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Abstract
From 2016, all Western Australian schools were mandated to implement the 
National Quality Standard (NQS) in Kindergarten through to Year 2. Over the first 
year of implementation, this mandate had varying degrees of success in adoption. 
This study examined four schools which were identified as having implemented 
the NQS. A qualitative methodology was employed to examine those factors that 
supported implementation. A key finding was the integral role played by distrib-
uted leadership in adopting new initiatives. Using Activity Theory to conceptualise 
the data, it was found that psychological ownership was a key factor in enabling 
distributed leadership. Ownership was enabled when community differences were 
acknowledged, and time was given for the NQS tool to be reassessed and reconfig-
ured as one’s own. Once staff had psychological ownership, they were more likely 
to support implementation of the NQS. This study has implications for leaders and 
those implementing the NQS or other initiatives in schools.

Keywords Quality early childhood · National Quality Standard · Psychological 
ownership · Distributed leadership

Introduction

In 2012, the National Quality Framework (NQF) was introduced to improve educa-
tion and care in family and long day care centres, Preschools/Kindergartens, and 
outside school hours care. A key component of the NQF was the National Quality 
Standard (NQS) which outlined seven Quality Areas considered integral to the pro-
vision of quality education and care for children from birth to age five in children’s 
services and older children in out of school care. The aims of the NQS are to assist 
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in the continuous improvement of practice to assure “the safety, health and well-
being of children, a focus on achieving outcomes for children through high-quality 
educational programs and improve families’ understanding of a quality service” 
(Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority [ACECQA], 2020).

In Western Australia (WA), the non-compulsory Kindergarten programmes 
(4-year-old children) are usually attached to a primary school and come under the 
leadership of the school principal. For this reason, in 2016, the Premier of WA 
requested permission from the Prime Minister to exclude WA Kindergartens from 
the national laws and regulations for the NQF and instead implement the Quality 
Areas of the NQS under the School Education Act 1999 (Minister for Education 
and Training 1999). Upon approval, under the direction of the Education Minister, 
Honourable Peter Collier, a revised model was developed by a cross-sectorial group 
representing public, Independent and Catholic school sectors. This group recom-
mended not only Kindergartens implement the NQS, but also Pre-primary (Foun-
dation), Year 1 and Year 2. In place of an external auditor, the school principal or 
a nominee would conduct the NQS audit to determine which Quality Areas were 
‘meeting’ or ‘working towards’, a rating system unique to this approach (Barblett & 
Kirk, 2018).

Schools were informed that the mandatory implementation of the NQS would 
take place in 2016. Prior to this time, the sectors provided professional learning to 
familiarise each school with the standards. As it transpired, the initial NQS profes-
sional learning originated as a one-off event, an occurrence which is in isolation 
from human agency. Effective change, however, cannot be approached as an event; 
it needs to be developed within a process that is dependent on collective agentic 
behaviours (Hall & Hord, 2006). This process was acknowledged in an earlier paper 
on this current study that examined how four schools effectively implemented the 
NQS. This previous paper highlighted the role of distributed leadership in support-
ing the implementation of mandated reform and how distributed leadership is estab-
lished over time (Barblett & Kirk, 2018). In this current paper we argue that distrib-
uted leadership is effective as it enables the transference of psychological ownership, 
which is critical in the uptake and implementation of the NQS. Once psychologi-
cal ownership was transferred from leaders to staff, each staff member began to 
see themselves as owning the outcome of improved practice in their school. Essen-
tially, the position is taken that psychological ownership is necessary if sustainable 
change is to take effect. The third-generation activity theory (AT) as described by 
Engestrӧm (1987) in his book, Learning by expanding, was utilised in this study to 
conceptualise the findings and to demonstrate how psychological ownership is inte-
gral to enduring change processes.

Psychological ownership

Avey, Wernsing, and Palanski (2012) purport that psychological ownership is 
defined as an individual’s perception that the target or outcome (hereon in referred 
to as outcome) is their own. This perception can be held at both an individual and 
collective-level where individuals in a group feel the outcome is collectively theirs 
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(Alok, 2014). Psychological ownership is a higher-order construct (Alok, 2014) 
comprising “self-efficacy, accountability, belongingness, and identity” (Avey et al., 
2012, p. 24). Studies have identified psychological ownership as predictive of the 
individuals’ attitudes, behaviours, and performance, largely due to these constructs 
(For example: Park, Song, & Kim, 2013).

When individuals are self-efficacious, they believe they can succeed at certain 
tasks and are more confident in working with the outcome (Alok, 2014). With psy-
chological ownership they feel more accountable for what happens to the outcome 
and feel a greater sense of belonging to the target or outcome (Avey et al., 2012). 
When the outcome becomes their own, it confirms their notion of identity within 
the organisation (Alok, 2014). Psychological ownership is also socially constructed, 
with power relations influencing how ownership manifests (Yip et al., 2014). Hence 
social contexts determine the extent and possibility for psychological ownership to 
develop.

Leadership

Change that necessitates action to achieve goals is what differentiates educational 
leadership from educational management. Educational management considers the 
functioning of a system, whereas educational leadership is centred on influencing 
others (Connolly, James, & Fertig, 2017). Fullan (2014) acknowledges that a key 
task of educational leadership is to manage change, and in doing so, influence others 
as dual change agents.

Contemporary views of educational leadership align with distributed notions of 
power (Barblett & Kirk, 2018) that are characterised by the open sharing of informa-
tion, participant autonomy, and ethical decision making (Australian Public Service 
Commission, 2018). This view of leadership is represented by three interconnected 
key features: catalytic agency, reflective integrity and relational interdependence. 
Catalytic agency refers to the individual taking personal responsibility to act as a 
change agent; reflective integrity is the reflection on outcomes at both the individ-
ual and organisational level, and relational interdependence is when everyone rec-
ognises that to reach an outcome effectively, there needs to be mutual dependence 
(McDowall & Murray, 2012).

To effect school change, educational leadership influences the collective belief 
that all staff within a school are part owners and share responsibility for the actions 
and outcomes (Man & Farquharson, 2015). This is the point where educational lead-
ership and psychological ownership interconnect. Without psychological ownership 
and the shared responsibility of decision making that it entails, catalytic agency 
would not eventuate (McDowall & Murray, 2012). Recognising the role of psycho-
logical ownership in leadership extends beyond the leadership seen at the school 
level to the leadership exerted by the Department of Education (DoE) through their 
Office of Early Childhood Teaching and Learning (OECDL) team. The OECDL 
were charged with developing NQS tools in collaboration with other school sectors 
(i.e. Catholic and Independent) to teach staff about the NQS. It is only when partici-
pants in each of the levels (DoE, OECDL, school leaders and staff) gain their own 
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sense of psychological ownership that they can support others in developing their 
ownership.

Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership is a person’s ability to engage others for the purpose 
of building motivation (Stamopoulos & Barblett, 2018). Bass and Riggio (2006) 
attribute this role to leaders who support staff in developing both commitment and a 
shared vision, thus fostering increased staff satisfaction in their positions. Such lead-
ers consider staff achievement and growth and utilise coaching and mentoring meth-
ods to enable them to undertake more responsibility to become leaders themselves 
(Park et al., 2013).

Park et  al. (2013) examined the mediating role of psychological ownership on 
transformational leadership and organisational citizenship behaviour. Two hun-
dred and fourteen businesses from the Korean public sector were analysed using a 
structural equation and chi-square difference-based model to examine the mediating 
effect. They found a statistically significant relationship between transformational 
leadership and employees’ psychological ownership and their organisational citizen-
ship behaviour. From an educational perspective, Allen, Grigsby, and Peters, (2015) 
concurred, stating that this leadership style has potential to positively impact the 
organisational climate, with the sense of satisfaction improving both conditions and 
outcomes for both staff and students.

Distributed leadership

Distributed leadership models are considered more effective than top-down 
approaches (Stamopoulos & Barblett, 2018). When leaders utilise the available tal-
ent within the organisation, they improve performance (Harris & Hargreaves, 2013). 
This is achieved through flattened structures and by empowering employees with 
greater ownership of their work. Typically, employees are nominated to lead accord-
ing to their expertise and are instrumental in the role of change and development. 
This structure is indicative of effective leadership that orchestrates a “lateral and 
vertical collaboration” that is instrumental in sustaining change and exceptional 
performance (Harris, 2013 p. 549). The research affirms that distributed leadership 
has the potential to positively influence individual and collective outcomes, but only 
under the conditions where it is approached and nurtured as a deliberate strategy 
for effective and sustainable change (Harris, 2013). The power relations within a 
distributed leadership model support the development of individual psychological 
ownership (Yip et al., 2014).

Harris (2013) identified distributed leadership as instrumental in schools’ capaci-
ties to improve. She reported on Heck and Hallinger’s (2010) study which examined 
195 primary schools in one state over 4 years. This study found that a distributed 
approach had significant direct effects on change in the schools’ “academic capac-
ity and indirect effects on study growth rates in math” (p. 550). Other research 
found that distributed leadership was positively related to staff morale, which relates 
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positively to student behaviour and student learning outcomes (Day, Sammons, 
Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2009). However, the implementation of distributed 
leadership models is at times impeded by the better-known top-down approach of 
systems and internal school structures (Harris, 2003).

Research design

Theoretical framework

There are two key ideas embedded in the theoretical framework that underpin our 
study. The first is the third-generation Activity Theory (AT) perspective (Engestrӧm, 
1987, 2000a, 2001), and the second is the notion of psychological ownership dis-
cussed earlier. In this section, we will explain AT and how it relates to our study and 
situate psychological ownership within this theory.

Engestrӧm (1987) presented the third-generation AT where the focus of analysis 
is on at least two interacting activity systems. Activity systems allows us to examine 
actions as “successive, momentary instantiations of a wider and more stable system 
of collective activity” and the impact these have on the participants and their devel-
opment (Engestrӧm, 2000a, p. 961). They are “driven by communal motives that are 
often difficult to articulate for individual participants. Activity systems are in con-
stant movement and internally contradictory” (Engestrӧm, 2000a, p. 960).

Engestrӧm (2001) explains contradictions as “historically accumulated dynamic 
tensions within and between activity systems” (p. 137) and the solutions derived 
from these tensions drive transformations in activities and organisational change 
(Engestrӧm, 1987). In this current study, the internal contradictions caused tensions 
as top down mandatory policy was demanded to be implemented in schools. In the 
professional learning the OECDL offered schools, they outlined solid reasons for 
the impetus for change for quality early childhood education. Yet the tensions still 
existed. Motivation is often required when searching for solutions to tensions, par-
ticularly when the tension has originated from a mandate.

We argue that the NQS is a form of motivation, however, it is one that is char-
acterised by externally imposed constraints. Through psychological ownership the 
NQS is internalised and transforms from extrinsic to intrinsic motivation, facili-
tating a shift from ‘having’ to comply to ‘wanting’ to comply (Hennessey, Moran, 
Altringer, & Amabile, 2015). Psychological ownership enables motivation through 
the enactment of “self-efficacy, accountability, belongingness, and identity” (Avey 
et al., 2012, p. 24), so, each participant becomes invested in change. Psychological 
ownership is transferred, and this transference occurs in each activity system as well 
as between activity systems during the process of implementing the NQS. The trans-
ference of psychological ownership is needed to motivate the resolve of tensions at 
each stage, from the OECDL team introducing the NQS to principals and key teach-
ers, to staff in schools sharing it with other staff members. Moreover, we contend 
that the distributed leadership model supports psychological ownership when ten-
sion arises through the flattened structures and empowerment of staff (Harris, 2013; 
Yip et al., 2014).
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AT consists of six interrelated elements, these are: object, subject, community, 
tools and artefacts, division of labour and rules (Engestrӧm, 2000a). Each of these is 
discussed here in reference to the context of the current research (see Fig. 1).

Engestrӧm (2000a) refers to the object as the “raw material” that maintains the 
attention of the activity and contributes to how it is directed, moulded and trans-
formed into outcomes with the help of mediating tools and signs. However, it exists 
independently, subjugating and transforming the subject’s activity inferring an exter-
nal influence over activity (Engestrӧm, 1999). In this study, the object is the man-
dated NQS and the Quality Areas, and the activity refers to what people do to intro-
duce or implement the NQS. For the adoption of this object to take place, it must 
itself transform from an extrinsic to intrinsic motivator. This departure from the 
external existence is made possible through psychological ownership. Psychological 
ownership will enable the adoption of the NQS through one’s own volition and sup-
port the motivation to resolve tensions for the eventual instigation of desired change. 
Psychological ownership is transferred in the activity—how the participants shared 
or taught the NQS to others. Depending on the nature of the activity, the outcome 
is not merely the implementation of the NQS but the self-efficacy, accountability, 
belongingness, and identity (ownership) that is more likely to motivate the school 
community to implement the NQS in sustainable ways (Avey et al., 2012).

The second element is the subject. Subjects are the individuals (Engestrӧm, 
2000a, 2000b; Roth, 2004) in the activity system. In our context, the subjects are 
the staff involved in the activity who are developing psychological ownership in 
implementing the NQS. This includes the DoE and OECDL staff responsible for the 
policy decisions of the NQS, and all those staff involved in the implementation of 
the NQS in schools. Through the relations between subject (staff) and object (NQS) 
a transformation of individuals and their community takes place. Engestrӧm (2000a) 
explains this change as being mediated by activity and tools; we suggest it is also 
mediated through psychological ownership that motivated staff to resolve tensions. 
Through psychological ownership, all staff are empowered to achieve the objective 
as they develop catalytic agency, reflective integrity and relational interdependence 
(McDowall & Murray, 2012).

NQS

Outcome

NQS standards            School culture                   

Tools and 

artefacts

Subject

Division 

of labourRules                       Community

NQS guide

and materials

Staff

Division 

of labour

Engestrӧm’s theory                                      Theory applied to the study  

Object

Fig. 1  The triangle of activity and how the triangle applies to this current study
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The community comprises multiple individuals who share the same general 
object [NQS] and are distinct from other communities (Engestrӧm, Engestrӧm, 
& Suntio, 2002). In this study, each school is recognised as a unique cultural con-
text, therefore each school could decide on their own implementation strategies. 
Hence, they were distinct from other school communities both before and after 
the activity (NQS implementation) takes place (see Fig. 2). Recognising this dis-
tinctness was a key component in leading the adoption of the NQS.

The tools and artefacts are the external and internal mediating instruments 
moulding the object (NQS) (Engestrӧm et al., 2002). In this study the tools were 
the school revised NQS guide and supporting materials developed by the OECDL 
and school staff. Staff require self-efficacy in engaging with the NQS guide and 
accessing the materials, and through this engagement they develop accountability 
(Avey et al., 2012). The NQS tool also provided a means for reflective integrity 
as each Quality Area steps staff through a thoughtful and diverse examination of 
educational and developmental outcomes.

The element of division of labour considers the horizontal division of tasks 
between the individual or sub-groups of the community as well as the vertical 
division of power and status (Engestrӧm et  al., 2002). Finally, Engestrӧm et  al. 
(2002) states the element of rules are explicit and implicit regulations, norms and 
conventions that guide actions and interactions within the activity system. In this 
study, these relate to the standards made explicit in the NQS guide. When rules 
are adopted by the community, they govern the performance of the activity.

Gronn (2000) explains that “the potential for leadership is present in the flow 
of activities in which a set of organisation members find themselves enmeshed” 
(p. 331). It is proposed in this study that effective leadership is enabled through 
the transference of psychological ownership, as without this the flow of activities 

OECDL

Principal

NQS 

Champion

Staff

Tension -Psychological Ownership-change

Psychological 

Ownership Psyc
holo

gic
al 

Owners
hip

Psychological Ownership leading to internalisa�on of NQS 
and resolu�on of tensions leading to implementa�on

Quality

OECDL        Principal       NQS Champion        Staff

NQS Rules                              Community               Distribution of labour 

NQS guide

and materials

NQS

Fig. 2  A model of educational leadership for implementing the NQS in schools. Arrows denote the hori-
zontal division of tasks between the individuals of the community as well as the vertical division of 
power and status (Engestrӧm et al., 2002)
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will not be of value to the subjects and community and sustainable change will 
not be implemented.

Method

Qualitative research methods using a case study approach were utilised to describe 
the processes and strategies adopted by the schools to implement the NQS. A case 
study allows robust descriptions that are rich in detail and are “strong on reality” 
(Wellington, 2015, p. 174). The data were collected at the end of 2016, almost a full 
year after the NQS had been implemented in schools (Barblett & Kirk, 2018).

The research question examined in this study and reported in this paper was:

• What aspects supported or impeded the implementation of the NQS?

Participants

Six DoE early childhood consultants from the OECDL and staff from four public 
primary schools participated in the study. Two of the schools were regional and the 
other two were metropolitan, and each was selected from schools known to be imple-
menting the NQS. Fifty-two staff participated, including principals, deputy princi-
pals, teachers and assistants. The participation details are summarised in Table 1.

Tools

Semi-structured interviews were complemented by document analysis (i.e. business 
and operational plans; NQS improvement tools; teachers’ planning documents and 
other NQS documents or materials) and observations of teachers at work. The semi-
structured interviews were conducted with all participants either individually, in 
pairs or in small groups, with each interview lasting approximately 1 h.

University and Education Department ethics approvals were granted (Approval 
Number 13935). All participants were provided with an information letter describ-
ing the study and gave their consent to participate. Individual case studies were 
returned to the participants for comment and to ensure their perspectives were repre-
sented accurately. All participants were de-identified and given pseudonyms to pro-
tect their identities.

Data analysis

The research question was examined with others in a previous paper (see Barb-
lett & Kirk, 2018). Findings showed several key factors were found to support the 
implementation of the NQS; chief amongst them being distributed leadership. This 
current paper examines this finding at a deeper level. This analysis of data was 
approached in much the same way as in the earlier iteration, yet this time hunting for 
commonalities that may underpin effective leadership.
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The interview data were transcribed and analysed by both researchers. The data 
were compared to consider the ways in which each school approached empowering 
change amongst all staff. Collating common themes and bundling ideas that were 
present in the interviews identified features enabling leadership within the activity.

Findings and discussion

AT was used to organise the findings and discussion. In particular, the stages of 
introducing and implementing the NQS are presented as evolving activity systems. 
The NQS is the shared object throughout, however, how the activity acts on and 
with the object changes as a result of the tension(s) experienced. Psychological 
ownership emerges from the tension and can exist at an individual level and then 
transmutes to a collective level. In this way, we examined the hierarchical evolu-
tion of psychological ownership in the process of implementing the NQS in schools. 
Hierarchy was not used here to highlight an order of importance, rather it was used 
to delineate the moving notion of time and the processes that preceded each level 
before psychological ownership characterised a collective approach to implementing 
the NQS.

The processes of change explored in this discussion are diagrammatised in the 
following figure (Fig. 2). Using the AT frame shown in Fig. 1, Fig. 2 highlights the 
integral feature of psychological ownership, and the key role it takes in supporting 
leadership (vertical and horizontal) and enduring change. Specifically, the transfer-
ence of psychological ownership and how it impacts leadership across all levels and 
features and influences change.

The OECDL professional learning and schools as two contradicting activity 
systems

Examining the dissemination of psychological ownership through a hierarchi-
cal lens, the first level is represented by the NQS professional learning offered to 
schools throughout 2015 by the OECDL team. It was at this point the OECDL team 
transferred psychological ownership of the NQS to principals for the implementa-
tion to gain traction within schools.

In interviews, the OECDL team described their journey in rolling out the NQS to 
schools. They were charged with offering professional development days to school 
principals and early childhood teachers. They focussed on the reasons to have the 
NQS, what quality brings, an introduction to the seven Quality Areas of the NQS as 
well as examining what quality looked like.

However, their initial efforts of delivering the professional learning were met 
with resistance (tension). Some principals were not convinced they required another 
regulated process in the school or one that was not the same for all classes and staff, 
as the NQS only pertained to the early years of school.

When the OECDL staff explored these tensions they realised that the profes-
sional learning activity system was centred on showing schools what quality looked 
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like according to the NQS (object), without consideration of each school’s individ-
ual community. Therefore, the examples given may not have described quality or 
resonated with staff from schools with different school contexts. One staff member 
rationalised:

… the training we delivered initially was about examples of, "Do you think 
this is meeting or working towards; based on these criteria? What would you 
say? Would you say it’s meeting or working towards?"

Herein arose the first overt tension between activity systems, where the OECDL 
professional learning sessions were one activity system, and the school setting was 
another (Engestrӧm 2001). This activity system is represented in the Fig. 3 below.

As the OECDL had psychological ownership over the importance of the NQS, 
they were motivated to resolve the tension between the systems. The OECDL team 
realised they had not acknowledged the principals and teachers as being part of a 
distinct community (Engestrӧm et al., 2002) and that the resistance was a result of 
this lack of recognition. Unknowingly, they had inhibited the schools’ ability to be 
self-efficacious, accountable, have a sense of belonging, or identify all elements of 
psychological ownership needed in the process of adopting the NQS (Avey et  al., 
2012). In not being given scope for psychological ownership, many principals 
rejected the proposition of implementing the NQS in their schools. However, things 
began to change as indicated by the OECDL team member below:

through the journey, and it probably took us at least two years, we shifted our 
focus from, “What does meeting look like?” to once you’ve worked out how 
your school stacks up against the National Quality Standard, and you make 
some determinations, how do you take that information and integrate it into 
your whole-school planning.

The OECDL team realised they were telling principals what quality should look 
like in their schools, when really it should have been the other way around. When 

Division of labour: OECDL trains and 

shares materials, School principals and 

key staff learn about NQS

Tools:
NQS and NQS 

knowledge, training tools

Object:

 NQS

Outcome: Share 

knowledge of 

NQS and quality. 

Schools rejecting 

the proposition.   

Subject:
OECDL

Community: OECDL 

staff, principals, key 

staff at professional 

learning

Rules: NQS Quality 

areas, standards and 

elements

Fig. 3  Activity system 1a) OECDL professional learning school staff in NQS without transference of 
psychological ownership
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this shift manifested in the workshop content, the principals became more open to 
the possibility of adopting the NQS tool. Once the principals were on board, they 
began examining how they could incorporate the NQS into their existing school 
improvement plans, for example, “amalgamating the quality objectives into their 
business plans” (Interview School 1 principal). It was with this new reimagining 
that the principals gained a sense of psychological ownership over the NQS and 
were more likely to implement it in their respective schools (see Fig. 4).

Principal with psychological ownership

With the principals’ roles centred on influencing others as dual change agents (Con-
nolly et al., 2017) it was necessary for them to see the value of the NQS for their 
school and gain a sense of psychological ownership. A conviction was necessary as 
they needed to exert catalytic agency and influence the collective belief (Man & Far-
quharson, 2015). One OECD team member said of the leadership role:

…if the leader does use it and understands it (the NQS), they’re going to 
ensure that their staff engage in it, whether or not they want to, and once peo-
ple engage in it and realise that it is about improvement, and it’s about the chil-
dren …. So, a good leader, and a leader that values best practice, and is there 
for the right reasons, makes all the difference to a school.

The principals interviewed recognised their role in the implementation of the 
NQS. School 3 principal commented on the successful implementation by saying, 
“We were seen to be with the staff, so it gave it a level of importance. So, we have 
talked about it and we have resourced it. My view is, if we are going to do this, we 
are going to do this properly”. Catalytic agency was exemplified through the princi-
pal’s overt active participation in the implementation process (McDowall & Murray, 
2012) and demonstrated not only the shared value he placed on the NQS but that 

Division of labour: OECDL trains and 

shares materials, School principals and 

key staff learn about NQS

Tools:
NQS and NQS 

knowledge, training tools

Object: NQS, 

staff at 

professional 

learning

Outcome:
Principals and key 

staff come to an 

understanding of 

what NQS and 

quality looks like in 

their school 

Subject:
OECDL

Community: OECDL 

team, principals, key 

staff at professional 

learning

Rules: NQS Quality 

areas, standards and 

elements

Psychological 

ownership

Fig. 4  Activity system 1b) OECDL professional development in NQS for school staff with transference 
of psychological ownership
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this emergence of distributed leadership also empowered staff to take ownership of 
the NQS alongside him.

School 3 staff discussed how they deconstructed power relations through distrib-
uted leadership and enabled psychological ownership of NQS tools. Specifically, the 
Deputy Principal (DP) incorporated the NQS supporting materials into staff’s per-
formance management. She explained:

I ran the performance management for the EAs using the NQS as a basis. So, 
they went through and [asked themselves] what are some elements that I need 
to improve on in my practice. [One EA] took ownership of the outdoor area 
and planned for what we could put out each day that would provide a variety of 
different learning styles. So, we had more creative things, and musical things, 
more mathematical things… So, they all took elements of the NQS to use as a 
reflective tool.

The DP built staff self-efficacy by empowering the Education Assistants (EAs) 
to direct their own learning and expertise through using the NQS as a guide. This 
act also divided the labour (Engestrӧm, 2000a, 2000b) enabling each EA to become 
accountable for their chosen element and in doing so heightened the quality provi-
sion of that facet within the school (Avey et al., 2012).

Growing staff expertise in the Quality Areas was a common approach used by all 
the participants in gaining staff commitment to the NQS as it provided a solution to 
the tensions within the activity systems that were presented when staff were con-
fronted with the mandated policy. School 1 principal described how “you set aside 
time to focus on an area, then you give attention to that, so it was that, I guess, giv-
ing itself time”. Part of that focus was the allocation of extra time away from teach-
ing and additional resources which made the implementation more palatable for 
reluctant participants. Through the division of labour and increased self-efficacy and 
accountability in areas of the NQS, the individual psychological ownership trans-
formed into a collective approach that would support the effectiveness and sustain-
ability of the NQS (Avey et al., 2012; Engestrӧm, 2000a).

Another solution to tensions within the activity system of the school was the 
introduction of an NQS leader. The principal from School 1 coined it as identifying 
a ‘NQS champion’. The strategy of using an NQS champion who supported staff in 
implementing the NQS was a common theme across the four schools. These cham-
pions were identified for their knowledge of and self-efficacious approach to early 
childhood education, and their commitment to raising quality in their schools. They 
were chosen for their potential for transformational leadership (Stamopoulos & Bar-
blett, 2018) and their existing psychological ownership of quality early childhood 
education.

While much of the drive behind the NQS fell to the NQS champion, the con-
tinued support from the principal was necessary for the implementation to be suc-
cessful. Where a group (community) feels the outcome is collectively theirs, they 
build interdependence, and all become accountable to the process of NQS imple-
mentation (Pierce & Jussila, 2010). The principal in School 4 described forming 
an NQS leadership team and then stepped aside leaving the implementation to 
those with the expertise. In this school, the NQS champion admitted the initial 
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enthusiastic adoption of the tool eventually waned. This was evident through the 
analysis of staff planning and evaluation documents as there were different levels 
of take up and sustained effort by teachers. It is possible that when the principal 
removed their visible support, a fracture occurred in the community impacting 
the collective psychological ownership and thus the self-efficacy, accountabil-
ity, and belonging regarding the NQS were harder to sustain. In particular, the 
relational interdependence described by McDowall and Murray (2012) became 
unravelled as the mutual dependence that it was built upon was compromised.

Activity system with the inclusion of an NQS champion

The NQS champion in each of the schools was an early childhood trained staff 
member. In three of the schools this person was also the DP, however, in School 1 
it was an early years’ teacher. All champions were mentioned by staff as inspiring, 
sharing their expertise in early childhood education and described as driving the 
continuing implementation of the NQS. The champions instilled staff psychologi-
cal ownership as they suggested different ways of engaging, implementing and 
documenting the NQS. Two of the champions (Schools 1 and 2) used implemen-
tation strategies like games to engage staff in the NQS process such as a Scav-
enger hunt, and making an iPad movie. Regarding the latter, a small group were 
given one Quality Area and they had to make a movie on the iPad to convince 
everyone else that theirs was the most important Quality Area. Games to learn 
the NQS and how it looks in each school were in response to the tension that was 
evident within the activity system (Engestrӧm, 2001). Some staff were described 
as showing minimal interest in the NQS, so these NQS champions responded by 
electing a fun approach to alleviate the mundane and engage otherwise reluctant 
participants. The unifying impact of the NQS champion is shown in Fig. 5.
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Subject: NQS 
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Psychological 
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Fig. 5  Activity system as school with NQS champion
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Staff acquiring psychological leadership

As new tensions arose in the evolving activity systems, solutions and change 
occurred. The staff gained catalytic agency through inclusion, voice, education, 
time, and respect for different ways of acquiring psychological ownership. While 
the NQS champions were instrumental in this stage, it would not have been possible 
without the preceding actions that occurred in the historical NQS context and the 
former acts of adopting psychological ownership.

Inclusion occurred when all staff were considered in the process of change. This 
tended to occur over time and sometimes by accident. For example, the School 2 
champion wanted to find more about Quality Area 2 Children’s Health and Safety 
(ACECQA, 2020) and asked the head cleaner a question. The response she received 
highlighted the wealth of knowledge held by this staff member. The School 2 cham-
pion said she,

interviewed the gardeners and cleaners and asked them about the policies that 
they used and procedures they had adopted… [From this initial discussion the 
head cleaner] now informs the school of areas that are looking tired and are in 
need of rejuvenation and the gardeners are now involved in a rostered garden-
ing group and involved a lot more in other areas that have something to do 
with gardens.

Because of this involvement and collective ownership, the School 2 NQS cham-
pion stated there was pedagogical growth within the school as they began to listen to 
the expertise of ancillary staff who spoke of being “heard” for the first time.

Like the ancillary staff, the EAs also felt they now had a voice through the NQS. 
Before the NQS, their role was centred on preparing activities and helping in pack-
ing them away, however, the NQS gave them a chance to offer their opinions. Spe-
cifically, Quality Area 7 highlights that effective leadership promotes a professional 
learning community (ACECQA, 2020). With this chance to engage, the ten EAs 
interviewed in School 1 were brimming with ideas about changing pedagogical 
practices and approaches, revelling in the new world that had given them a voice. It 
was evident that many EAs interviewed had psychological ownership of the NQS. 
One EA explained “Yes, we are more included and our opinions—some still see us 
a bit differently. On the overall we are seen to be a little bit more important.” With 
increased opportunities to discuss student learning, the confidence and self-efficacy 
grew, which was evident in another EA’s comment, “I think the sharing of ideas… 
like we’ve been around a long time we’ve done certain activities a lot of the time, we 
can say to the teacher, ‘this worked best when we did it like this’, or whatever, and 
that is usually taken on board”.

Some early childhood teachers believed their voice had been amplified by the 
adoption of the NQS. They spoke of competing tensions between upper primary and 
early childhood priorities in school policy formation. The School 4 Kindergarten 
teacher explained that she felt it gave her a voice but believed this was because the 
leadership team in her current school recognised the value of the document.

Finally, time and respect for different ways of acquiring psychological ownership 
need to be realised in this process of change. For example, the Year 2 teacher in 
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School 1 shared how it took him time to resolve tensions between how he had been 
taught to teach and how he thought the NQS was asking him to teach. He grappled 
with how play-based learning would look for children in Year 2 while still meet-
ing curriculum standards. His school gave him time to visit other schools, learn 
more and try out new ideas in his practice. It was evident at this school the lead-
ers were aware that psychological ownership takes time as it is an internalisation of 
sorts, where all facets of the new outcome need to be reassessed and reconfigured as 
one’s own (Avey et al., 2012). The leadership team in School 1 likened their view of 
change as a ‘ripple effect’ and knew their staff would need time, so they continued 
staff discussion and learning about the NQS without trying to force their psychologi-
cal ownership onto others. Once the Year 2 teacher found his ownership, he became 
a leader in his own right. With the catalytic agency he gained through ownership, he 
extended elements of the NQS to reach other areas and years of the school (McDo-
wall & Murray, 2012). For example, in realisation of Quality Areas 1 and 3, he had 
an old shipping container that sat in the school’s playground painted to look like 
an auditorium. At lunch times he would place a basket of props nearby. He said he 
thought it would attract the younger children, but to his surprise it was the Year 6 
students who consistently frequented the stage.

School as community: psychological ownership as a collective responsibility

All staff in interviews described their role in creating quality programs for children, 
the overriding aim of the NQS. When the school staff came together to implement 
the NQS, they had a shared aim of quality improvement and became a community 
in its truest sense. They remained distinct from other communities but unified by a 
desire and the activity to improve practice (Engestrӧm et al., 2002). To get to this 
stage of community, a majority of staff members needed to gain ownership of the 
NQS tool with the desire to improve practice. When a sense of psychological owner-
ship was gained, catalytic agency occurred, further deepening and strengthening the 
collective view of school improvement.

Limitations

Some limitations to this study were noted. First, this study used a sample of con-
venience as these schools were known to be using the NQS and were representative 
of both metropolitan and regional schools. However, the ways that they had imple-
mented the NQS were unknown until investigated. In addition, the small sample 
size of four schools can hinder the generalisability of this study. Second, in one of 
the schools, the NQS team leader was present at most individual and focus group 
interviews. While the observations made supported what the participants reported, it 
needs to be noted that it is possible they did not speak as freely as they would have, 
had their comments been entirely anonymous.
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Conclusion

This paper has argued that the successful implementation of the NQS is facilitated 
through distributed leadership. Distributed leadership as a flattened structure (not 
top-down) enables psychological ownership, and in turn, psychological owner-
ship empowers enduring change. Engestrӧm’s third generation Activity Theory has 
enabled us to articulate how the motivation for resolving tensions during different 
phases of implementation is derived from and through psychological ownership, 
and with this impetus organisational change takes place. Once psychological owner-
ship occurred in this study, a momentum gathered, moving the majority of staff’s 
actions toward implementing the NQS. However, where collective leadership was 
fractured by a leader stepping away, the community’s momentum to sustain change 
was impeded.

This study has implications at both the Department of Education and school 
levels. Importantly, for the implementation of mandated reforms such as the NQS, 
schools need to be recognised as a community that is distinct from other communi-
ties and through this recognition be enabled ownership. Managing successful change 
of a mandated policy in schools required psychological ownership at different lev-
els. The change in the four schools described in this paper embodied the leadership 
constructs of catalytic agency for many staff who previously had no voice, reflec-
tive integrity and relational interdependence (McDowall & Murray, 2012) to build a 
school community centred on school improvement.
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