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The SIE model: Systemic innovation in education. Work in progress.  

Paper for the Senior Teaching Qualification (STQ) 

Joyce Brouwer1 & Rachna in’t Veld2 

 

In this paper we propose the SIE-model for educational change. The model is based on 

educational leadership and aimed at innovation on the programme level of the curriculum. 

The model consists of four different phases of innovation and suggests a concrete route for 

leading innovation for senior faculty in higher education. The model combines ideas from 

educational change theory, design thinking and ideas about educational and contextual 

leadership. This paper is the first complete description of the SIE-model. The aim of the paper 

is to provide participants in the Senior Teaching Qualification Programme and innovators in 

higher education with a structure for leading change processes and to empower their teams of 

teachers to create and implement educational change. This paper is considered one of the 

steps in our design research for the development of the SIE-model  
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Introduction 

Higher education (HE) is in a state of constant flux. Student numbers continue to rise due to 

societal developments and internationalisation, the diversity among the student population in 

the Netherlands is growing (Nuffic, 2017). Alongside the massification and 

internationalisation of higher education a third global trend of higher education is 

digitalisation that acts as a catalyst for the former two (van der Zwaan, 2017). All these 

developments mean that study programmes in higher education are continually being 

(re)developed and that the curriculum development work is never done. The lion’s share of 

this development work is done by the teaching staff working in the HE institutions. But 

change in education is a hard nut to crack due to differences in perspective, responsibility and 

differences of ownership and accountability (Fullan, 2007).   

 

All these changes on all levels cry out for leadership in HE (Fullan & Scott, 2009). As (Scott, 

Coates, & Anderson, 2008, p. vii) state “Change does not just happen, it must be led”. 
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A lot is written on change at the policy level: how to organise change at the level of the 

institution, see for instance Kezar (2001). In addition, a lot of teaching guides have been 

published in recent years. Their main focus is on how new ideas about student focused 

learning and teaching should influence teaching at the classroom level and the course level 

(Ambrose, 2010; Fink, 2003; Nilson, 2010). The linking pin however, where policy meets the 

classroom is at the curriculum/ programme level. On this level teams of teachers design the 

actual structure of students’ learning experiences.  

So far, at the programme level a lot is written about what should be done to improve 

the learning outcomes of students (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Glasbeek & Visser, 2018 ; Schneider 

& Preckel, 2017). But, having a set of prerequisites for successful learning and teaching is not 

the same as having some guidance in how to do implement improvements that stimulate 

successful learning. Michael Fullan (2007) has written about educational change in his 

influential book “The meaning of educational change’ and his recommendations for 

successful change are also translated for higher education (Elton, 2003). The difficulty 

however, is that his guidelines are broad. Other publications seem to be aimed at 

changemakers outside the teaching teams in consultant/ advisory roles, see for instance Berg, 

Ritzen, and Pilot (2012). This is probably due to the fact that innovation is very much 

translated as innovation with ICT. See for the Dutch situation for instance the government 

report for the coming years (VSNU, 2017). In innovation in ICT the project is often taken out 

of teacher teams often lead by people from the upper management or consultants and IT 

specialists from outside (Kirschner, Hendricks, Paas, Wopereis, & Cordewener, 2004).  

In this paper we interpret the word innovation in more general terms: 

 

“Innovation involves both the creation of a new idea, and the implementation, 

dissemination, and adoption of that idea by an organization” (West, 2002) 

 

We define innovation as change with a clear structure (as opposed to change that can 

and will happen anytime by itself). In this paper we focus on innovation to improve teaching 

and learning with or without ICT at the programme level. Scott et al. (2008) pinpoint an 

important characteristic of change agents at this level. They do not control resources like 

money or time allocated to staff for teaching. They have to lead through influence and engage 

staff in the necessary change. This last characteristic means that a lot of literature aimed at 

people in higher management positions or hired from outside do not apply for this kind of 

innovation. 
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If we look for more practical advice on the process of change for this specific group, 

there are project based management guides like Kotter (2018) and Bos and Harting (2006). It 

seems indeed useful to see an innovation as a project that has goals, outcomes and allocated 

time spans even though it can be a nearly yearly enterprise. In our experience this gives an 

attempt at innovation more clarity and creates a distinct entity to work on, reflect on, get 

results with. The problem however, is that the management lingo used in these guides seems 

to speak a different language and evoke irritation rather than a feeling of overview and 

simplicity in an academic environment (Kenny, 2012).  

So, how should change agents from within the university, in this linking pin role, lead 

changes at the programme level? How can we support them to bridge the gap between all 

these different areas of expertise? How can we help them to use the knowledge about 

innovation in the reality in department buildings around the country? 

 

To fill this gap, we are in the process of designing the SIE-Model: Systemic Innovation in 

Education. The model has a twofold purpose. First, to give guidance to the change process by 

advocating a specific sequence of getting a teacher team to commit and join the work on 

innovation. And second, to address the issue of the process of change from this position: what 

kind of leadership qualities do you need to steer the innovation process successfully.  

The model consists of four phases that have at its core that it is crucial to include all 

perspectives on the change process right from the beginning, to ensure shared ownership of 

the innovation (Fullan, 2007). Another central idea is that to get this ownership, you have to 

alternately take the lead and share the lead (Elton, 2003; Bryman, 2007). Here we are inspired 

by the concept of leadership for complexity (Peters, 2016; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 

2007) and leadership for team learning (Koeslag-Kreunen, Van den Bossche, Hoven, Van der 

Klink, & Gijselaers, 2017). On top of that, the innovation process needs careful planning and 

execution of course. For this we are inspired by design thinking for educators by work on 

creativity (e.g. Sawyer, 2012; Sawyer, 2007).  

 

For whom? 

The SIE-model is aimed at change agents right at the heart of higher education. For the 

moment the focus is especially on participants of the Senior Teaching Qualification 

Programme (STQ) in research universities. In Dutch research universities faculty members 

are selected for their research work (see for instance the case study of the University of 
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Twente in Graham’s report from 2018) 3. Since 2006 the staff of universities have to get a 

teaching qualification as a prerequisite for getting tenure, the University Teaching 

Qualification (UTQ). The UTQ however, is aimed at classroom practice and course 

development. Therefore, teaching staff does not necessarily feel equipped for development at 

the programme/ curriculum level (WUO, 2016; VSNU, 2018). Since 2015, the two 

universities in Amsterdam have offered a continuation of the UTQ. This follow up 

programme, the STQ, is directly aimed at the improvement of the teaching and learning 

environment at the programme level and (further) development of the leadership qualities of 

the participants in their role as head of programme or programme coordinator. In accordance 

with (Grunefeld, van Tartwijk, Jongen, & Wubbels, 2015) the participants develop 

educational leadership: leading change that impacts the direct teaching and learning 

environment. The focus is on this particular group because we whole-heartedly agree with 

Scott et al. (2008, p. xvii) when they state that this role is crucial in reaching real change at 

the teaching and learning level.  

 

“The role least recognised for its critical role as the final arbiter of whether a desired 

change is actually taken up and actioned locally is that of Head of Program. If these 

people do not engage then they will not focus and assist their staff to learn how to 

make the desired change work in practice. The development of Heads of Programmes 

Networks (…)  and their early involvement in the learning and teaching change 

process to test the relevance, feasibility and clarity of what is being proposed was 

widely recommended” p. xvii. 

 

A word on the development of the SIE-model 

Our design journey for the SIE-model has started from our own experience as programme 

leaders in the STQ. We have coached approximately fifty STQ-participants and, in this, have 

been close spectators of their experiences. The STQ requires participants to lead an 

innovation project in their own department. During the first two years of the STQ programme, 

we were looking for tools to guide their process further and kept combining different sources 

because no book or article seemed to fit the needs of the participants completely. After about 

two years of searching and debating the matter, we started interviewing successful heads of 

 
3 As opposed to staff at universities of applied sciences where most faculty members are selected for teaching 
tasks. In the Netherlands this difference between the two kinds of universities is quite specific. 
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programmes because we felt that our participants could benefit from their experiences. After 

ten interviews and proceeding with the coaching in the STQ, we gradually started to see 

patterns in successful innovation processes and we started to draw out these patterns. 

Gradually, we drew the SIE-model and started testing it in different educational leadership 

programmes and in our own team of STQ programme leaders. At present we are busy 

benchmarking the concerns and needs of participants who did not work with the SIE-model 

and we are setting up a study to follow participants who do. The benchmark study is in 

process and will be published next year (Brouwer & Veld, Forthcoming 2019) The follow up 

study is taking place in 2018. To guide our own research process we use the principles of 

design research as stated by Van den Akker, Bannan, Kelly, Nieveen, and Plomp (2007). The 

paper you are currently reading is a so called prototype product in the design process (Akker 

et al., 2007; IDEO, 2013). Our research question is: “How can we devise a model that helps 

senior staff in HE to successfully lead an innovation project aimed at the development of both 

their programmes and their educational leadership.” 

 

The SIE-model: Two different dimensions and a sequence 

Two ideas are central to the design of the SIE-model. The first is that the process moves back 

and forth along two different dimensions. The first dimension is between creation and 

implementation. In any project it is helpful to make a clear distinction between moments 

when you think, explore and get commitment, moments when you expand and diverge your 

thinking individually and with others. This is opposed to moments where you are narrowing 

down the actions, a goal-oriented movement where the project converges, the action is 

instigated and plans are implemented and evaluated (Bos & Harting, 2006). As stated in the 

text above however, in higher education no project at the programme level will succeed when 

undertaken alone because of the impossibility of having the overview and the resources as a 

leader on the programme level. So, the second dimension of the model is the process of going 

back and forth between a project leader and a project team. A project needs someone to 

instigate action, to move the project forward whether out of personal commitment or as a 

consequence of an assigned task or role: the project leader (Kirschner et al., 2004). The team 

is the group of people that join the project out of interest or out of necessity or both. We will 

expand on this further below. When combined ,these dimensions together form a grid with 

four phases. 
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 The second central idea to the SIE-model is that there is a helpful routing through the 

different phases. This route has the shape of an infinity symbol. It symbolises that change and 

development are always happening and inevitable in the higher education field, as it is 

connected to an ever evolving and changing context. In the project process you move from 

phase to phase iteratively, as depicted here: 

 
 

A

B

C
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The starting point of the model is the intersection in the middle where all the lines meet, see 

○A .You start on the bottom left to make sure not to cross over to the implementation phase 

before you have explored in depth the issue you want to improve. To move from the middle 

downwards left symbolises that you need to dive into a problem or issue before you can start 

to engage others, see ○B . Moving up a gridline is crossed ○C . Every crossing implies that you 

have to decide if the project can proceed to the next phase. If the decision is positive, you 

proceed. If it the decision is negative: you stay in the current phase the project or may be even 

stop the project. Here are the crucial decisions in the consecutive phases:  

Crossing from phase 1 to 2: Is there a real need for the project?  

Crossing through the middle from 2 to 3: Do you have commitment, a focus and a team? 

Crossing upwards from 3 to 4: Do you have a feasible and shared  project design? Is there a 

renewed commitment from the wider stakeholder group? 

And going to the middle again from 4 to 1: Is there a need for a structural renewal of the plans 

and/ or the team? 

In the sections below, we will sketch every phase and the interaction between the phases, 

illustrating them with background theory, key questions and leadership challenges. 

 

Phase 1 Exploration: asking the right questions and listening to the system 

In the first phase of an innovation you need to find a real need for the innovation in an 

institution increasingly pressured for time (FNV, 2017). The word systemic in the title of our 

model signifies for us that a system thinking perspective is key in this phase. To find critical 

thinking power in academia is easy, but as Fullan & Scott (Fullan & Scott, 2009) 

provocatively write, critical analysis is both the strength and the Achilles heel of university 

thinking. In critical analysis thinking problems are unravelled into smaller units and that in 

the end you have unravelled it to its essence. At the heart, the problem will reveal itself and 

you will know what problem to address.  

In contrast, the core idea of system thinking is that the problems are complex which 

means that parts of problems are not stand-alone elements to be identified but parts that are 

interconnected, interact and influence each other (Senge, 1990). In his paper on successful 

change in higher education Elton (1999) states that change in this context is a systemic 

phenomenon and that any strategy of change must take this fact into consideration. Without a 

systemic view it is impossible to understand why innovations in education fail or succeed 

(Serdyukov, 2017). In complex organisations, a diversity of agents interact with each other, 
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affect each other and thereby change the system as a whole (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001). A 

key quality to get an understanding of complex systems, like universities, is listening (Fullan 

& Scott, 2009). Listening for new ideas in other people’s ideas without letting your own ideas 

and plans interfere. To postpone your own thinking, which is really difficult (Sawyer, 2012). 

Ask yourself, if you really zoom in and out, what patterns present themselves? What kind of 

connections and deeper lying causes and effects emerge? (Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & 

Flowers, 2005).  

This systemic view and this dealing with complexity asks for a specific kind of 

leadership. Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) call this leadership for complexity, or in Peters (2016) 

terminology contextual leadership. According to them, this kind of leadership is a new 

paradigm in leadership theory. The sketch three consecutive paradigms. The first being the 

traditional leadership paradigm based on the idea that stability is the key and leaders are 

focused on formal positions, hierarchy, productivity and control. The context is seen as a 

stable factor. Peters works with metaphors for each paradigm and for this first paradigm the 

metaphor is this that of the great man: a lion on the top of the mountain.  

The second paradigm is characterised by change. Continuous change in the outside 

world asks for leaders that transform, inspire and have a vision on how to deal with this 

change: an inspired visionary. The metaphor is that of the pied piper of Hamelin. A leader that 

leads from the front and takes the others with him or her by luring them along with a vision. 

The third paradigm is aimed at complexity. The knowledge era asks for leadership that 

deals with open interactive systems with a complex dynamic and actors that have a great deal 

of autonomy. In Peters metaphor: a leader as a surfer that rides the waves of the emerging 

complexity.  

    In our view this third kind of leadership is in a way a blessing for our participants. They 

know they can’t lead from the top or lure people in from a recognized strategic position. They 

simply haven’t got the institutionalised power or resources. In the Learning leaders study by 

Scott et al. (2008) leaders in positions equivalent to the participants in the STQ were asked to 

give an analogy of their position. The images they come up with is quite striking: 

 

Line managers, like the local Heads of Program, tend to opt for analogies that 

indicate they have less capacity to influence or are unclear on the ‘big picture’. 

Typical analogies for this group are ‘being a one-armed paper hanger in a gale’; 

‘being a small fish in a big cloudy pond’; ‘being a pebble in a shoe’; ‘pushing a pea 

up hill with my nose’; ‘being an island in a sea of administrivia’; ‘wading through a 
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quagmire of bureaucracy; ‘being the sole parent of a group of adolescents’; ‘climbing 

a mountain with a team’;(…). (Scott et al., 2008, p. 50)  

 

This third paradigm of leadership also seems to tie in with the key characteristic of academic 

culture, where the core identity of the academic staff is autonomy and where researchers are 

more connected to their discipline than to the structure of the institution (Åkerlind, 2005).  

 

As a programme leader you don’t have the resources nor the complete oversight to do it on 

your own, so you need an analysis that rings so true to the people around you that they are 

willing to join you because you voice an issue or concern that they feel motivated to change. 

An interesting take on this, is to see this analysis as creating a story. As Ganz (2009) calls it 

“The story of me”. A story that needs to evolve in the next phase to the “Story of us” and the 

“Story of now”. We will get back to this in the next phase. Creating such a story asks for 

intellectual leadership (Peters, 2016). Leadership that is characterised by an open mind, that 

sees connections, can think in multiple perspectives and can handle complexity. The 

exploration in phase 1 should inform a larger picture and sense of direction to move on to the 

next phase. This offering the wider group a sense direction is the most effective leadership 

behaviour in higher education according to the review of Alan Bryman (2007). 

 

To conclude this phase, we offer a set of key questions that can inform the exploration of the 

problem and the decision if there really is an issue that should be acted upon: 

 

• What is happening in the context? 

• Is there a need for change? 

• Why is now a good moment to tackle this problem? 

• Who are you, as a person and as a team? 

• How is your team organised formally and informally? 

• Why are you the right person for the job? 

• What is the factual situation of the programme/ department? 

• What seems possible? What seems impossible? What inspires you personally to 

contribute to this topic? 
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The decision to be made before going to phase 2: Is there a real need for a project? If the 

answer is yes: proceed. If it is a no: stay in this phase ans consider what needs to be done. 

 

Phase 2 Commitment: creating focus, involvement and a shared analysis 

In the Netherlands, in educational reform, the focus is more and more on the sustainability of 

innovation (März, Gaikhorst, Mioch, Weijers, & Geijsel, 2017). This isn’t surprising as the 

literature on the success rate of innovation projects is quite depressing. Already in the 1980’s 

Levine (1980) showed in his book Why innovations fail that not one of the studied 

innovations made it into an established practice at the core of the institutions of higher 

education. Either innovations died an early death or they survived in separate teaching 

initiatives. The crucial question to move from a short-lived initiative to full-fletched reform in 

the body and daily practice of teaching at an institution seemed to be: What’s in it for me? In 

Levine’s study not one project made it to this last phase and two initiatives survived in 

separate initiatives. To take the interest of the people affected into account seems crucial. 

If we combine this finding with the conclusion of phase one in the SIE-model (to get 

all the perspectives and interests on the table to get a system view of what is going on), it 

becomes clear that we need to involve all the stakeholders in the process. In higher 

education this means: teachers, management, support staff, students and stakeholders outside 

the university for instance representatives and experts from professional practice. Fullan 

(2007) shows in The Meaning of Educational Change that the most important reason for 

innovation to fails is that the people who are actually implementing the change in concrete 

contact with the learners are not involved. Even though there might be a discourse of change, 

the innovation never actually enters the classroom.  Serdyukov (2017) urges the inclusion of 

students. This makes sense also in connection to Fullan because the experiences of students 

are the biggest source of information about success for teachers. If student learning starts to 

deteriorate or if students are steadily unhappy in the new situation, teachers will very likely 

stop the innovation.  

In his book Leidinggeven aan professionals, niet doen! (In English: Managing 

professionals, don’t even start!) Weggeman (2007) draws a clear picture of what happens to 

innovations when professionals (in our case teaching staff) are not taken seriously in the 

change process. In the end they will revert to the practice they will feel comfortable with as 

soon as the classroom door closes. Professionals need to know why things have to change, 

especially knowledge workers like academics need to be taken seriously with their analysis of 

the situation If their knowledge isn’t considered, they will feel attacked in their core identity 
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as professionals. On top of that by not involving all the teaching staff, you will miss a lot of 

knowledge of the nitty gritty implementation and the consequences of the innovation.  

 On top of that Mars (2016) points out another important issue why the 

professional needs to be taken into full account. Not only to create the clear picture of the 

system but also to implement a change in practice. A professional has to truly understand the 

change, the why and the how: as a teacher you have to know what to do. If you don’t feel 

competent, you can never feel responsible for your actions. You need a core feeling that you 

are actually able to do the required change. This requires learning. 

This learning for change connects to new ideas about leadership for team learning. For 

change to be sustained, teams need to learn about the change and to know what to do. März et 

al. (2017) conclude that innovation can only be called sustainable when a deep change has 

occurred in the views and the activities of the teachers involved.  

What kind leadership is called for to reach this end? We learned from Fullan and Scott 

(2009) the need for active listening. They also urge for the ability to look not only at the 

technical dimensions of change but to the human ones. And even more important (and 

challenging) to take away ego, to empathise, to tolerate ambiguity and to take in ideas that do 

not align with yours.  

This view is supported for instance by M. Koeslag-Kreunen et al. (2018). In her 

review of the literature about leadership for team learning concludes that leaders need to be 

person focused to achieve team learning for innovation: a combination of adaptive and 

developmental tasks (M. Koeslag-Kreunen et al., 2018). Also Ehlen, van der Klink, and 

Boshuizen (2016) underscore the importance of people skills in their in depth study on co 

creation in innovation. Success in complex innovation projects is largely built on the quality 

of relations on all levels. By now it isn’t surprising that in a top ten of successful leadership 

skills in higher education places three to nine are taken up by skills that can be considered 

people skills (Bryman, 2007).  

3. Being considerate: build relationships of trust, warmth and mutual respect 

4. Treating academic staff fairly and with integrity 

5. Being trustworthy and having personal integrity 

6. Allowing the opportunity to participate in key decisions/ encourage open 

communication 

7. Communicating well about the direction the department is going  

8. Acting as a role model/ having credibility 
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9. Creating a positive/ collegial work atmosphere in the department 

All the literature that we read for this paper seems to fall into accord here. This is what it 

takes to move on the dimension from Me to Us in the SIE-model.  

To sum up, for the leadership skills needed for this second phase of the SIE-model we 

follow the qualities for contextual leadership again (Peters, 2016). This second phase takes 

interpersonal leadership and people management: the human component of system awareness. 

You have to be able to read and handle human processes and networks. For this you need to 

develop the qualities of being tuned towards cooperation and partnership, of being 

trustworthy and loyal, to foster collectivity in order to create movement and innovation. In our 

view, the good news is that all these qualities can be also developed and used by leaders on 

the programme level with a more informal leadership position. These qualities help and are 

needed for leading through influence and leveraging collegiality and engage staff in the 

necessary change (Scott et al., 2008). 

 

So, how to deal practically with this large group of stakeholders as a person-focused leader in 

an innovation project? In one of our pilot sessions with the SIE-model a participant came with 

the helpful image of circles of stakeholders. All the perspectives should be on the table, but all 

these perspectives don’t have to weigh in equal measure and not everybody has to be involved 

all the time. Think of it as concentric circles with in the core inner circle the people very 

closely tied to the project, going outwards the ties become less close. This is in accordance 

with the project based creation literature: create an inner circle team and have a larger 

resonance group, that you consult and inform at critical moments in the innovation process 

(Bos & Harting, 2006). Kotter calls this creating a leading coalition in his 8 steps for 

successful innovation (Kotter, 2018). A leading group that represents the wider circle of 

stakeholders but is small enough to move forward. In this paper we call the inner circle team/ 

leading coalition the project team. The wider circle of stakeholders/ resonance group will be 

called the support group. 

Scott et al. (2008) presses leaders to make sure to include resisters in the project team. 

As they point out, resisters can identify many of the ‘trip-wires’ that must be overcome. 

Listening to ‘resisters’ is also a positive way to handle disengagement. If you incorporate 

counterparts in the project team you can see directly what the effect of the actions in the 

project team is. This wish is echoed by Elton (1999) who stated that the innovations in his 

study all had in common is that they were unidirectional, from disseminator to others and that 
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they all are variants of 'preaching to the converted', which made them considerably less 

successful. 

With the whole system around the table you can take the story of me from phase 1 a 

step further to create a story of us and a story of now (Ganz, 2009). Get clarity about the 

problem you want to lay on the table. Share your analysis and listen to other views on the 

problem the innovation has to solve. Sense what the common idea of urgency is, what the 

different interests and concerns are. Ask if the problem needs tackling, why it needs tackling 

and what the focus in the tackling should be. Ask them for their commitment and create a 

project team that the wider circle of stakeholders can trust to go a step further. 

 

Key questions to get clarity around this phase: 

• Who is involved in the project?  

• What do the ‘circles of commitment’ look like? (Who is directly involved? Who is 

involved in a more indirect fashion?).  

• What perspectives do the individuals involved have on the situation? How do they 

perceive the situation? 

• To what extent do the individuals involved share a vision of what needs to happen?  

• What is your position with regard to these individuals? What is their relationship like 

among themselves? 

• How would you like to see these people involved in your project? (Which of these 

roles can / do you want to formalise? How can you go about doing that?). 

• Is there a difference between what people want and what you want from them? (How 

can you bridge this gap?) 

• How can you ensure that the people involved feel a sense of co-ownership? What 

information do they need? What do they need to feel empowered? 

• What are the interests of the various parties involved? (Who will benefit from 

maintaining the status quo, and who will benefit from change?) 

• How can you address those interests? (Without losing sight of your own interests.) 

• Can you expect resistance? How could you deal with it? 

• How can you get them to engage in dialogue? 

• Who will be in the project team and who will be in the support group? 
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The interaction between phase 1 and phase 2 

To get the system into view you will have to move back and forth on theaxis Me to We. You 

are exploring and tentatively make an analysis, share this in the bigger team and move back to 

the exploration again and get the system into view (Scott et al., 2008). By doing this in rounds 

you will make sure that all the stakeholders will feel heard and taken seriously.  

 
As Sawyer states, innovation emerges over time: no single actor comes up with the big picture 

(Sawyer, 2017). Successful innovation occurs when organisations combine just the right idea 

in just the right structure. It takes time to know when the time is right and to know when the 

system is seen and heard enough for it to move forward. 

In our own experience and that of our participants you will notice when the wider group has 

developed enough trust to decide on the way forward. They described to us this change in 

atmosphere, the feeling of momentum and the shared feeling of positivity. 

 

The decision to move to phase 3, depends on three questions Do you have commitment on the 

project? Do you have a focus for the project? And lastly, do you have a project team? If the 

answer is yes: proceed. If it is a no: stop the project or include more iterative rounds. 

 

Phase 3 Design: the making of a feasible, directional yet flexible project plan 

It may seem a little strange to move back to the me part of the dimension me--we right at the 

moment that a project team is formed. As we stated earlier this dimension is about taking the 

lead and sharing the lead. The literature suggests that even though you have a small coalition 
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by now, it is crucial to take the lead in this moment in the process. Literature about innovation 

in ICT (Kirschner et al., 2004), about project-based management (Bos & Harting, 2006) and 

leadership in education (Scott et al., 2008) all seem to agree that it is important for someone 

to take charge of the process of forming a project team. We want to stress the word process in 

the last sentence. It is about taking the lead in the process, not about pushing the content of 

the process. It might be useful to have the image of a facilitator in mind at this point. The 

main task for the leader/ facilitator at this phase is to co-design the project structure with the 

project team that emerged from phase 2. Key words here being CO and DESIGN. First to 

create a project team that is ready for its job of innovation. And second, to create a concrete 

project design that gives clarity and a feeling of security and trust for the implementation 

phase. 

 

In the project literature it is stressed that it is important to invest time in becoming a team. 

Just putting people together doesn’t make it a team. We see a team as in accordance with M. 

G. M. Koeslag-Kreunen, Van der Klink, Van den Bossche, and Gijselaers (2018) who use the 

following quote. A team is “a collection of individuals who are interdependent in their tasks, 

who share responsibility for outcomes, who see themselves and who are seen by others as an 

intact social entity embedded in one or more larger social systems” (Cohen & Bailey, 1997, 

p. 241).  

An intuitively useful tool for team development is the model of Drexler and Sibbit™4 (The 

Grove, 2009). They point out some questions that can guide a start up meeting with the team. 

Team members have to ask themselves and each other several questions to get a good group 

process going. They need to answer several questions to build trust and commitment. 

Questions like why am I here? Who are you? What are your interests with the project, what is 

important to you? How do we want to work together? When and how do we evaluate how we 

work? It is important to note that this may not be easy. In our work as programme leaders we 

experience time and again that some of our groups experience discussing this kind of meta 

questions as counter cultural. Being critical and somehow aloof seems to be a more accepted 

default position. 

 
4 The Drexler/ Sibbit team performance Model is an intuitive consultant tool that is widely used in creative teams 
but not thoroughly researched. In our experience it is a useful tool but cannot provide evidence here. We came 
across the model in a course on creative leadership. at KAOSpilot Denmark, where leadership and creativity and 
innovation are core of the business school’s curriculum. 



 

 16 

As in phase 2 communication seems crucial. In a study of effectiveness in innovation 

teams the only one thing that predicted which team did well in developing a new product or 

idea was the quality of the interaction in the group’s conversation (Woolley, Chabris, 

Pentland, Hashmi, & Malone, 2010). This is in accordance with Sawyer’s overview of the 

literature on creative teams. Successful collaborative creative teams practice deep listening. 

On top of that in successful teams, members build on their collaborators’ ideas. Less 

successful team and team members spend too much time planning their own actions and not 

enough time listening and observing others. When teams practice deep listening, each new 

idea is an extension of the ideas that have come before (Sawyer, 2017). This communication 

process needs careful facilitation, however. Someone needs to make sure that there is time to 

think and prevent judgement. Especially important is to separate idea generation from idea 

evaluation (Sawyer, 2012, 2017).  

 The leadership quality that is required at this phase is interpersonal leadership aimed at 

connectivity: to understand how systems and people work and to be able to use the 

connections in and out the team (Peters, 2016).  

Being a person-centred leader is not enough, though. In the Learning Leaders study 

Scott et al. (2008) strongly advise to be careful in calling meetings and when one is called 

make sure it is carefully chaired with a sharply formulated agenda and an evidence-based, 

action focus. To give particular attention to following up at the outset of each subsequent 

meeting and be precise about what was achieved in practical terms with the agreed actions 

from the previous one. This is a demand for what Peters (2016) calls equifinality: a mixture of 

pragmatism and flexibility. To be able to create a logical plan together with others and be 

practical about it.  

It may feel strangely late to make a concrete plan only in the third phase. But, now you 

start with focus, commitment and trust, the desired outcomes of phase 2. A lot of the ‘work’ is 

already done. In the project design you create a structured timeline or roadmap that consists of 

dates for team meetings, deadlines, concrete (sub) outcomes, and space for team development. 

In this timeline you also design moments of evaluation and reflection, communication to the 

wider circle of stakeholders and moments to celebrate or commemorate milestones.  

 

A note of caution: leave room for improvisation 

The term project design suggests a finished set of products (roadmap, task division, timeline 

etc) research suggests however that to make an innovation successful you have to make sure 

that the design is open for ‘going with the flow’ once you start realising the project. Ehlen 
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states that managing according to plan may even be counterproductive.  She concludes in her 

study that cherishing the ‘social capital’ in the innovation team is much more important than 

to work according to plan. In addition to that, in innovation you have to try out new ways of 

doing things, this takes time and risk. In an open process of innovation, you make mistakes, 

and have as many hits as misses. A key characteristic of effective creative teams is that they 

can restructure themselves in response to unexpected shifts in the environment (Sawyer, 

2017). To innovate you need room for experiment and you need to be adaptable. In the design 

structure of IDEO this means that designing and realising a project is not linear. You do not a. 

make plan for innovation b. ‘do’ the innovation. In their sequence of design, you empathise 

(very similar to the SIE model’s phase 1), you define the problem, you generate ideas (ideate), 

and you prototype (create possible solutions to a problem) (IDEO, 2013). In this way phase 3 

and phase 4 are closely connected. This is in strong agreement with Fullan and Scott (2009) 

who point out that linear planning is one of the reasons that universities are ‘change averse’. 

In this linear planning, most energy is put into writing a plan rather than adopting a cyclical, 

action-oriented approach. 

 

 
Keeping this flexibility in mind, here is a rough list of the key questions that are relevant for 

project design (see for instance Bos & Harting, 2006) that you can use: 

• What could feasible objectives be?  

• What does success look like, what are possible and desirable outcomes?  
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• What are priorities? 

• What are quick wins? 

• What is de time scale of the project?  

• How can you pace the project pragmatically?  

• What are milestones or sub milestones?   

• Who is responsible for what; in what manner?  

• What kind of resources do you need: in terms of money/ time to allocate to people? 

• When do you communicate what to whom?  

Building on the note of caution above it may be wise to strike a balance between giving 

direction with a start up plan and knowing when to stop planning to leave room for adaption 

and experimentation and communication. It is important to be transparent about the project 

you are designing. The design phase itself is also a phase that needs to be shared at times to 

create transparency. In our experience the wider circle of stakeholders is very susceptible to 

the feeling that things are done without their consent or behind their backs. It can be wise to 

share some decision making before communicating the finished project design. A suggestion 

could be to share the transformation of the global direction of the project the support group 

formed in phase 2 to concrete project objectives in phase 3. You will need a shared design and 

a renewed commitment on this before moving on to the fourth phase of the SIE-model. 

 

Phase 4 Realisation: getting results and learning from the process 

In a popular guide for project based creation by (Bos & Harting, 2006) this phase is described 

as “The art of playing with the Bermuda triangle”. This signifies for us on the one hand the 

interplay between acting strategic yet playful with foreseen and unforeseen circumstances. On 

the other hand, it recognises that at this stage there will be struggle at times. Life in some 

form will intervene for sure.  

When you have followed the infinity symbol up to this phase, you will have a clear 

plan to start off with and renewed commitment on this plan from the support group. The 

project team and you as a leader are ready for the realisation of the project. In the leadership 

qualities in Peters’ list of leadership qualities (2016) you need both work management and 

personal management. The before mentioned ‘art of playing’ is described by him as cheerful 

resilience. You have to be able to simultaneously keep an eye on the course of the project and 

react flexible to everything that pops up. It is interesting to see how Fullan and Scott make the 

connection to teaching in this phase of a project. They argue that a good leader, like a good 
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teacher will actively involve those who will make the desired change work. It is like an active 

learning classroom when a teacher will supply information just in time, but where the learners 

are the ones that are busy learning and implementing new ideas. The leadership in these 

iterative processes is acting through a rising spiral of learning and doing (Fullan & Scott, 

2009). This connects to the idea of learning teams. To make sure the team will not only 

produce the desired project outcomes but also learn in the process, it is important to be person 

oriented all the way during the innovation (M. Koeslag-Kreunen et al., 2018) 

To keep the process on track you will need regular meetings and updates. It may help to 

zoom out at least once a week and ask yourself 'how are we going and where are we going? Is 

more energy needed or do I need to take the pressure of? Are we still the right people in the 

project team? Make sure you point out milestones and sub milestones to the team. Make small 

loops between the outcome of the design phase and the reality of realising the project. Does 

the plan need tweaking? Make sure you keep communicating to the support group by giving 

regular updates. 

Key questions for phase 4: 

• Are we still on track? 

• Is the pace and timing still working? 

• Is energy needed or is it time to slow down? 

• Does everyone have the same image of what is happening and where the project is 

heading? 

• Are there results to reflect on? 

• Did we hit (sub) milestones that need to be celebrated and acknowledged? 

• What do we need to keep the urgency alive? 

 

After all this work the question if a project is ever finished, springs to mind. When do you 

cross the magic centre in the infinity symbol again? Of course, there can be outside pressures 

and timelines that decide that a project is finished. The objectives can be reached and all can 

be well. The idea of the SIE model is that processes never really end, but it can be helpful to 

do some soul searching. Ask yourself: is there a need for a structural renewal of the plans and/ 

or the team? If the answer is yes: proceed. If the answer is a no: finish the project and 

celebrate! 
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Conclusion 

As this paper is a proposal for a model to help educational leaders at the programme level to 

innovate their programmes for improved learning and teaching, we are really curious about 

your thoughts. As you will have gathered by now, the development of this model is also a 

iterative process that moves back and forth between us as developers and you as a user. Please 

let us know what you think about the model. See our contact details on the first page of this 

paper.  
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