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Abstract 

Special needs care has taken on a substantial evolution within education. Special educational needs 

coordinators (SENCOs) are no longer considered to provide individual guidance to students but to 

support and professionalize regular teachers in fulfilling special needs care in their classroom. In doing 

so, they act as teacher leaders. Many concerns are raised about how teacher leadership may interfere 

with the existing working relationships in schools. In this study, we use Positioning Theory as a 

theoretical approach to obtain an in-depth understanding of how the position of the SENCO and the 

responsibilities attached to this position are negotiated within the school. The findings illustrate that 

SENCOs receive the legitimacy to act as teacher leaders when their expertise was recognized, when 

teachers perceived their task as first-line helpers, and when school principals were willing to release 

power.   
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1. Special needs care in motion  

During the last two decades, more attention has been paid to pupils or students with special educational 

needs in mainstream education (see e.g., Agaliotis & Kalyva, 2011; Crowther, Dyson, & Millward, 

2001; Davies, Garner, & Lee, 1998; Dyson & Gains, 1995). While first the question was whether 

additional support should be provided to students with special educational needs, the discussion 

developed towards the question how this support should be organized. Traditionally, special needs care 

was ascribed to a specific teacher in the school, the so-called special needs teacher. Later on, 

international educational research and policy indicated that the support of students with special 

educational needs should move away from the support by a single teacher towards a special needs care 

that is embedded in the school and that is the responsibility of every single member of the school team 

(see e.g., Beveridge, 1999; Jacobs, Struyf, & De Maeyer, 2013; Szwed, 2007). The reason behind this 

‘whole-school approach’ is that teachers form the largest group of professionals who interact with 

students on a daily basis. This puts them in a prominent position to identify and assist students with 

disorders, and to support students’ personal and social development (Hui, 2002; Lam & Hui, 2010). 

Teachers are regarded as ‘first-line helpers’ because they collect useful information about their students 

(Rothi, Leavy, & Best, 2008). 

Together with this evolution, the role of the special educational needs coordinator (SENCO) was 

introduced in most countries, including the Nordic countries, encompassing the coordination of the 

overall school response to special needs care (Crowther, Dyson, & Millward, 2001; Dean, 1996). 

Schools’ special educational needs teachers, who, next to teaching responsibilities, originally provided 

individual help to students with special educational needs themselves, have been encouraged to 

transform their responsibilities towards a coordination role that mainly focuses on professional guidance 

for and support of the regular teachers (Forlin, 2001; Jones, Jones, & Szwed, 2001; Lindqvist, 2013). 

The role of the SENCO has been about improving mainstream schools’ capacity to overcome barriers 

to learning by professionalizing teachers in special needs care and by creating a more collaborative 

approach between teachers in the fulfillment of their special needs responsibilities (Forlin, 2001; Pijl & 

Van Den Bos, 2001; Szwed, 2007; Vlachou, 2006). In that sense, SENCOs function as so-called ‘teacher 

leaders’ who “help translating principles of school improvement into the practices of individual 

classrooms” (Day & Harris, 2003, p. 973). Although teacher leadership has been extensively studied, an 

unambiguous definition of the concept is still lacking (Scribner & Bradley-Levine, 2010). Teacher 

leadership functions as an umbrella concept of a broad empirical reality, containing both formal and 

informal leadership roles for teachers, fulltime and part-time (in combination with teaching duties) 

appointments, and leadership responsibilities located at both the school-level and grade-level (Struyve, 

Meredith, & Gielen, 2014; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). In this study, we focus on formally appointed 

SENCOs who combine special needs responsibilities with teaching duties as one particular form of 

teacher leaders. Although we acknowledge that this way of organizing special needs care in schools 



might not be universally applied, it is an important trend in many European countries to which 

educational scholars have paid little attention so far.  

2. To be or not to be a teacher leader 

2.1 Teacher leadership challenged  

Teacher leadership has become a topic of interest in international educational research and policy. It has 

been described as a panacea to several educational problems, such as poor student achievement and 

student retention, a lack of opportunities for professional development, and limited school innovation 

(e.g., Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001; Margolis, 2008; Taylor, Yates, Meyer, & Kinsella, 2011). The 

underlying rationale is that, when teachers are given significant responsibilities, schools’ organizational 

capacity increases (Silins & Mulford, 2004).  

However, within the large body of literature on teacher leadership, several critical voices (e.g., 

Harris, 2003; Smylie, 1995, 1997; Smylie & Mayrowetz, 2009) question the overall accepted 

assumption of the benefits of teacher leadership. They point out that the literature offers a rosy view of 

the implementation of teacher leadership, while it can be assumed that diverse structural and cultural 

barriers operating in schools inhibit the implementation of teacher leadership. According to Harris 

(2003), schools rely on a clear demarcation of roles and responsibilities that functions as a major barrier 

to the idea of teachers as leaders. Smylie (1997) argues that the introduction of teacher leadership roles 

requires simultaneously the process of reshaping the prevailing beliefs and expectations of teacher roles 

in order to be regarded as legit. Macbeath (2005) assumes that rethinking institutional roles might lead 

to people feeling uncomfortable, to role conflict, as well as to discussion regarding who is in charge and 

has the authority to make certain decisions. Smylie and Mayrowetz (2009) fear that this all may lead to 

resistance amongst school actors and even to the point where teacher leaders raise concerns about their 

working relationships with their colleagues (both teachers and the school principal) and ask themselves 

the question: is this really worth the hassle? 

The above voices, expressing doubts about the self-evidence of the implementation of teacher 

leadership, are based on advocacy rather than on empirical evidence. In general, many scholars indicate 

that empirical studies on teacher leadership are relatively scarce, compared to the amount of opinion 

pieces developed on this topic (e.g., Smylie, 1995; Taylor et al., 2011a). Furthermore, the existing 

empirical studies are often criticized due to the lack of focus on the interactions between teachers, 

teacher leaders, and their school principal(s). They mainly describe what teacher leaders do and how 

they are prepared on taking on leadership responsibilities (e.g., Conley & Muncey, 1999; Struyve, 

Meredith, & Gielen, 2014). Other studies investigate the effects of teacher leadership on, for example, 

student achievement (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999; 2000), teachers’ attitudes and professional 

development (Bogler, 2001), and schools’ innovation capacity (Muijs & Harris, 2007). Smylie (1992) 

was one of the first to open this black box by reporting on teachers’ experiences of their interactions 



with teacher leaders concerning classroom instruction. His findings show that the more strongly teachers 

believe that exchanging advice with other teachers implies obligation and the more strongly they agree 

on professional equality among teachers, the less likely they were to interact with teacher leaders about 

matters of classroom instruction. In another study, Smylie and Brownlee-Conyers (1992) reported on 

the perceptions of teacher leaders and of school principals about their new role and relationships in the 

school. They illustrated that differences in perceptions may result in interpersonal tension, role conflict, 

and even lower levels of task accomplishment. Since then, more studies reported about teacher leaders’ 

experiences regarding interactions with their colleagues, both teachers and school principals, when 

studying teacher leadership (see e.g., Margolis, 2008; Scribner et al., 2007), some of them even focusing 

on the SENCO as one particular form of teacher leadership (Hakkarainen, Palonen, Paavola, & Lethinen, 

2004; Tuomainen, Palonen, & Hakkarainen, 2010). These studies, many of them conducted in the 

Nordic countries, explained that SENCO’s work environment might be described as a ‘war zone’ 

because they seem to experience troubles when convincing and guiding teachers to support students 

with special educational needs in their classroom (Cole, 2005; Lindqvist, Nilholm, Almqvist, & Wetso, 

2011). In particular, these studies report on the difficulties that SENCOs experience in establishing their 

new role in the prevalent school culture due to the fact that they are the only one who see their 

responsibilities at the level of school development and not at the level of individual student guidance 

(Ahlberg, 1999; Bladini, 2004; Szwed, 2007; Vlachou, 2006). Consequently, SENCOs feel they cannot 

realize their pivotal role in school due to different perceptions about their exact responsibilities 

(Lindqvist, 2013).  

2.2 Introducing the notion of positioning 

Previous studies have paid little attention to how SENCO’s role and the responsibilities attached to this 

role are negotiated between the SENCO, teachers, and the school principals within the prevailing 

structure and culture of schools. Recent studies point out that, to fully understand leadership, the field 

needs to move away from focus on the solo actions of individuals with a formal leadership role towards 

studying leadership as constructed and practiced in the interactions between several actors (see e.g., 

Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2010; Gronn, 2002a, 2002b; Ogawa & Bossert, 1995). Leadership 

is presented “in the flow of activities in which a set of organization members find themselves enmeshed” 

(Gronn, 2000, p. 331) and therefore needs to take reactions of other school actors who function as 

followers into account (Kaiser, Hogan, & Craig, 2008). This shift in leadership conception provides a 

way of thinking and studying how leadership can be enacted by both formal leaders (school principals 

or formal teacher leaders) as well as by any other school team member. In addition, it implies that 

holding a formal leadership role does not naturally provide the evidence for receiving the legitimacy of 

other school members to lead and thus for influencing their actions (e.g., Gronn, 2000, 2002a, Spillane, 

2005, 2006). Looking at how the role of the SENCO is co-constructed by taking the assumptions and 

actions of other school team members into account, is therefore essential.  



A promising framework for studying teacher leadership as a practice, that inherently contains 

negotiation processes, is Positioning Theory (e.g., Harré, 1995; Harré & Van Langenhove, 1999). 

Positioning Theory assumes that positions are always formed in the interactions of individuals who 

project a particular position of themselves and other members of the organization who respond to this 

position with affirming or disaffirming acts (Hatch & Schultz, 2000). The concept of positioning – 

originally from Hollway (1984) – moves beyond the more static and restrictive concept of role (Davies 

& Harré, 1990) and enables us to make sense of the dynamics of social interactions between school team 

members. Positioning Theory helps us to understand the positions of actors rather than the roles they 

assume (Francis, 2012). The noun ‘position’ is used as a single fragment in this ongoing process, and 

thus as the expectations one has about how one should behave, including a set of rights and duties to 

perform specific actions. It is about how people present themselves and others, as actors in a drama. The 

term ‘positioning’ refers to an ongoing process of positioning the self and the other while simultaneously 

being positioned by this other person.  

Positioning Theory functions as a tool to understand “what people are doing in context and in the 

full concreteness of their situations” (Harré, 1995, p.135). More specifically, it supports us in focusing 

on how individuals ‘call’ each other to look at themselves, to act, and to relate to each other in a particular 

way (Harré & Van Langenhove, 1999). According to Harré, Moghaddam, Cairnie, Rothbart, and Sabat 

(2009), Positioning Theory makes us able to reveal “the explicit and implicit patterns of reasoning that 

are realized in the ways that people act towards others” (p. 5). In particular, the analysis of narrative 

discourses can help us to investigate the positions assumed by and attributed to school team members 

because “narratives can be viewed as a way in which people socially define and position themselves 

with regard to others” (Bloome, 2003, p. 300).  

3. Present study and research questions  

The aim of the present study is to examine how SENCOs, as formally appointed teacher leaders, 

negotiate their position and become subject to the negotiation of others. In particular, SENCOs are 

considered to support and professionalize regular teachers in fulfilling special needs care in their 

classroom. In doing so, they intervene in teachers’ instruction and overall classroom practice, which 

makes that the clear demarcation of roles and responsibilities is challenged. Positioning Theory has the 

potential to offer us an in-depth understanding of how reshaping the existing structures and 

responsibilities includes processes of positioning, or, in other words, how the role of the SENCO and 

the responsibilities attached to this role are formed and discussed in the context of and between all 

members of an organization. Therefore, in this study, our aim is to obtain a thorough comprehension of 

the present negotiation and its underlying processes that are inescapably part of, and that have a 

significant influence on, the presence or absence of the legitimacy of the SENCOs to fulfill their 

responsibilities.  



Our research questions are phrased as follows:  

RQ1. How do SENCOs position themselves and others (teachers and school principal) in the fulfillment 

of special needs care and how are they positioned by others?  

RQ2. What are the underlying processes that help us understand the differences between schools 

regarding the position of the SENCO?  

4. Method 

4.1 Design  

In order to grasp the notion of the way in which SENCO’s role is negotiated between members of an 

organization as well as the processes underlying this negotiation, a qualitative-interpretative research 

methodology was adopted, using a multiple case study design (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Qualitative 

case-studies allow us to develop detailed descriptions of actors and their actions, practices, and contexts 

(Bryman, 2008). According to Merriam (1998), “qualitative case studies are intensive, holistic 

descriptions and analyses of a bounded phenomenon such as a program, an institution, a person, a 

process, or a social unit" (p. 19). The focus of this study is thus on obtaining an in-depth understanding 

rather than on empirical generalization.  

4.2 Case selection  

This study was carried out in two Flemish secondary schools, selected by using an extreme case 

sampling strategy (e.g., Seawright & Gerring, 2008). In particular, two completely opposite cases were 

chosen in order to enlarge how positioning makes part of teacher leadership practices, in our case special 

needs care practices, and thus to clearly illustrate the fine-grained (inter)actions that give concrete 

expression to how special needs care happens in schools. To select our two cases we used data from a 

large data collection project, containing, among other data, social network data on several social 

networks within the school team, including the instrumental special needs care network. In particular, a 

social network survey was administered to all teachers and school principals of 20 secondary schools in 

Flanders, comprising the following question: ‘Whom  do you go to to discuss special needs care issues 

within your class and school (such as, how to deal with students with learning difficulties, with 

disruptive behavior of students, with social-emotional problems of students, but also to discuss school’s 

special needs care policy)?’ We used a bounded sample in which all names of a school’s teachers and 

other pedagogical personnel were listed alphabetically in a name roster. The respondents could indicate 

a relationship with as many colleagues as they preferred and were asked to also indicate the frequency 

of their interactions on a scale from once a year to once a day. Based on the nominations, a matrix was 

constructed for every school and the network was visualized by using UCINET 6.491 (Borgatti, Everett, 

& Freeman, 2002). We did only include nominations with a frequency of at least one time a month as 

an indication of the stability of the interactions within the school. Because we could only include schools 



in which a SENCO was appointed and that had a response rate of 80%, which is considered a minimum 

for social network analysis (see e.g., Huisman & Steglich, 2008), we ended up with a sample of 14 

schools. Based on these social network data, we selected the school with the most centrally located 

SENCO (St. Catherine’s College, see Figure 1), as well as the school with the least centrally located 

SENCO (St. George’s College, see Figure 2)1. The centrality of the SENCO was calculated by means 

of the in-degree measure. In-degree indicates the proportion of possible ties that an actor could receive 

and that were realized to capture the extent to which actors were consulted by their colleagues to discuss 

special needs care issues. In other words, in-degree gives an indication of the social acknowledgement 

of the SENCO and thus the legitimacy to effectively accomplish their tasks as a SENCO. In St. 

Catherine’s College, the SENCO was consulted by 41.3% of all colleagues concerning special needs 

care issues, whereas in St. George’s College, the SENCO was only consulted by 1.4% of all colleagues. 

With a population of respectively 47 and 73 school team members, St. Catherine’s and St. George’s 

College can both be considered as small to medium secondary mainstream schools. Both schools are 

Catholic but offer different tracks. Whereas St. Catherine’s college offers only technical and vocational 

education, St. George’s College only offers general education.  

[Enter Figure 1 here] 

[Enter Figure 2 here] 

Within these two schools, we selected respondents for further in-depth research. Our respondents were 

the SENCO, the school principal2, and two (full-time) teachers. In Flanders (Belgium), SENCOs are 

teachers who, based on their experiences with or interest in special needs care, are formally appointed 

to take on the responsibility of coordinating the school’s special needs care practice. Although several 

Higher Education Colleges in Flanders have recently installed a full-scale one year programme on 

special needs care for teachers, no certification is (yet) required for becoming a SENCO in a school. 

SENCOs mostly enroll in one of the many short-term professionalization trainings on special needs care 

that are available. 

Teachers were selected by using a purposeful sampling technique. Based on our social network 

data concerning the special needs care network, we selected one teacher who nominated the SENCO 

and one teacher who did not nominate the SENCO, assuming they might position the SENCO 

differently. However, in St. George’s College, we interviewed two teachers who did not nominate the 

SENCO because the only teacher who nominated the SENCO was not available for an interview. In St. 

Catherine’s College, more teachers were eligible and therefore they were randomly chosen out of all 

teachers who were willing to participate. The general characteristics of the selected respondents are 

summarized in Table 1.  

     [Enter Table 1 here] 



4.3 Data collection  

Because acts of positioning can be identified through people’s speech acts (Harré & van Langenhove, 

1999), we combined semi-structured interviews (approximately 1,5h each) and non-participative 

observations. The combination of interview and observational data allowed us to, on the one hand, listen 

carefully to the stories of the respondents, and, on the other hand, grasp how their perceptions and 

experiences result in specific stances towards each other during interactions.  

In the semi-structured interviews, information on three broad topics was collected, containing 

narrative accounts of their feelings and experiences and how they make sense of them: (a) general 

background information and information on the individual’s specific responsibilities in the school; (b) 

their view on the main goals of the school, including the special needs care policy and the responsibilities 

that they and the other respondents should fulfill in obtaining these goals, and (c) their view on the 

relationship with each other. We added an observational component to this study (see Adler & Adler, 

1998), focusing on the ongoing positioning between our respondents, and thus on the narrative discourse 

in which our respondents socially define and position themselves and each other within the interactions. 

Observations took place during three class councils per school at the end of the school year (2013-2014). 

We also registered informal interactions by means of field notes. 

4.4 Data analysis 

All interviews and observations were audio-taped, transcribed verbatim and coded, using descriptive 

and interpretative codes. Whereas descriptive codes summarized the content of the fragment, 

interpretative codes, derived from our literature study, were used as a first interpretation of the 

fragments. For the observations, we only coded the episodes in which our respondents participated in a 

substantive discussion concerning special needs care in the broad sense. After coding, data analysis 

progressed in three phases.  

First, a within-case analysis was conducted using each individual respondent as the unit of 

analysis. We applied a systematic approach, resulting in a synthesis text with a common structure of 

paragraphs for each respondent. In particular, for each synthesis text, extractions of data from the coded 

interview transcripts were guided by three core questions: (1) how does the respondent position the 

SENCO, (2) how does the respondent position the teacher, and (3) how does the respondent position the 

school principal, in the fulfillment of special needs care. Based on these elements (extractions of 

interview data and its codes), a position was derived for each core question. Each positioning can be 

considered as a cohesive pattern of beliefs about the responsibilities that this particular respondent 

should assume regarding special needs care, and the concrete actions that he or she undertakes to make 

these ideas and beliefs clear (see Table 2 for an example).  

 Second, a cross-case analysis was done comparing the position that the different respondents 

ascribe to themselves and each other per school. The aim was to identify commonalities and differences 



regarding the responsibilities that they allocate to themselves and their colleagues in each school (see 

Table 3 and 4).  

Third, a second cross-case analysis was completed, using the school as the unit of analysis and 

thus comparing findings of both schools (see Miles & Huberman, 1994). In doing so, a thematic analysis 

approach was used in uncovering underlying processes of why both schools differ in the positions that 

their members ascribe to each other and how this results in two opposite cases. In particular, we searched 

for specific patterns in positioning that go beyond sheer association by showing that “stories are not 

capricious, but include underlying variables, and that variables are not disembodied, but have 

connections over time” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 147).  

The results of the first and second phase, in which we searched for how all actors position 

themselves and each other (RQ1), are presented in Table 2, 3 and 4. In what follows, we elaborate on 

the third phase, explaining the underlying processes of positioning (RQ2).  

     [Enter Table 2 here] 

     [Enter Table 3 here] 

                            [Enter Table 4 here] 

5. Findings 

Our analyses illustrate that the processes, underlying the negotiation of the position of the SENCO, can 

be summarized into three themes: (1) the expertise of the SENCO, (2) the task perception of teachers, 

and (3) the power release of the school principal. In what follows, we will elaborate on each theme.  

5.1 Expertise of the SENCO 

In St. Catherine’s College, Elisabeth indicates that expertise is central to her responsibilities as a SENCO 

in the school (see Table 5:1). She explains that she has expanded her knowledge regarding special needs 

care issues, and how to deal with those issues during the last 17 years by means of both experiences and 

professionalization programs. According to her, to become a good SENCO, both theoretical and 

practical expertise are necessary because it gives the right tools to approach and support students in the 

[Enter Table 5 here] 

 

best way, in accordance to their needs. Because Elisabeth possesses this expertise, it is self-evident to 

her that other school members listen to her and agree with her when talking about special needs 

care. Moreover, she feels that her expertise gives her the right to tell teachers what to do regarding 

special needs care issues in their classroom (Table 5:2). Elisabeth considers supporting teachers in 

dealing with students with special educational needs in their classroom as her  main responsibility. 



Elisabeth’s expertise is acknowledged by the other respondents. Both teachers, Lisa and Carine, as well 

as the school principal, Roger, bring forward that a SENCO in a school should be someone who is an 

expert in the field of special needs care and thus one to whom they can turn with questions or problems. 

According to all of them, Elisabeth has the expertise regarding special needs care that is missing or 

insufficiently present with teachers (Table 5:3). During the observed interactions, we could see how 

Elisabeth’s interventions were appreciated. Because she is seen as a person who possesses a lot of 

knowhow, her input was always taken seriously and could lead to a total new perspective on a certain 

case. In other words, Elisabeth’s expertise in special needs care was clearly present, which gave all other 

actors confidence in what she said and did regarding special needs care. Her expertise also functioned 

as a safe conduct for taking on the position of the SENCO. No one questioned the fact that Elisabeth 

took on a leadership role concerning special needs care and that she could make certain decisions that 

have an impact on teachers’ classroom practice. Elisabeth’s expertise in special needs care, which was 

clearly recognized by all others, provided the basis for having influence and to function as a teacher 

leader.  

A different story took place at St. George’s College. Although Kate indicated that taking on the position 

of the SENCO involves guidance of teachers in how to support these students in their classroom (Table 

5:4), she felt resistance in fulfilling her role. In particular, although she considers herself as the only one 

in the school with expertise regarding special needs care, she indicated that teachers rather go to the 

school principal when having questions about how to deal with students with special educational needs. 

However, what Kate experienced as resistance rather seemed to be ignorance of her expertise. During 

the interviews, teachers expressed that they only have limited knowledge regarding special needs care, 

which makes them in favour of having an expert available in the school for information and support on 

special needs care issues (Table 5:5). Teachers indicated that the school does not have a real SENCO 

and that Kate’s expertise lies in offering study guidance classes (Table 5:6). Therefore, due to a 

perceived lack of available expertise, teachers go to the school principal for special needs care issues. 

During the observed interactions, it was confirmed that teachers did not consider Kate as a person with 

specific expertise regarding special needs care. In particular, we saw that Kate tried to make some special 

needs care interventions by asking colleagues not to look exclusively at the academic result of students. 

A few times, Kate tried to broaden the perspective of teachers on students by asking them to take into 

account contextual issues. However, she mostly did not succeed. In other words, and compared to St. 

Catherine’s College, Kate had difficulties in taking on the position of the SENCO since other actors did 

not recognize her as a person with expertise regarding special needs care. Therefore, Kate was unable 

to have an influence on teachers’ classroom practice and thus to function as a teacher leader. Having 

expertise is one thing, but making sure that this expertise is clear to and known by other members is as 

much crucial.  



So far, many scholars agree on the idea of teacher leaders as important sources of expertise and 

information (e.g., Day & Harris, 2003; Muijs & Harris, 2007; Tuomainen, Palonen, & Hakkarainen, 

2011). In addition, several authors found that teachers only emerge, and thus are considered, as leaders 

if they developed high-level expertise and are able to empower teachers based on their expertise (Snell 

& Swanson, 2000). They see expertise at the foundation of increasing teacher quality and advancements 

in teaching and learning (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). The purpose of appointing teacher leaders in 

schools is to make this expertise available through modelled effective practices and to, in the end, create 

a more professional work environment (Barth, 2001). In our two cases, both SENCOs differ in the 

degree in which they are regarded by others as experts. This leads to different negotiation processes 

regarding the position of the SENCO, and, in the end, to a different degree in which expertise is made 

available within the school. This contrast might also be influenced or enlarged by the fact that both 

SENCOs differ in the number of years that they are member of the school and that they fulfill special 

needs responsibilities.      

5.2 Task perception of teachers  

In St. Catherine’s College, both Lisa and Carine indicate that all teachers in school should function as 

‘first-line helpers’ in the fulfillment of special needs care, providing the ‘first aid’ to students and 

especially to those with special educational needs. Carine and Lisa do not see special needs care as the 

exclusive responsibility of the SENCO but of all teachers in the school, to the extent to which they can 

approach these needs, with the knowledge and expertise they possess (Table 5:7). When they cannot 

solve a certain problem on their own, the SENCO is invoked. In the meantime, it is, according to all 

respondents, the task of schools’ SENCO to professionalize teachers in special needs care, and thus to 

make sure teachers can take on their responsibility as first-line helper. The idea of teachers as first line 

helpers makes part of the special needs care policy that Elisabeth pursues in the school. According to 

her, the educational practice has become more complex over the years and asks from teachers to see 

their responsibilities broader than merely teaching (Table 5:8). During the observed interactions, we 

could see how teachers effectively fulfilled their task as first-line helpers. In particular, during the 

meetings, teachers always brought in important information on the strengths and weaknesses of every 

student. Remarkably is that, during many class councils, the SENCO was not present. Elisabeth is only 

present at the class councils when the growth or study progress of students with exceptional needs is 

discussed. Those cases exceed the knowledge and skills of the teaching team and ask for more than 

merely first line help. This rule, introduced by Elisabeth herself, is also an expression of how she wants 

teachers to perform as first-line helpers. Because the teachers in this school agree on their ascribed 

responsibilities regarding special needs care, and thus perceive their task in the fulfillment of special 

needs care in the same way as the SENCO, that is, being first-line helpers, Elisabeth receives legitimacy 

to empower teachers in meeting students’ needs in their classroom.  



Again, a different story took place at St. George’s College. Teachers indicated that they prefer to 

pass on the responsibility regarding special needs care to the school principal because, on the one hand, 

they feel that they have only limited knowledge on this issue, and, on the other hand, they see special 

needs care as a distraction of their core responsibility, that is, teaching students specific content 

knowledge (Table 5:9). In particular, teachers felt that their responsibility is merely detecting and 

passing on students with special needs in the classroom to the responsible person in the school, while 

continuing teaching all other students. Remarkable is that this behavior of teachers is stimulated by the 

school principal. According to him, teachers should be protected from too many responsibilities (Table 

5:10). Kate, on the contrary, ascribes many more responsibilities to teachers. She argues that teachers 

are key actors in the fulfillment of special needs care because they are the ones who are able to 

continuously follow-up students. To her, special needs care is only successful when all teachers feel in 

charge for special needs care and when they function together as a team. She regrets that this does not 

take place in reality and even becomes low priority for many teachers (Table 5:11). During the observed 

interactions, it was clear that most teachers do not pay attention to special needs care issues and how 

this seems to be stimulated by the school principal. All discussions regarding students focused mostly 

on academic results. Teachers did not bring in any important information on how students behave or 

other important contextual elements. If someone dares to bring in those kind of information, mostly the 

SENCO, the school principal seemed to frame these elements as problems that exceed the borders of the 

school. In other words, teachers’ task perception regarding special needs care seems to be very different 

from what Kate desires from teachers. Teachers do not agree with Kate’s idea of teachers playing a 

crucial and intensive role in the fulfillment of special needs care. This friction implies difficulties for a 

SENCO for being allowed to empower teachers in meeting students’ needs in their classroom practice. 

The actual practice in St. George’s College seem to be in conflict with the aims of international 

policy and research, arguing that special needs care should become an integral part of the educational 

curriculum (see e.g., Jacobs, Struyf, & De Maeyer, 2013; Puurula, Neill, Vasileiou, Husbands, Lang, 

Katz, …, Vriens, 2001; Szwed, 2007). It considers teachers as the vital link for the integration of special 

needs care into the classroom practice. Special needs care should no longer be a ‘one-man-show’ of the 

SENCO who tries to remedy the special educational needs of children by pulling them out of their 

classroom but should develop a ‘whole-school approach’, rooted in a shared vision and responsibility 

(Galassi & Akos, 2004; Hui, 2000; Robson, Cohen, & McGuiness, 1999; Rothi, Leavy, & Best, 2008). 

A whole-school approach considers teachers’ real participation as of crucial importance. In our two 

cases, teachers vary in the degree to which they agree with taking on a prominent position in special 

needs care. They perceive their task regarding special needs care differently. As a consequence, different 

negotiation processes take place, which has implications for the degree to which the SENCO is allowed 

to empower teachers with regard to special needs care. This finding clearly demonstrates that teacher 

leadership should be studied by moving beyond the role of the teacher leader, in this case the SENCO. 

Together, both cases illustrate that teachers who engage or - in the case of St. George’s College – who 



do not engage in special needs care influence the degree to which teacher leadership can be considered 

as successful. The contrast between both schools also seems to align with the social networks of the 

schools (see Figure 1 and 2), illustrating that our two cases differ regarding the density and the number 

of school actors participating in the special needs care network.   

5.3 Power release of the school principal 

In St. Catherine’s College, the school principal indicates that Elisabeth, the SENCO, should function as 

the key actor in the school regarding the fulfillment of special needs care. According to him, Elisabeth 

is the most important source of knowledge for teachers regarding the guidance and support of students 

with special educational needs. This expertise should encourage teachers to go to her rather than to him 

when dealing with questions or facing problems that are related to special needs care (Table 5:12). It 

seems thus that Roger does not have problems with relinquishing power to Elisabeth when it comes to 

special needs care. However, one condition needs to be fulfilled: he argues that he always wants to be 

informed about all issues regarding all students, because, in the end, he is the one who holds the final 

responsibility (Table 5:13). Without being informed, he feels he cannot fulfill his task as the principal, 

which he defines as being the general coordinator of the school. Elisabeth is satisfied with the released 

power of the school principal because it provides her the space to develop and implement the special 

needs care approach that she sees as favorable. Elisabeth receives the entire autonomy and responsibility 

to fulfill special needs care in school, which makes her even sometimes wish for a slightly higher 

involvement of the principal. During the observed interactions, we could see that Roger always openly 

consulted Elisabeth, when being present, to give her view on the development of a certain student or on 

how to approach this student in the classroom. It was clear that Elisabeth functioned as school’s 

responsible for dealing with students with special educational needs.    

In St. George’s College, an opposite story took place. In particular, Kate indicated that she, as the 

school’s SENCO, should be the person who keeps a bird’s-eye view on the whole domain of special 

needs care and who outlines the contours of the special needs care practice in the school (Table 5:4). 

However, because the school principals pulled special needs care towards himself, Kate felt constrained 

in her efforts to take on the lead in developing and implementing a special needs care approach in the 

school. Consequently, although she took on the job with the idea to become a SENCO, her 

responsibilities were swiftly reduced to merely organizing study guidance classes. According to Kate, 

the reason for this turnaround is that the school principal still considers Kate as a teacher, not a teacher 

leader, and teachers should not have access to student information because of its private nature (Table 

5:14). Kate points out that a reorganization of special needs care, entailing the appointment of a ‘real’ 

SENCO with the autonomy to cover the whole special needs care domain, urges. During the observed 

interactions, we could see that Paul never consulted Kate about the development of a certain student. In 

fact, Paul did not consult anyone regarding special needs care issues and even tried to avoid to talk about 

special needs care. Paul never gave Kate the opportunity to explain her view on the situation and to offer 



suggestions for improvement. This way, Kate could never display her expertise regarding special needs 

care to other school team members, which makes it not surprising that other school team members do 

not consider her as school’s special needs care expert.   

According to many studies, teacher leadership implies changes in structures and a redistribution 

of command and control (Harris, 2003; Smylie & Mayrowetz, 2009). In particular, school principals are 

required to relinquish power to others, and thus to hand over direct control over certain activities, in 

order to enable and facilitate teacher leadership. Therefore, school principals are considered to play a 

pivotal role in a successful adoption and implementation of teacher leadership roles (York-Barr & Duke, 

2004). According to Smylie and Brownlee-Conyers (1992), they are the ones who are in first order 

positions “to block, to support and facilitate, and to shape the nature and function of teacher leadership 

in their schools” (p. 151). Several empirical studies have illustrated that, on the one hand, school 

principals struggle in granting domains of teacher leadership (Little, 1995; Silva, Gimbert, & Nolan, 

2000) and that, on the other hand, teacher leadership started to flourish in schools where principals 

actively support teacher leadership (see e.g., Buckner & McDowelle, 2000; Crowther et al., 2002). Or, 

using the words of Harris (2012), distributive leadership implies a fundamental change in principals’ 

understanding of leadership and in the ways they enact their leadership roles. In particular, it implies 

“the relinquishing of some authority and power (…) and a repositioning of the role from exclusive 

leadership to a form of leadership that is more concerned with brokering, facilitating and supporting 

others in leading innovation and change (p. 8)”.  In our study, both cases differ in the degree in which 

the school principal hands over the lead and control over special needs care to the SENCO and gives the 

SENCO the authority to enhance teachers’ skills in supporting students with special educational needs. 

In doing so, our cases illustrate that the presence or absence of the school principal’s support installs 

different negotiation processes regarding the position of the SENCO, which finally leads to different 

special needs care practices. This contrast might also be influenced or enlarged by the different 

personalities of both principals. Whereas the principal of St. Catherine’s College seems to apply a rather 

democratic leadership style, the principal of St. George’s College can be considered as an authoritarian 

school principal.   

6. Discussion   

Our findings show that the positioning of the SENCO, and, closely related, the positioning of the teacher 

and the school principal regarding special needs care issues, find place in a very different way in St. 

Catherine’s and St. George’s College. In St. Catherine’s College, the SENCO, the teachers, and the 

school principal all agree on each other’s position in the fulfillment of special needs care. In other words, 

they all think along the same lines about what exactly their responsibilities are regarding special needs 

care in the school. It follows that these positions are well aligned in the sense that they work in tandem 

with each other. The position of the SENCO implies a reciprocal position of the teacher and the school 



principal, and vice versa, and only if the one fulfills his or her responsibilities, the others can do too. As 

a consequence, a well-tuned and stable special needs care practice finds place in St. Catherine’s College, 

which is reflected in constructive moment-to-moment interactions.  

In St. George’s College, on the contrary, we discovered more tensions related to the position of 

the SENCO as well as to the position of teachers and the school principal. In this school, Kate, the 

SENCO, mostly ascribes different positions to all other school team members in comparing to her 

colleagues, who take all the same line. There is no consensus between the SENCO and all other members 

of the school on the type of responsibilities of each of them in the fulfillment of special needs care. This 

seems to create a less well-tuned and much more unstable special needs care practice in the school. 

In this study, we elaborated on the processes that are underlying to positioning. We illustrated that three 

themes are related to the position of the SENCO as a teacher leader: (1) possessing expertise and being 

recognized by others as the expert, (2) being surrounded by teacher colleagues who see themselves and 

act as first-line helpers, and (3) being supported by the school principal to take on the lead in fulfilling 

special needs care. Our analyses suggest that these themes help us understand whether the SENCO 

receives legitimacy to lead other school members and thus to influence their actions regarding the 

fulfillment of special needs care in their classroom and in the school. These findings are in line with the 

ideas of Dornbush and Scott (1975), who give two conditions for a leader to effectively function as a 

leader. First, relationships need to be legitimized, that is, those higher up in the organizational structure 

should grant power to certain individuals (which they call ‘authorization’). Second, power relations need 

to be enforced by other school actors who are subjected to the exercise of that power (which they call 

‘endorsement’). Both authorization and endorsement are present in St. Catherine’s College but are 

missing in St. George’s College. In St. George’s College, it seems that the lack of endorsement evolves 

mostly out of the lack of authorization. In particular, because the school principal Paul does not grant 

authority to the SENCO Kate to take on the lead regarding special needs care, Kate cannot fulfill her 

responsibilities and is not recognized as the SENCO by other members in the school. 

Our analysis started from the need to consider teacher leadership as more than the assignment of a formal 

role and its responsibilities to a certain teacher in the school. In addition, in order to understand teacher 

leadership, we stressed the importance to look further than the actions and perceptions of the teacher 

leader, assuming that teacher leadership is constructed and practiced within the interactions between the 

teacher leader and his or her colleagues (i.e. teachers and the school principal). Therefore, in this study, 

attention was also paid to the beliefs and actions of other school team members in order to illustrate that 

teacher leadership is always co-constructed. More particular, we looked at how the role of the teacher 

leader, in our case the SENCO, and the responsibilities attached to this role, are negotiated in the 

interactions with other school team members. We illustrated that taking on a teacher leadership role is 

not merely a matter of how teacher leaders position themselves, but also of how they are simultaneously 

positioned by others. Positioning Theory functioned as an informative lens that helped us to obtain an 



in-depth understanding of the positioning and of the underlying processes of this positioning that are 

inherent to teacher leadership practices. Positioning Theory proved to be very useful in revealing subtle 

processes that are fully part of teacher leadership practices and that influence the degree to which teacher 

leadership is successfully or rather arduously implemented in schools. In doing so, Positioning Theory 

helped us to open the black-box of the negotiation processes that are embedded in teacher leadership 

practices but that have never been studied in-depth before. Our study therefore offers an explanation and 

illustration of why the practice of teacher leadership in St. George’s College is no exception according 

to many existing studies on teacher leadership (see e.g., Harris, 2003; Hart, 1990; Smylie, 1995; Smylie 

& Brownlee-Conyers, 1992; Smylie & Mayrowetz, 2009). These studies indicate that internal support 

from both the administrative leadership team and from the teacher colleagues is not self-evident. They 

point out that many school principals experience difficulties with relinquishing power and 

responsibilities to others as they lose control over certain activities (e.g., Frost & Durrant, 2003; Harris, 

2003; Smylie & Brownlee-Conyers, 1992; Smylie & Mayrowetz, 2009). These studies also demonstrate 

that teacher leaders might struggle in obtaining recognition for their expertise and responsibilities by 

their teacher colleagues due to rooted norms of autonomy, privacy, and egalitarianism and the lack of 

participative structures that inhibit teachers to learn from each other (e.g., Hart, 1990; Smylie, 1997; 

Struyve, Meredith, & Gielen, 2014; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Consequently, taking on leadership 

responsibilities as a teacher is only successful when it goes hand in hand with authorization and 

endorsement. And, using the words of Coburn, Bae, and Turner (2008): “in the absence of agreed-upon 

norms legitimizing power relations, authority relations fail to materialize” (p. 368), which can lead to 

conflict, misunderstandings, power struggles, and an inability to move the work forward.  

In sum, this study confirms and illustrates that teacher leadership is a messy field of study that needs an 

organizational lens to capture the complexity of the phenomenon. This study suggests to adopt a broad 

focus that takes into account the mutually influential interactions and negotiation processes between the 

particular teacher leader and other school actors regarding the role and the responsibilities attached to 

this role. Based on our results, we argue that, to fully understand teacher leadership, it must be conceived 

and studied as a practice, involving different members of the organization who ascribe similar or 

different responsibilities to each other in the school. Therefore, in order to further develop and 

implement the idea of teacher leadership in schools as a path to professional development and school 

innovation, it is important to pay attention to the fit or congruence between the ascribed positions, and 

to make sure the responsibilities of all actors are clear and accepted. Only then, teacher leadership can 

be considered as a possibility instead of a heresy or fantasy (Harris, 2003).  

 

Notes 

1 We used pseudonyms for reasons of confidentiality for both schools and respondents. 



2 In St. George’s College, two school principals were appointed. However, at the moment of the   

  data collection, one school principal just left the school. The school is not sure yet whether they  

  will replace her. 
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Table 1.   

Overview of the respondents 

 

 Name Responsibilities       Experiences  
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 Roger School principal 5 years of teaching + afterwards 12 years as 

school principal  

Elisabeth SENCO 6 years of teaching + afterwards 17 years 

combining teaching with special needs care (8h 

a week),  

Lisa Teacher 17 years of teaching  

Carine Teacher  32 years of teaching  

  
 S

t.
 G

eo
rg

e’
s 

C
o

ll
eg

e 

Paul School principal  18 years of teaching + afterwards 22 years as 

school principal 

Kate SENCO 6 years combining teaching with special needs 

care (5h a week)  

Robin Teacher 20 years of teaching  

Simon Teacher 15 years of teaching  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2.   

Abridgment of the within-case analysis of respondent Roger  

 

POSITION OF THE SENCO 

“She (Elisabeth) is actually the person who made things work here, who managed that everything goes  

  well here. There are many aspects that made our school a real special needs care school, but she is  

  unequivocally one of the reasons due to her way of doing things. She brought special needs care close to  

  teachers’ responsibilities. And also, she has a lot of ‘knowhow’ and she has realized many things that  

  wouldn’t have succeeded when I would have been  in charge.” (CODE: KNOWHOW) 

“She always recognizes when students have special needs and need special support. And she supports  

  many other teachers too who also take care of students’ special needs.” (CODES: KNOWHOW;  

  SHARING)  

 “I think that most teachers really recognize and acknowledge her expertise and really listen to her.”  

  (CODES: KNOWHOW; LEGITIMACY) 

“During many class councils, it was Elisabeth who came up with the solution, saying, how we actually  

  should do this, so yeah, the knowhow.” (CODE: KNOWHOW) 

“When, for example, a child with autism enrolls, and we organize a special activity, different  

  than during a normal school day, she will be the one who is very alert to this and draws our attention,  

  saying to take into account what this means for this child.” (CODES: KNOWHOW; SHARING)  

   … 

  Label: SENCO as an expert  

 

POSITION OF THE TEACHER 

“In general, teachers care about the students and I think this is very important.” (CODE: CARE) 

“A teacher has the task to be the first person who cares about and supports students.” (CODES: CARE;  

  FIRST LINE) 

“For a student, the teacher is the first contact person.” (CODE: FIRST LINE) 

“It is more, like, well, I also do special needs care. Actually, Elisabeth is the main responsible but  

  everyone in the school is involved in special needs care.” (CODE: SHARED RESPONSIBILITY)  

“Teachers are like sheepdogs, by their conversations with students, by fulfilling the first support of  

  students. So they are skilled, lots of content knowledge, but also seeing students as individuals who  

  develop.” (CODES: FIRST LINE; CARE) 

  … 

  Label: Teacher as first line helper 

 

POSITION OF THE SCHOOL PRINCIPAL  

“I want to be informed about everything that happens in this school. What happens in this school is my  

  responsibility. I do not want to notice on a certain moment that one of my students, for example,  

  committed suicide, while I was never informed about his or her specific problems. Or of course, this  

  counts for other less problematic problems as well.” (CODE: OVERALL RESPONSIBILITY) 

“At a certain stage, you cannot pass the principal.” (CODE: CONTROL)   

“When decisions should be made about a certain issue, I think I will never make this decision myself. I  

  will always ask teachers what they think we should do.” (CODES: POWER RELEASE; DEMOCRATIC  

  LEADER) 

  … 

  Label: School principal as general coordinator  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3.   

Positions concerning special needs care in St. Catherine’s College  
According to: School principal Roger SENCO Elisabeth Teacher Lisa Teacher Carine  

 

Position of the SENCO 

 

Person who disposes of and shares 

knowledge concerning special needs care 
with teachers 

= SENCO as an expert 

 
 

 

Person who disposes of and shares 

knowledge concerning special needs care 
with teachers 

= SENCO as an expert 

 

Person who disposes of and shares 

knowledge concerning special needs care 
with teachers 

= SENCO as an expert 

 

Person who disposes of and shares 

knowledge concerning special needs care 
with teachers 

= SENCO as an expert 

 

 
Position of the 

teacher 

 

Person who is dedicated to taking care of 
all students next to the pure teaching duties    

Person who only has a basic level of 

knowledge concerning special needs care  

= Teacher as first line helper 

 

 

 

 

 

Person who is dedicated to taking care of 
all students next to the pure teaching duties    

Person who only has a basic level of 

knowledge concerning special needs care  

= Teacher as first line helper 

 

 

Person who is dedicated to taking care of 
all students next to the pure teaching duties    

Person who only has a basic level of 

knowledge concerning special needs care  

= Teacher as first line helper 

 

 

Person who is dedicated to taking care of 
all students next to the pure teaching duties    

Person who only has a basic level of 

knowledge concerning special needs care  

= Teacher as first line helper 

 

Position of the school 
principal 

Person who ultimately is responsible for 
all students  

Person who follows-up all school issues 

= School principal as general  

   coordinator  
 

Person who ultimately is responsible for 
all students  

Person who follows-up all school issues 

= School principal as general  

   coordinator  
 

 

Person who ultimately is responsible for 
all students  

Person who follows-up all school issues 

= School principal as general  

   coordinator  

 

Person who ultimately is responsible for 
all students  

Person who follows-up all school issues 

= School principal as general  

   coordinator  
 

Note: This table contains descriptive and interpretative codes (bold). The box indicates how this position is, according to the respondent, not fulfilled in reality.  

All other positions are, according to our respondents, both desired and practiced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 4.   

Positions concerning special needs care in St. George’s College  
According to: School principal Paul SENCO Kate Teacher Robin Teacher Simon 

 

Position of the SENCO 

 

Person who disposes of and shares 

knowledge concerning special needs care 
with teachers 

= SENCO as an expert 

 
 

 

Person who disposes of and shares 

knowledge concerning special needs care 
with teachers 

= SENCO as an expert 

 

 

Person who disposes of and shares 

knowledge concerning special needs care 
with teachers 

= SENCO as an expert 

 
 

 

Person who disposes of and shares 

knowledge concerning special needs care 
with teachers 

= SENCO as an expert 

 

    

 

Position of the  
teacher 

 

Person who detects special needs in the 
classroom and pass it on asap to the person 

responsible for special needs care. 

Person who’s focus is on teaching students 
specific content knowledge.  

= Teacher as signaler  

 

 

 

 

 

Person who is dedicated to taking care of 
all students next to the pure teaching duties    

Person who only has a basic level of 

knowledge concerning special needs care  

= Teacher as first-line helper 

 

Person who detects special needs in the 
classroom and pass it on asap to the person 

responsible for special needs care. 

Person who’s focus is on teaching students 
specific content knowledge.  

= Teacher as signaler  

 

 

Person who detects special needs in the 
classroom and pass it on asap to the person 

responsible for special needs care. 

Person who’s focus is on teaching students 
specific content knowledge.  

= Teacher as signaler  

 

Position of the school 

principal  

Person who observes all students and 

intervenes when necessary 

Person who takes on the general 
responsibility concerning special needs 

care  

= School principal as SENCO 
 

 

Person who gives responsibility 

concerning special needs care to a lower 

level 

Person who follows-up all school issues 

= School principal as general  

   coordinator 

 

Person who gives responsibility 

concerning special needs care to a lower 

level 

Person who follows-up all school issues 

= School principal as general  

   coordinator 

 

Person who gives responsibility 

concerning special needs care to a lower 

level 

Person who follows-up all school issues 

= School principal as general  

   coordinator 

 

Note: This table contains descriptive and interpretative codes (bold). Each full box indicates how this position is, according to the respondent, not fulfilled in reality.  

All other positions are, according to our respondents, both desired and practiced.



Table 5. 

Illustrative interview fragments of respondents of St. Catherine’s and St. George’s College  

Number  Respondent Interview fragment 

1.  Elisabeth I think, it is hard to find the right metaphor, but you really need to have a lot of background 

knowledge, which I would not have if I would not have followed all those courses. Without those 
courses I would not have developed a vision on how to approach students (…) I also know how to 

encourage students to tell what is going on, because of some typical techniques I have learned. And 

yes, my 17 years of experiences helps me too. 

2.  Elisabeth If teachers would come to me with questions about book-keeping, well, I do not know anything about 

book-keeping (…) But I do know something about special needs care!” (…) I think I can impose 
some guidelines to other school members, I mean, not because I’m a dictator, but you cannot leave 

this to fifty other people. When I would do so, there is too much discussion and too many differences. 

And if you want to create some consistency in special needs care, then I have to say ‘I want it that 
way’.  

3.  Lisa She (Elisabeth) has a lot of knowhow, I mean, we teachers, we are not all psychologists! (...) She 

knows a lot, for example specific tools and techniques. Well, she does not only know about it, she 
also knows how to use them.  

4.  Kate  A SENCO is someone who makes part of the team and who steers special needs care, who follows-
up special needs care in the broad sense, who builds up a special needs care approach and skills in 

the school (…) but also someone whom you can go to [as a teacher] with questions. 

5.  Simon To me that is the most important responsibility of a SENCO, using  his or her expertise (…). 

6.  Robin  Well, she (Kate) only does study guidance, that is all. (…) We could use a real SENCO. We have a 

SENCO in the primary school (…) but not here.  

7.  Carine To me, next to the pure task of teaching, we also spend lots of attention to students with, for example, 

learning problems or who have socio-emotional issues, those who have behavioral problems. We 

really observe the students from very close. Our school is very driven when it comes to follow-up 
students. But I fully agree on this. 

8.  Elisabeth Special needs care should make part of the task of every teacher. (…) What I do with students, well, 
I think every teachers should do this in his or her classroom. 

9.  Simon The essence of schooling is that we educate students, we need to educate them and we need to teach 

them, we need to bring them knowledge, making sure they reach the attainment targets in education 
(…) My task as a teacher is in the first place to teach, and then, to pay attention to problems that 

students encounter (…) I don’t think I should enter the classroom with the idea that I need to ‘care’. 

I enter my classroom to teach.   

10.  Paul You cannot handle everything. Sometimes you need to pass things on (…). We try, on the one hand, 

to deepen our knowledge but, on the other hand, to protect our team. You cannot saddle teachers with 
everything. We also need to care about teachers. They are expected to do so many things (…) Also, 

I am very matter-of-factly (…). I think that the society can ask a lot of the school, but it needs to be 

reasonable (…). I cannot say that teachers don’t what do take actions, but I protect them. 

11.  Kate  To me, the follow-up of students is very important. But we do that too little (…). Also communicating 

about students, that is just necessary for special needs care, that is something we should do more (…). 

More and more teachers focus too much on their own and less on the students.   

12.  Roger There are many aspects that made our school a real special needs care school, but she is unequivocally 

one of the reasons due to her way of doing things. She brought special needs care close to teachers’ 
responsibilities. 

13.  Roger  I want to be informed of everything that happens in this school. What happens in this school is my 

responsibility. I do not want to notice on a certain moment that one of my students, for example, 
committed suicide, while I was never informed about his or her specific problems. Or of course, this 

counts for other less problematic problems as well. 

14.  Kate One of the school principals, she fulfills most of special needs care and the guidance of students (…) 

Can I say it this way? Well, she really railed against it [leaving special needs care to another school 

team member] (…). This was originally not the plan. The plan was that I would do this, but yeah. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Special needs care network of St. Catherine’s College 

Note: Every node represents an actor of the school team. Each line between two nodes represents a tie, i. e., the presence of an interaction of at 

least once a month between two actors.  

     SENCO 

In-degree: 41.3% 



 

 

 

Figure 2. Special needs care network of St. George’s College 

Note: Every node represents an actor of the school team. Each line between two nodes represents a tie, i. e., the presence of an interaction of at 

least once a month between two actors.  

 

     SENCO 

In-degree: 1.4% 


