assure you that my role here is 

purely as a researcher. This conversation is completely separate from my administrative 

role at our school, and your insights will be used only for the purposes of this study. 

A few ground rules to ensure this is a safe and productive conversation for 

everyone: 

● Confidentiality: I will keep everything you say confidential. To help with that, I 

ask that you also respect the privacy of your colleagues and keep what is shared in 

this room confidential. 

● Respect: There are no right or wrong answers here. Please feel free to share 

openly, listen respectfully, and allow everyone a chance to speak. 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 198 

 

● Recording: As mentioned in the consent form, I will be audio-recording our 

session to make sure I capture your thoughts accurately. Are you all still 

comfortable with being recorded? 

Our discussion will last about 60 minutes. We’ll start with a few open-ended 

questions, then I’ll share a visual model to prompt some further reflection, and we’ll end 

with a very brief closing script. Before we begin, are there any questions for me? Great, 

let’s get started.” 

Opening & Key Questions (40 minutes) 

Question 1 (Past - Initial Reactions): “I’d like to take us back to late 2022 when tools 

like ChatGPT first became widely known. Thinking about your role and your department, 

what were some of your initial conversations, concerns, or hopes around how you would 

need to adapt to this emergent technology?" 

• Possible Probes: Can you recall a specific concern that was frequently mentioned 

in those early days? On the flip side, was there any excitement or a sense of new 

opportunity? Did you feel your initial reaction was more personal, instructional or 

focused on assessment? 

Question 2 (Present - Lived Experience): “Now, let’s fast forward to this current school 

year. In practical terms, what are the most significant ways—positive or negative—that 

generative AI is actually showing up in your day-to-day work with students and 

colleagues?” 

• Possible Probes: Could you give a concrete example of a positive or time-saving 

way it’s appeared in your own work? What about a negative example, or a new 
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challenge it has created for you in the classroom? How are you seeing students 

use it, and how has that impacted your instructional or assessment choices? 

Question 3 (System - Supports & Barriers): “Thinking about the system here at our 

school, what specific factors have made it easier for you to adapt to AI, and what factors 

have made it more difficult? You can think about things like official policies, available 

resources, time for collaboration, or departmental culture.” 

• Possible Probes: Can you think of a specific resource or person that has been 

genuinely helpful in your adaptation? What’s the biggest roadblock you’ve faced? 

Is it time, unclear policies, technology access, or something else? What about 

informal culture? Do you feel encouraged to experiment, or do you feel pressure 

to be cautious? 

Question 4 (Self - Shifting Identity): “Now let’s focus on the role of the teacher. How, 

if at all, has this ongoing process of adapting to AI begun to shift your sense of your core 

responsibilities or your professional identity? For example, do you feel more like a 

facilitator, an ethical guide, a content creator, or something else entirely?” 

• Possible Probes: Has it changed what you feel is the most important part of your 

job? When you think about this shift, what emotions come up for you? (e.g., 

anxiety, excitement, empowerment) Does it make you rethink what it will mean to 

be a “good teacher” in five years? 

Introduction of Stimulus & Reflection (15 minutes) 

[Moderator distributes Handout 1: Visual of the Two Loops Model] 



EDUCATOR SENSEMAKING IN THE AGE OF AI 200 

 

“Thank you. For this next part, I’d like to share a thinking tool with you. This is a 

simple visual called the ‘Two Loops Model.’ It’s not a test, just a map that shows how 

change can happen in a system. 

[Moderator gives a brief, 2-minute explanation using the visual] 

Essentially, it shows one way of doing things—the ‘dominant system’—as it 

naturally declines, while a new, more adaptive way—the ‘emergent system’—starts to 

grow from small, local innovations. The model suggests that people play different roles 

in this process—some are pioneers of the new, some are stewards of the old, and some 

help hospice the parts of the old system that are no longer working.” 

Question 5 (Reflection with the Model): “Looking at this model, what aspects 

of it, if any, resonate with your experience of GAI’s arrival in our school? Where do you 

see yourselves, your colleagues, or even the administration in this picture?” 

• Possible Probes: Which role on this map feels most like your current position? 

Where do you see the school’s leadership on this map? Does this model capture 

the tensions you’ve been feeling between the need for consistency and 

innovation?  

Closing Script (2 minutes) 

Thank you all so much. This has been an incredibly valuable conversation. I want 

to thank you again for your time and for sharing your experiences so openly. As a 

reminder, this conversation will remain confidential. The recording will be transcribed 

using pseudonyms and then deleted. The next steps for the research will be to analyze the 

themes from our discussion. A small number of you may be contacted for a brief, 
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voluntary follow-up interview. Later in the year, all participants will be offered a 

summary of the anonymized findings. 

Are there any final questions for me?  

Thank you again.” 
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Appendix H. Semistructured Interview Protocol (Questions for Administrators) 

Study Title: Educator Sensemaking in the Age of AI: A Case Study of Change 

Acceptance Participants: Secondary School Administrators  

Estimated Time: 40 minutes 

Introduction Script (5 minutes) 

“Good morning/afternoon, and thank you again for making time for this 

interview. I deeply appreciate your willingness to share your perspective. 

As you know, my doctoral research is focused on understanding how our school 

community is navigating the rapid changes brought on by GAI. The goal of our 

conversation today is to understand the leadership and systemic perspective—the 

‘30,000-foot view’ of how our school has responded to this emergent change. I want to 

assure you that my role here is purely as a researcher, and our conversation is completely 

separate from my professional role at the school. 

Just a few reminders before we begin: 

● Confidentiality: Your identity and everything you share will be kept strictly 

confidential. In the final research, your name and the school’s name will be 

replaced with pseudonyms. 

● Recording: As outlined in the consent form, I will be audio-recording our 

conversation to ensure I capture your insights accurately. Are you still 

comfortable with being recorded? 

Our interview should last about 45 minutes. It will be a Semistructured 

conversation, meaning I have a few guiding questions, but I’m most interested in hearing 

your unique insights. 
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Do you have any questions for me before we start?  

Wonderful, let’s begin.” 

 

Key Questions (30 minutes) 

Question 1 (The Historical View):  

“To start, I’d like to get a sense of the timeline. Could you walk me through the story 

of how this school has responded to the arrival of GAI, from the initial conversations 

back in late 2022 to where we are today?” 

● Possible probes: What were the very first actions the school took? Was there a 

specific catalyst for those actions? 

Question 2 (Policy & Process):  

“Let’s zoom in on the school’s official policies and guidelines regarding AI. Could 

you describe the process of how these were developed? For example, who were the key 

people or groups involved in the decisions, and what were the main factors or pressures 

that shaped the final policies?” 

● Possible probes: Were there debates or disagreements? How did you balance 

competing needs, like academic integrity versus innovation? 

Question 3 (Leadership & Support):  

“From your perspective as a leader, what have been the biggest challenges in 

supporting teaching faculty through this period of adaptation? Conversely, what 

strategies, systems, or professional development opportunities have you found to be most 

effective?” 
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● Possible probes: How do you gauge teacher readiness for change? Where have 

you seen the most significant ‘permission gaps’ or ‘capabilities gaps’? 

Question 4 (The Future & Vision):  

“Looking ahead over the next few years, how do you see the role of AI evolving 

at our school? What is the long-term vision, and what do you see as the next critical steps 

for leadership in guiding this ongoing change?” 

 
Introduction of Stimulus & Final Reflection (5–10 minutes) 
[Moderator presents Handout 1: Visual of the Two Loops Model] 

“For my final question, I’d like to share a simple model of change that informs 

my research. It’s called the ‘Two Loops Model,’ and it shows how an old ‘dominant 

system’ declines while a new ‘emergent system’ grows. The model suggests leaders often 

play roles like Stewards (maintaining stability in the old system), Protectors (creating 

safe space for innovation), and Connectors (linking up the innovators).” 

Final Question (Reflection on Leadership Role):  

“Looking at this map, how does it resonate with your experience of leading the 

school through the arrival of AI? Does this model help you think about your own role in 

managing both the stability of the current system and the emergence of the new one?” 

Closing Script (2 minutes) 

“That brings us to the end of our time. I can’t thank you enough for sharing your 

time and your candid insights. This high-level perspective is absolutely invaluable to my 

research. As a reminder, our conversation will remain completely confidential. The 

recording will be transcribed using a pseudonym and then deleted. As I move into the 

analysis phase, I may reach out to share some of my emergent themes with you for a brief 
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‘member check,’ just to ensure my interpretations are accurate and resonate with your 

experience. Do you have any final questions for me? Thank you again for your 

significant contribution to this study.” 
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Appendix I. Document Analysis Matrix 

This Document Analysis Matrix is a self-created tool designed to systematically 

organize and manage documentary evidence. While no single format is universally 

prescribed in the literature, this approach is a practical application of the principles for 

rigorous qualitative data management. It serves as a core component of the “case study 

database” (Yin, 2018), which requires a formal and retrievable assembly of all evidence. 

Furthermore, the systematic logging of each document’s source, date, and context creates 

a clear “audit trail” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) to ensure the research process is 

transparent and the path from raw data to findings is traceable. 

Doc 
ID 

Document 
Title / 
Description 

Date Source / 
Author 

Document 
Type 

Relevance 
to RQs 

Analytic Memo / Initial 
Observations 

DOC-
01 

Responsible 
Technology 
Use Policy 

2024 Admin 
Team 

Formal 
Policy 

All - focus 
mostly on 
Q2 

Policy already in place - 
used in combination with 
IBO Guidance to guide 
conversations with teachers 
& students regarding AI use 
 
Language is shared as 
guidance ("appropriate," vs. 
"inappropriate"). Establishes 
a baseline of the school's 
formal stance and provides 
MTSS Tiered responses to 
misuse  

DOC-
02 

Key School 
Values & 
Pillars 

N/A - 
Continuous 

School 
Broadly 

Public 
Website 
School 
Values 

Qs 3 & 4 in 
particular  

Used as lighthouse signaling 
for decisions regarding AI 
policy and personal ethical 
dilemma. 
Referred to by 
administrators as a decision-
making tool across the 
school and as a means of 
defining school’s strong, 
longstanding reputation 
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DOC-
03 

"Restorative 
Learning 
Day" 
Framework 

2024 
onward 
 
 

Ms. Sadie - 
Dean of 
Students 

Behavioral 
Protocol 

Q1 
(Psychologic
al Impact) 

Restorative practices and AI 
- A rebranding of 
"suspension." Shows how AI-
prompted change in one area 
(cheating) partially 
incorporate from sense of 
"Hospice" of old disciplinary 
language in another. 

DOC- 
04 

"Portrait of a 
(mascot) 
Graduate" 

N/A 
ongoing  

Institutiona
l Vision 

Strategic 
Document / 
School 
Values 

All - in 
particular 
Stewardship 
Leadership 
aspects 

Stewardship of Integrity: 
Defines the core values the 
school intends to protect 
during the transition. Used 
by leaders as a "filter" to 
decide which AI practices 
align with the school's 
identity. 

DOC-
05 

AI Use 
Aligned to 
the Portrait 
of a (mascot) 
Graduate 

2024- 2025 Admin 
Team / HS 
Leadership 

Strategic 
Guidance 
Table 

All RQs - 
Possible 
Focus on Q2 
& Q3 

Values-Integrated Pedagogy: 
This document represents the 
"Naming" and "Nourishing" 
phases of the Second Loop. It 
moves from fear-based 
prohibition to a Values-First 
approach. It explicitly 
attempts to bridge the 
"Cognitive Atrophy" gap by 
defining what students 
should still be able to do. 

DOC-
06 

"Walk and 
Share" 
Protocol & 
Notes 

Jan 20, 
2025 

Secondary 
Faculty  

Collaborativ
e Workshop 
Artifact 

Q1 
(Experience) 
& Q2 
(Friction) 

Naming: Teachers are 
actively "naming" their fears 
and successes. A key tension 
exists between the desire for 
Mandated Nourishment 
(Wednesday PD) and the 
organic "Pioneer" energy of 
individuals. 

DOC-
07 

Program of 
Studies 

SY 
2025/26 

Public 
Facing 

Course 
Offerings 
and general 
Information 

All - General Broad programmatic 
Highlights / AP & IB Course 
Offerings and structures.  
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Appendix J. Coding Guidelines (Codebook) 

This codebook is designed to guide the thematic analysis of this study, ensuring 

the process is systematic, consistent, and transparent process. In alignment with the 

study’s blended analytical approach, it serves as guidance for the formal audit trail of the 

research, documenting the relevant data points connected to the Two Loops theoretical 

framework to the inductive concepts discovered during the inquiry. 

The following table is the finalized coding guidelines applied to the Thematic 

Analysis of the data gathered in this study. 

Code Name / 
Concept Definition / Theoretical Lens Inclusion/Exclusion 

Sample Evidence from 
Data 

Two Loops Model (Deductive) 

Pioneers 

Teachers or groups proactively 
experimenting with AI without 
a top-down mandate. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"tinkering," "grassroots," or 
teacher-initiated work. Do not 
use for: Official school-wide 
PD tasks. 

"A couple of us in the 
science department 
started our own little 
working group to build 
and share lesson plans." 
(J.W., FG1) 

Stewards 

Efforts by staff to maintain 
stability and protect existing 
academic standards (IB/AP). 

Use when: Mentions of 
"guardrails," "maintaining 
standards," or "protecting 
scores." Do not use for: Total 
refusal to acknowledge AI. 

"Trying to maintain the 
integrity of the system... 
those 20- to 30-year 
teachers [battling] to stay 
on the front end." (Holly, 
FG1) 

Protectors 

Leadership actions that provide 
"cover" and permission for 
innovation to flourish safely. 

Use when: Mentions of "non-
intervention," "carving out 
space," or "permission to try." 
Do not use for: Active 
funding/nourishing. 

"I have not found a point 
where I needed to pause 
the teacher or interrupt 
something." (James, IV3) 

Hospice 
Workers 

The individuals who support 
individuals or aspects of the 
dying system to manage its 
decline with care and 
compassion and help others 
move to transition. 

Use when: Mentions of the 
emotional labor of letting go, 
"surrender," or managing the 
"grief" of a dying practice. 
Excl: Technical sunsetting. 

"It feels like I'm putting 
up a white flag... I just 
can't bring myself to 
stop... because I feel like 
I'm giving up on the 
kids." (Nick, FG2) 

Naming 

Defining the project and 
establishing the initial 
language/boundaries for the 
new system. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"naming the project," 
"defining the why," or "giving 
it a title." Do not use for: 
General group formation. 

"We’ve started the 
conversation... 'How do 
we use it well? What is 
that line that we don’t 
cross?'" (Sadie, FG3) 
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Connecting 

The formation of peer-to-peer 
networks and communities of 
practice to share knowledge. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"found each other," "started a 
committee," or "forming a 
network." Do not use for: 
Individual, isolated work. 

"He [J.W.] started a 
committee... it was an 
innovative thinker in our 
midst who got everybody 
[interested]." (Sadie, 
FG3) 

Nurturing 

Providing the resources, time, 
or formal legitimacy needed for 
the new system to grow. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"providing time," "formal 
support," "sharing resources," 
or "nourishing." Do not use 
for: Simple permission 
(Protector). 

"Our school is very 
supportive about teachers 
who want to use it... that's 
been very supportive and 
encouraging." (J.W., 
FG1) 

Illuminating  

Emergence: The final stage 
where the emergent system 
becomes visible, influential, 
and recognized as a successor. 

Use when: Mentions of the 
new practice becoming the 
"standard" or shifting the 
school's overall narrative. 
Excl: Localized sharing. [No evidence found] 

Composting  

The process of breaking down 
the old system noting some 
aspects may become nutrients 
for the new one. 

Use when: Explicit mentions 
of "compost," "recycling" old 
ideas, or using the "dead" 
system to fuel growth. 

"Cursive is in the 
compost... the old system 
is dead. We just think 
what we could... it 
becomes compost." 
(Sadie, FG3) 

Nature of Change (Deductive) 

Abrupt 

A sudden, non-linear onset that 
bypasses traditional planning 
cycles. 

Use when: Mentions of "out 
of nowhere," "happened to 
us," or "sudden." Do not use 
for: planned initiatives. 

"It just appeared out of 
nowhere." (James, IV3) 

Ongoing 

The realization that the change 
is a continuous evolution rather 
than a finite crisis. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"continuous evolution," 
"permanent," or "not a trend." 
Do not use for: One-time 
crisis management. 

"...knowing that it was a 
continuously developing 
tool..." (James, IV3) 

Unpredictable 

A state of change characterized 
by a lack of a clear roadmap or 
end-state. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"unknown world," "no clear 
path," or "uncertainty." Do 
not use for: data-driven goals. 

"...without knowing what 
the end result is going to 
look like, right?" (James, 
IV3) 

Change Management / Lewin's Phases (Deductive) 

Unfreeze 

Identifying the urgency or the 
"Why" behind the need for a 
systemic shift. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"urgency," "need to change," 
or "getting buy-in." Do not 
use for: Emergent, organic 
curiosity. 

"We ultimately paused 
the work to get back to 
the 'why'." (Francisco, 
IV2) 

Change 

The active phase of 
implementation through 
committees or formal PD. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"rollout," "PD session," or 
"implementation." Do not use 
for: Under-the-radar 
experimentation. 

"We looked at building 
out some committees to 
help us..." (Francisco, 
IV2) 
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Refreeze 

Attempts to stabilize and 
anchor the change into the 
school's "new normal." 

Use when: Mentions of 
"standardization," 
"compliance," or "the new 
normal." Do not use for: 
Continued flux or exploration. 

"We leaned into the IB 
restrictions, so that was 
kind of the standard." 
(Francisco, IV2) 

Lived Experience Codes (Inductive) 

Crisis 
Management 

Utilizing COVID-19 
experiences as a benchmark for 
managing the shock of GAI. 

Use when: Direct 
comparisons to pandemic 
feelings, protocols, or 
disruptions. Do not use for: 
General mentions of the past. 

"A lot of us were 
comparing that to how we 
felt about COVID. It just 
appeared out of nowhere." 
(James, IV3) 

Traditional 
Pedagogy 

The "Analog Pivot"—returning 
to pen and paper to ensure 
original thought and integrity. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"writing on paper," "oral 
defense," or "in-class essays." 
Do not use for: Digital tools 
or AI detectors. 

"I can rarely give 
homework... it’s creating 
doubt. We have to make 
room for 10-minute mini-
lessons on paper." 
(Lazar/Penny, FG2) 

Leadership 
Trust 

Empowerment of teacher 
agency and decentralized 
innovation. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"letting it happen," "trusting 
teachers," or "hands-off 
approach." Do not use for: 
Direct policy mandates. 

"Teachers feel here they 
have permission to go and 
try... we did not 
immediately nourish this, 
but we also did not kill 
it." (Guy/Francisco) 

Resource 
Gaps 

The tension caused when 
institutional budget cycles lag 
behind the speed of 
technological innovation. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"paying for own version," 
"expired trials," or "invisible 
system." Do not use for: 
General budget cuts. 

"I paid for my own 
version... our dominant 
system [Gemini] is kind 
of invisible." (Holly, 
FG1) 

Productivity 
Paradox 

The realization that AI tools 
can increase work through the 
"burden of verification." 

Use when: Mentions of 
"grading the AI," "more work 
now," or "lazy pilots." Do not 
use for: Simple efficiency 
gains. 

"If you're going to use it 
to grade, you're actually 
increasing the work 
because you have to read 
it to see if you agree." 
(Nick, FG2) 

Cognitive 
Impact 

Concerns regarding student 
attention spans and the loss of 
"productive struggle." 

Use when: Mentions of "3-
second attention span," 
"stamina loss," or "shortcuts." 
Do not use for: Specific 
cheating incidents. 

"There’s a big change in 
the writing... and their 
stamina of reading... they 
put the text in and have it 
summarized." (Sadie, 
FG3) 

Values 
Alignment 

Using the school's mission and 
"Portrait of a Graduate" as a 
filter for technological choices. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"aligning with values," 
"school mission," or "Portrait 
of a Phoenix." Do not use for: 
Technical efficiency. 

"Because AI exists, it 
doesn't change the 
mission and vision of our 
school... that's our 
baseline." (Francisco, 
IV2) 

Relational 
Resilience 

Prioritizing the human bond 
and "life raft" role of the 
teacher over technical results. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"holding onto me," "trust us," 
or "holding their hands." Do 
not use for: Standard teacher-
to-student reporting. 

"They [students] are in 
the water getting lost and 
they are holding onto 
me... they can still trust 
us." (Holly, FG1) 
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Authenticity 
of Voice 

The intentional reclaiming of 
human presence in 
communication to maintain 
trust. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"swinging back," "hear my 
voice," or "swallowing AI 
use." Do not use for: Lack of 
AI proficiency. 

"I used to use it a lot to 
write emails... but I 
swung the other way so 
people just hear my voice 
fully." (Francisco, IV2) 

Expert-Novice 
Friction 

The mismatch where AI 
validates experts but misleads 
or "traps" beginners. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"experts vs novices," 
"misleading," or "getting 
lost." Do not use for: General 
training levels. 

"AI is very helpful to an 
expert, but it's very 
misleading to a novice 
person. You will get lost." 
(Holly, FG1) 

Commercial 
Pressure 

External market forces 
(vendors/consultants) 
attempting to "package" the 
school's response. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"selling us," "pitches," 
"vendors," or "AI 
consultants." Do not use for: 
Internal teacher committees. 

"The room was packed... 
this company trying to 
sell us on 'we'll navigate 
your whole AI platform at 
school'." (Guy, IV1) 

Pace of 
Response  

The proactive choice to move 
slowly to ensure alignment 
with community wisdom. 

Use when: Mentions of 
"calculated time," "biding our 
time," or "going slow to go 
fast." Do not use for: Simple 
administrative delay. 

"We bided our time, and 
that was essential... there 
needs to be a plan, and 
then for the community to 
see that plan." (Francisco, 
IV2 / James, IV3) 

 

Additionally, to complement the deductive data stream, a Thematic Keyword 

Guide will be used as a provisional tool designed to sensitize the researcher to concepts 

from the study’s theoretical framework during the initial phases of data analysis. It is not 

a rigid checklist but a flexible guide to help in recognizing language and phrases related 

to both the traditional paradigm of planned change (critiqued in Chapter 1) and the 

emergent paradigm of the Two Loops Model. This guide will be used during the 

Familiarization and Generating Initial Codes phases of thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022) to help ensure that the analysis remains grounded in the dissertation’s core 

concepts.  

Sample Thematic Keyword Analysis Guide 

This chart contrasts the vocabulary associated with a Planned Change Paradigm 

(often related to Lewin’s stages) with an emergent, Change Acceptance Paradigm (related 

to the Two Loops Model). 
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Theoretical 
Paradigm 

Key Stage / 
Role 

Look For Keywords & Phrases 

Planned Change 
(Lewin / First 
Loop) 

Unfreeze mandate; directive; urgency; “need to change”; “new initiative”; “getting 
buy-in” 

Change rollout; implementation; training; PD session; new policy; protocol; “the 
plan is to …” 

Refreeze compliance; standardization; “the new normal”; “anchoring the change”; 
“this is how we do it now” 

Emergent Change 
(Two Loops / 
Second Loop) 

Pioneers / 
Innovators 

“a few of us just started”; “grassroots”; “bottom-up”; “we were 
experimenting”; “tinkering with it” 

Stewards “keeping things stable”; “maintaining our standards”; “following the 
current policy”; “managing the transition” 

Connectors “bringing people together”; “we started a group”; “making connections”; 
“you should talk to …” 

Protectors “running interference”; “they gave us cover”; “carving out a safe space”; 
“working under the radar” 

Hospice 
Workers 

“letting go of”; “it’s not working anymore”; “sunsetting the old program”; 
“honoring the past” 

Illuminators “sharing our work”; “spreading the word”; “highlighting our success”; 
“making it visible” 

Stage: 
Naming 

“we started calling it …”; “giving the project a name”; “defining what we 
were trying to do” 

Stage: 
Connecting 

“we found each other”; “formed a community”; “realized others were 
doing it too” 

Stage: 
Nourishing 

“sharing resources”; “they gave us time”; “building momentum”; “the idea 
started to grow” 

Stage: 
Illuminating 

“it started to spread”; “it gained influence”; “it’s just how we do things 
now” 
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Appendix K. Member Check Protocol and Email Template 

Purpose 

Member checking, also known as respondent validation, is a critical process for 

enhancing the credibility of this qualitative study. The purpose is not simply to verify 

facts, but to engage in a dialogic process with participants to ensure that the researcher’s 

emergent themes and interpretations accurately resonate with their lived experiences. 

This step provides an opportunity for participants to clarify, elaborate, or challenge the 

findings, thereby adding depth and nuance to the final analysis and guarding against 

researcher bias (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Procedure 

The member checking process will be conducted after the initial thematic analysis 

is complete and will follow these steps: 

1. Synthesize Findings: The researcher will create a concise (1—2 page) summary 

document. This document will list the key themes, provide a brief, jargon-free 

definition for each, and include a small number of illustrative, anonymized 

quotes. 

2. Distribute Summary: The summary document will be emailed to each participant 

who has agreed to this step. The email will use the template provided below. 

3. Solicit Feedback: The email will invite participants to review the summary and 

provide feedback on its accuracy and resonance. They will be given the option to 

respond via email or to schedule a brief, voluntary follow-up conversation. 

4. Incorporate Feedback: All participant feedback will be carefully reviewed. This 

feedback will be used to refine theme definitions, add nuance to the analysis, and 
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consider alternative interpretations. The process and its outcomes will be 

documented in the researcher’s reflexive journal. 

Email Template for Member Checking 

Subject: Following up on our research conversation: A request for your feedback 

Dear [Participant’s Pseudonym], 

I hope this email finds you well. 

I am writing to thank you once again for your invaluable contribution to my 

research study on how educators are navigating change and the arrival of GAI. Your 

insights during our [focus group discussion/interview] were incredibly helpful. 

I have now completed the initial analysis of the data and have identified several 

key themes. As a crucial final step in ensuring this research is trustworthy and accurately 

reflects your experiences, I would like to invite you to participate in a “member check.” 

Attached is a brief, 1–2 page summary of the main themes that emerged from our 

conversations. It includes a short description of each theme and a few anonymous quotes 

for illustration. 

Could you please take a few moments to review this summary? I am particularly 

interested in your thoughts on the following: 

• Does this summary accurately capture the essence of your experience? 

• Are there any themes or interpretations that seem incorrect or are missing 

important nuance? 

• Is there anything you would add, clarify, or change? 
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You can provide your feedback by simply replying to this email with your 

thoughts. Alternatively, if you would prefer to discuss it, I would be happy to schedule a 

brief (15–20 minute) follow-up call at your convenience. 

Thank you once more for your collaboration and for helping to ensure the 

integrity of this research. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Chad McGartlin 

Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership 

Plymouth State University 

[Email Address] 
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Appendix L. Research Proposal Summary 

Study Title: Educator Sensemaking in the Age of AI: A Case Study of Change 

Acceptance 

Principal Investigator: Chad McGartlin, Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership, 

Plymouth State University 

Problem of Practice 

The problem of practice is rooted in the fact that the very nature of change in the 

modern era has fundamentally shifted; it is no longer an occasional event to be managed, 

but a constant condition of abrupt, unpredictable, and ongoing developments. This new 

reality requires a corresponding shift in mindset from traditional, controlled OCM toward 

a more resilient change acceptance and ongoing adaptation. The core problem arises 

because many educational organizations continue to rely on outdated frameworks ill-

equipped for these modern, emergent challenges. This fundamental mismatch between 

the current environment and the tools used to navigate it creates a critical capabilities and 

permission gap within the organization, leaving its leaders without an effective model for 

guidance and its educators without the systemic support and agency required to adapt 

their practice in a sustainable way. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this proposed qualitative case study is to investigate how a single 

international school navigates the capabilities gap in organizational change management 

amidst the emergent challenges of GAI. To understand the organization’s sensemaking 

processes and emergent practices, this study will explore teachers’ collaborative 

experiences through focus groups and administrators’ systemic perspectives through 
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interviews. The unique context of an international school offering both AP and IBDP 

pathways provides an ideal setting for this investigation, as the competing external 

pressures on AI policy, compounded by the technology’s own rapid and ongoing 

evolution, exemplify the abrupt and unpredictable challenges that now define the modern 

era of educational change. 

Research Questions 

• How are international school educators experiencing the organizational change 

process in the context of the onset of GAI? 

• From the perspective of international school educators, how do systemic pressures 

either foster or inhibit their efforts to innovate with GAI? 

• How has the change process of integrating GAI influenced the professional 

identity of teachers in international schools? 

• How does the context of abrupt and evolving change influence the leadership 

practices of international school administrators? 

Methodology Overview 

This study employed a single, qualitative case study design to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the phenomenon within the real-world context of a single international 

school. Data will be collected through voluntary focus groups with teaching faculty and 

individual, semistructured interviews with school administrators. An analysis of relevant 

school documents will also be conducted to triangulate findings. 

Confidentiality and Benefit to the School 

The confidentiality of the institution and all participants is a top priority and will 

be protected through the use of pseudonyms in all written reports. All data will be stored 
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securely according to IRB-approved protocols. In appreciation for the school’s 

partnership, a summary of the key, anonymized findings will be provided to the 

leadership team upon the study’s completion. This will offer a valuable, research-based 

opportunity for institutional reflection at no cost to the school. 
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Appendix M. Examples of Step 1: Data Familiarization 

 

Figure 10  

Images of Data Familiarization and the Initial Coding Process 

 

 

 
 

Note. These images represent part of the familiarization with the data, alongside the 
revision of audio recordings and the transcription process, in line with Thematic Analysis 
(Braun & Clark, 2002). 
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Appendix N. Example of Detailed Codebook Use - Focus Group 1 

 

Figure 11  

Example Codebook Section of Focus Group 1 

 
Note. This screenshot illustrates the coding process in the application of the codebook 
(Appendix J). While this image displays evidence from Focus Group 1, this identical 
protocol was applied to all six data collection sessions. 




