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ABSTRACT 

Educational decision-makers influence the opportunities, experiences, and 

outcomes for all invested in public education.  Given the increasingly complex social, 

cultural, political, and economic landscape within the United States in the 21st century, it 

seems more important than ever to better understand and appreciate who educational 

decision-makers are and the process by which these public education stewards make 

decisions.  But while scholarship pertaining to educational decision-making is vast, only 

scarce research focuses explicitly on the decision-makers themselves. Specifically, extant 

research tends to overlook the way educational decision-makers understand their role and 

how they engage in educational decision-making.  Therefore, this study set out to inquire 

into educational decision-makers’ meaning-making of themselves, their role, and the 

process by which they make educational decisions. This study’s guiding question was: 

how do educational decision-makers’ role-identity(ies) manifest and frame their 

educational decision-making?  

The study followed a phenomenological approach to investigate educational 

decision-makers perceptions and actions: the content, meaning-making, and process by 

which the participants construct their educational decision-maker identity and understand 

their decision-making process.  The guiding theoretical frame for this study is the 

Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI; Kaplan & Garner, 2017). The 

DSMRI conceptualizes decision-making to emerge from people’s contextualized and 

dynamic role interpretation—their role identity.  According to the DSMRI, four 

interdependent multi-elemental components comprise role-identities: ontological and 

epistemological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-perceptions and self-definitions, and 
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perceived action-possibilities. These components emerge within social-cultural contexts 

and function in a non-linear, non-deterministic, emergent manner to guide decision-

making. The study investigated the content, structure, and process of formation of 

educational decision-makers’ role identities and how these elements frame the meaning 

of impactful decisions they made in their role.  

Seven educational decision-makers (5 women, 2 men) participated in this study.  

Each held either a state or a municipal educational decision-making position, with all 

positions located in the same educational context.  Each participant partook in three life-

story phenomenological interviews. The interviews followed Seidman’s (2013) protocol 

focusing on their past to the present (interview 1), their decision-making role (interview 

2), and their insights from the previous two interviews (interview 3). Interviews were 

transcribed and analyzed with Kaplan and Garner’s (2016) DSMRI Codebook and 

Analysis Guide.   

The findings highlighted the complex and dynamic constellation of role-identities 

and role-identity elements that framed each educational decision-maker understanding of 

him- or herself and their decision-making. The findings depicted the participating 

educational decision-makers as unique individuals; highlighting their varied lived-

experiences, socioeconomic backgrounds, educational degrees, professional expertise, 

and interpretations of their present self. Yet, the findings also highlighted the very similar 

process and content the participants engaged in for constructing their educational 

decision-maker role-identity. Specifically, despite their differences, all the decision-

makers construed their current role-identity as grounded in perceived stable value-based 

personal aspects from their past role identities.  In addition, all used similar cultural 
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materials, meanings, and strategies to form their decision-making identity. This 

manifested most clearly in the shared underlying theme of their varied and dynamic role-

identities as educational decision-makers who are “advocates.”   

The findings across these educational decision-makers paint a collective 

educational decision-making landscape within which the different decision-makers 

shared cultural themes and means for interpreting past personal events as forming their 

identity and decision-making. These insights may provide researchers, public education 

advocates, and even students and their families better insights into the way educational 

decision-makers approach their role and tasks. It may further guide stakeholders in 

strategies to engage these educational decision-makers by considering the fit of their 

agenda within the life-story educational decision-makers construe as foundational to their 

role identities and decision-making. The findings may also provide educational decision-

makers a framework for reflection on their role and actions, and for further developing 

their identity and decision-making.  Fundamentally, this research contributes to the 

efforts to improve educational experiences and opportunities for students attending public 

schools.       
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CHAPTER 1 
 

 INTRODUCTION 
 

Educational decision-makers like superintendents and school board members in 

the United States have a tremendous responsibility, presiding over approximately 54-

million public school students enrolled in roughly 98-thousand public schools across the 

country (McFarland et al., 2019).  These public education stewards oversee and make 

decisions in matters that influence the lives of students, teachers, administrators, families, 

and communities.  For example, between 2005 and 2012, the school districts of Detroit, 

Washington, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Atlanta, St. Louis, Chicago, Milwaukee, Pittsburgh, 

Philadelphia, Kansas City (MO), and Tulsa either sold, leased, or repurposed a total of 

267 properties, and then in just 2014–15, 1,573 schools which had enrolled 

approximately 212,000 students nationwide closed their doors (Dowdall & Warner, 2013; 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2018).  Research 

shows school closures create times of mourning for families and school staff as the 

positive social connections they once experienced and relied upon are severed, and 

students’ learning and development suffers indicated by prolonged negative effects on 

their math test scores and short-term negative effects on their reading scores (Gordon, de 

la Torre, Cowhy, Moore, Sartain, & Knight, 2018).  By managing these and other 

educationally related issues, educational decision-makers guide the overall learning, 

development, academic achievement, and college and career readiness for all students 

who attend public schools, and they influence also the lives of those living in the 

communities in which public schools reside.  Given the complex social, cultural, 

political, and economic landscape educational decision-makers navigate and influence, 
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and the increasingly interconnected world students graduate into, it is more important 

than ever to understand how and why educational decision-makers understand their role 

and the process by which they make their decisions.  

In this introductory chapter, I first depict my personal interest in this topic and 

note how my prior professional experiences led to this research.  I then briefly note the 

shifting educational landscape within which current educational decision-makers live, 

act, and make their decisions in order to highlight the need to understand what undergirds 

their experiences and actions.  After painting this educational landscape, I briefly review 

and critique the decision-making literature and I support this critique by also highlighting 

educational policy scholarship in order to begin to place this study amongst these already 

robust knowledge domains.  Next, I provide a working definition for educational 

decision-makers.  I then introduce this study’s conceptual and methodological 

framework, my choice of which is influenced by my professional experience in the 

educational decision-making world.  After beginning to detail the conceptual and 

methodological framework, I state this dissertation’s research question and describe its 

purpose.  I end this chapter by outlining the structure and focus of the following chapters.     

Educational Decision-Making: A Personal Reflection 

 I spent three-years working for an elected official who chaired the education 

committee of the governmental body of which she was a part.  I am reluctant to go into 

much detail about my specific role and its duties and responsibilities, nor will I depict my 

experiences working in said role in order to protect not just the elected official’s privacy 

and confidence, but also the confidentiality of the participants within this study.  

However, what I can say hopefully without outing anyone’s identity, is that I had direct 
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exposure and experience with educational decision-making and policymaking in general 

at the governmental level.  Working in the government as any public servant will tell you 

occurs not in a vacuum, but amongst a complex constellation of institutions like school 

districts, numerous governmental bodies and agencies, places of higher education, non-

profit organizations, corporate entities, public advocacy groups, unions, and public 

citizens, all framed by local, state, and federal statute and budgetary restrictions.   

But for the daily whirlwind that is educational decision-making, what I came to 

realize is despite all the people, groups, and laws involved in the process, it is ultimately 

the people in the decision-making role who make the decisions – a seemingly obvious 

realization I know.  In my time working in the government I began to wonder how and 

why decision-makers made the decisions they do, despite being there firsthand and being 

part of the process.  Why, when all these aforementioned parties advocated one way or 

another would decision-makers, at times, seem slow to act, not act at all, or act in a way 

contrary to what was presented to them by these invested parties?  I left my governmental 

role believing, as I do now, that it is the decision-makers themselves, the people that they 

are, who make educational decisions.  It is this belief that led me to my research and by 

which it is framed.  It would come as a surprise to find out little to no scholarship has 

focused on educational decision-makers – the people in the decision-making role – nor on 

how they the individuals engage in educational decision-making.   

The Shifting Educational Landscape in Which Educational Decision-Makers Act 

Educational decision-makers are tasked with making educational decisions within 

a dynamic social, cultural, political, and economic landscape indicated by traditional 

public school closures, charter school expansion, high-stakes standardized testing, issues 
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with school safety and school climate, financial stressors, staffing shortages, curricula 

changes, cuts to extracurricular activities, fluctuating poverty and homeless rates, and 

rising mental health issues amongst students.  Educational decision-makers must consider 

this ebb and flow of demographics and societal inequalities in order to prepare all 

students for the academic and professional rigors ahead of them.   

Students come to school with different lived-experiences and access to resources 

due to innumerable factors including poverty, housing segregation, income inequality, 

transportation disparity, and neighborhood blight that impacts the ultimate effect of any 

educational decision (Anyon, 2005).  Among some of the more salient features of this 

landscape involve 3% of the total number of students attending public schools who 

experience homelessness, which translates to approximately 1.6 million students; 24.2% 

of the student population who experience poverty, which equates to 13.1 million students; 

20% of the student population who report being bullied, which equals 10.8 million 

students; and 14% of the student population who have no internet access at home, which 

equates to 7.6 million students (see Table 1).   

Table 1       

The Shifting Public-School Landscape       

Characteristic Year Rate +/- in Recent Years 

Students Living in Poverty 2017 18% - 

Students in High-Poverty Schools 2016-17 24.2% - 

Students Experiencing Homelessness 2017 3% + 

Students With Disabilities 2017 13.7% + 

English Language Learners  2016 9.6% + 

No Access to Internet at Home 2017 14% - 

Students Reporting Bullying 2017 20% No Change 

Number of Traditional Public Schools 2016-17 91,150 - 

Number of Public Charters Schools 2016-17 7,010 + 

Total Expenditures 2015-16 $706 Billion + 

*Sources: Meltzer, Quintero, & Valant, 2019; McFarland et al., 2019; Bassuk, DeCandia, Beach & Berman, 2014 
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Stressors like homelessness, poverty, and bullying may lead to long-term negative 

academic outcomes resulting from delays in cognition, disturbances in self-regulation, 

lack of resiliency, behavioral issues, and trouble engaging socially (Bassuk, DeCandia, 

Beach & Berman, 2014).  These are but some of the matters educational decision-makers 

face and address when making their decisions.  What guides educational decision-makers 

while they navigate the myriad of influences and considerations when they make their 

decisions that influence the lives of so many people?       

Educational Decision-Making: A Brief Critique 

While Maehr and Meyer (1997) claim decision-making as a conceptual 

framework is a useful tool for understanding the complexities of human behavior and 

agency, the literature is often bound to static theories “. . . concerned with the determiners 

of a single choice among courses of action” (Edwards, 1954, p. 474).  Furthermore, 

decision-making is commonly conceptualized within three restrictive categories: 

normative – how a rational person should make a logical decision; descriptive – how a 

person actually does make a decision; and prescriptive – how a person could improve 

their decision making (McFall, 2015; Shafir, 1999).  In a critique of these categories, 

Rojot (2009) argues decision-making is only rational from the point of view of the 

individual who is making the decision.  Similarly, LeBoeuf and Shafir (2012) note 

decision-making research basing its conceptualization on these categories may be 

inadequate for it overgeneralizes decision-making, overlooks humanistic and natural 

aspects of the process, and ignores contextual circumstances individuals face when 

making decisions.  In addition, many conceptualizations and studies of decision-making 

view it in isolation from the complex network of agents and narratives that shape such 
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action (Van Gils & Klijn, 2007).  Recently, Keren and Wu (2015) challenged decision-

making researchers to evolve past historical trends:   

Have we really tackled the most important issues associated with judgment and 

decision-making?  Or has the field fallen victim to the streetlight effect, in which 

we have mainly addressed problems for which we have a ready-made 

methodology (much as a drunkard would look for keys under the street light 

because it is easy to do so, not because the keys are likely to be there)? (p. 25). 

 

As for scholarship concerning educational decision-makers, it is limited by its 

externally descriptive and prescriptive nature, and its overreliance on positivist 

assumptions focused on cross-contextual and cross-person predictions (Young & Lopez, 

2011).  Indeed, there is need for new theoretical approaches and more robust data and 

analytical tools in order to add to our understanding of educational decision-making 

(Berends, 2009).  So, while extant educational decision-making literature is vast, there 

are scholarly blank spots on topics requiring additional inquiry and blind spots regarding 

knowledge not yet generated due to still emerging investigatory conceptual frames (Heck 

& Hallinger, 1999; Kennedy, 1999).   

Educational Decision-Makers: A Working Definition 

For this study, educational decision-makers are considered those who hold formal 

roles (e.g., school board members or elected officials) and/or who engage in various 

undertakings associated with the decision-making process (e.g., educational experts).  

Elected and appointed government officials, school board members, superintendents, and 

executives of educational organizations are all considered educational decision-makers 

provided their role includes shaping educational experiences for students, teachers, 

principals, and other staff typically involved with schools and school district functionality 

via financial, strategic, political, communicative, and legal means.  The educational 
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decision-makers selected for this dissertation all had to hold decision-making authority 

over both short and long-term strategies and goals for the same educational system who 

had day-to-day oversight over staff who carried out their initiatives.  The reason for these 

criteria is simple – these are the types of educational decision-makers I worked with and 

so my life’s research into educational decision-making I believe most logically should 

start with these individuals.  In addition, there is little to no research on this type of 

educational decision-maker; I will expand upon this gap in Chapter 2.   

To be clear, all the participants worked within the same educational climate.  In 

this way, this study will depict educational decision-makers identities construed within a 

shared educational landscape.  They all either directly worked for or with the same school 

system at the same time and so there is social, cultural, political, bureaucratic, economic, 

spatial, and temporal alignment amongst them which will allow for insight into the shared 

and unique aspects of educational decision-makers’ identities and their decision-making 

process.  At the time this study was carried out, the school district and city these 

individuals served were in dire financial distress that saw drastic cuts to school services 

and personnel, traditional public schools were closing while charter schools expanded, 

and citizens including students and advocacy groups were protesting in the streets.    

The Conceptual and Methodological Framework: An Introduction 

There are numerous ways to study educational decision-makers’ and their 

decision-making.  In light of the scarcity of theoretical models and research on this topic, 

and my goal of gleaning insights into these phenomena, in the current dissertation I 

adopted a phenomenological lens for it is a methodology able to explore the rich essence 
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of complex phenomena like educational decision-makers, the individuals who assume 

such a role, and their decision-making process: 

The primary way a researcher can investigate an educational organization, 

institution, or process is through the experience of the individual people, the 

‘others’ who make up the organization or carry out the process.  Social 

abstractions like ‘education’ are best understood through the experiences of the 

individuals whose work and lives are the stuff upon which the abstractions are 

built (Seidman, 2013, p. 9). 

 

Phenomenology systematically investigates people’s reconstructed lived-experiences, 

intentions, consciousness, emotions, agency, and every-day actions nested within the 

social-cultural lifeworld they perceive, all across space and time (Giorgi, 2009, 1985; 

Husserl, 2012; Manen, 2014, 1990; Wertz, 2011).  The specific language and overarching 

construed narratives generated during phenomenological interviews concerning 

educational decision-makers’ intentional actions and the meaning they make of their 

every-day lived-experiences will provide insight into how they perceive their role and 

educational decision-making (Krauss, 2006; Manen, 2014; Seidman, 2013).  Interviewing 

educational decision-makers will highlight their decision-making role and actions for the 

rich language they use and the noteworthy stories they tell will symbolize the people they 

are and the lives they lead: 

The best stories are those which stir people’s minds, hearts, and souls and by so 

doing give them new insights into themselves, their problems and their human 

condition.  The challenge is to develop a human science that can more fully serve 

this aim.  The question, then, is not “Is story telling science?” but “Can science 

learn to tell good stories?” (Mitroff & Kilmann, 1981, p. 50).   

  

Within a phenomenological approach, given my past professional experiences and 

personal interest into how the individuals who assume an educational decision-making 

role play a part in the decision-making process, and given the scarcity of research focused 

explicitly and specifically on educational decision-makers themselves, I chose an identity 
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lens to investigate educational decision-makers and their decision-making.  I adopted a 

psychological perspective on identity as the formative story people tell themselves and 

others about their lives (Erikson, 1980; McAdams, 2003).  This story is developed over 

time, is susceptible to external social-cultural cues, and is contextual (Gee, 2000; 

Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 2001; Kroger, 2007).  While rooted in the past, 

identity is oriented towards future goals and is salient to decision-making in the present 

(Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013).   

Identity also concerns the roles people hold in society, with each role carrying 

various expectations influencing action (Stets, 2010).  The meanings people attach to 

themselves while in a role is what is termed – role identity.  Role identities comprise 

beliefs, values, goals, self-perceptions, emotions, and decision-making norms, all of 

which interact in a complex manner and are framed by context (Burke & Stets, 2009; 

Kaplan & Garner, 2017; Kroger, 2007; LeBoeuf, Shafir, & Bayuk, 2010; Vignoles, 

Schwartz, & Luycks, 2012).  The specific theoretical framework guiding this study is the 

Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI; Kaplan & Garner, 2017), which 

conceptualizes decision-making as emerging from a person’s unique, contextualized, and 

dynamic interpretation of their role; I will describe the DSMRI in greater detail in 

Chapter 2. Hence, the purpose of this dissertation is to understand educational decision-

makers’ role identity.  

This Dissertation’s Research Question 

While there are countless questions one might ask concerning educational decision-

makers and their decision-making, for this study I ask one:  
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1. How do educational decision-makers’ role-identity(ies) manifest and frame their 

educational decision-making process? 

The Purpose of this Study 

This study is based on the premise that understanding educational decision-

makers’ roles might begin to shed light on how they make their decisions.  Utilizing the 

DSMRI to chart educational decisions as complex emergences rooted in educational 

decision-makers’ role identities may enhance our theoretical understanding of 

educational decision-making and catalyze novel research endeavors.  This research and 

its conceptual frame may provide citizens, organizations, and researchers means to better 

engage and work with educational decision-makers to positively influence the 

educational decision-making process via an understanding as to the dynamic elements 

within the decision-makers’ role and the complex process they engage in to construct it. 

In addition, the DSMRI provides shared theoretical terminology to capture and explain 

the nature of educational decision-makers and their decision-making process which could 

also aid those invested in educational decision-making. Furthermore, this study may 

provide educational decision-makers the opportunity to reflect upon their role and 

actions, which may evolve their identities and decision-making process.  Ultimately, this 

study’s purpose is to contribute to a discourse that improves the educational experiences 

and expands the educational opportunities for students attending public schools.    

The Following Chapters 

In Chapter 2, I review decision-making pertinent to educational decision-makers 

and I also briefly review scholarship related to educational policymaking to further depict 

the scarcity of research concerning educational decision-makers; I also describe in detail 
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the theoretical frame for this study, and provide definitions for key terms in this 

dissertation.  In Chapter 3, I describe this study’s methodology. I present the recruitment 

process for this study and the introduce the participants, the interview protocol and 

procedures, and the data analysis method. I end Chapter 3 by discussing my positionality 

and demarcate methodological limitations.  Chapter 4 is where I present the findings. 

First, I present a case-by-case analysis, then a cross-case analysis, and finally, a thematic 

summary.  In Chapter 5, I summarize and interpret the study’s findings, and then discuss 

the study’s theoretical, research, and policy implications.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 
 

CHAPTER 2  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduced in Chapter 1 were the rash of school closures across the United States 

in recent years.  While closing schools may seem inevitable considering circumstances 

cited as the bases for such decisions, such as falling student enrollment, deteriorating 

building conditions, and budgetary pressures (Dowdall, 2011), these circumstances do 

not manifest on their own.  They are the consequences of complex causal processes 

involving countless other educational decisions at different points in time that directly 

and indirectly led to school closures becoming a prominent option.  Indeed, educational 

decisions may appear momentary, but really reflect iterative social, cultural, political, and 

economic processes comprising tensions and negotiations amongst educational decision-

makers’ beliefs, values, goals, purposes, and perceptions.  These tensions themselves are 

nested within a multi-layered systemic network of rules and regulations and are 

intertwined with a myriad of factors influencing educational decision-making.  In light of 

the 21st century’s increasing volatility and complexity, it seems more important than ever 

to understand the processes by which educational decision-makers make decisions that 

frame the opportunities and influence the experiences for all who are involved in public 

education.   

 In this chapter I first describe a conceptual approach useful for inquiring into who 

educational decisions-makers are and into how and why they make decisions.  I also 

review literature that might help generate answers to questions like: who are these 

individuals whose decisions effect so many?  Within this review I identify gaps, 

specifically, the lack of scholarly attention to educational decision-makers themselves.  
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Then I present an innovative theoretical framework that can guide research on this 

topic—the Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI). Finally, I state this 

dissertation’s guiding research question and purpose.      

A Phenomenological Approach to Studying Educational Decision-makers 

Given the lack of research on this topic, I adopted a phenomenological approach 

to study educational decision-makers and their decision-making process. Below I detail 

phenomenology and its major tenets.  I then describe who I selected as educational 

decision-makers and the domain over which they preside.  Next, I use the 

phenomenological perspective to present a general framework of decision-making and 

highlight some of its major components; I also briefly review literature from another 

domain related to decision-making, educational policymaking, in order to further 

highlight the lack of research on educational decision-makers specifically and 

exclusively.   

Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is a rigorous, transdisciplinary scientific approach aimed at 

conceptualizing and understanding people’s conscious perceptions and lived-experiences 

(Giorgi, 2009, 1985; Manen, 1990; Starks & Trinidad, 2007; Valle, King, & Halling, 

1989; Wertz & Desai, 2013).  In studying lived experiences, phenomenology focuses on 

the rich meanings people attribute to the essence of their beliefs, values, intentions, 

perceptions, and actions (Starks & Trinidad, 2007; Van Manen, 1990).  From the 

perspective of phenomenology, individuals are inseparable from the natural world; there 

is no existence without the world for the world co-creates and co-constitutes the 

meanings a person attributes to their environment, themselves, and their life (Valle, King, 
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& Halling, 1989). Rather than seeking to solve specific problems through identifying 

causal relations, phenomenology aims to generate new knowledge and highlight 

descriptive and animate themes generated by analyzing concrete examples of an 

individual and/or a group of individuals who share similar experiences (Manen, 2014, 

1990; Wertz, 2015; Wertz & Desai, 2013).  This approach aims to gain rich 

understanding of phenomena as they are experienced by the people who participate in 

them (Vagle, 2014).  Notably, phenomenology acknowledges that phenomena will never 

be fully known since they only present themselves through admittedly partial reflective 

reconstruction by those engaged in them (Kordes, 2009; Soule & Freeman, 2019). 

However, phenomenology contends that, when conducted systematically, 

phenomenological research can provide valuable insights into the nature of phenomena.    

 Phenomenologists coin several central terms to anchor their epistemological and 

methodological approach. Below, I review these terms anchoring my perspective: 

lifeworld, intentionality, essence, meaning, lived-experience, consciousness, and 

perception. 

Lifeworld 

The lifeworld refers to people’s everyday existence experienced through engaging 

and relating to their surroundings historically, spatially, and across time (Manen, 1990; 

Wertz & Desai, 2013). The lifeworld is cocreated by the conscious reconstruction of the 

individuals who live within it; neither the person, nor the world, exists without the other 

(Valle, King, & Halling, 1989).  Phenomenologists assume the lifeworld is the 

prereflective experience; it exists without conscious processing of external knowledge, 

and thus, it is the starting point for all knowledge (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989).   
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Intentionality 

Intentionality refers to the symbiotic relationship between the person and the 

world in which they exist that manifests in a synthesis of the individual and their actions 

in their particular surroundings (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989; Van Manen, 1990; Wertz 

& Desai, 2013).   

Essence 

Essence refers to the foundational structure of phenomena constructed through 

intentional reflection and meaning-making on specific examples by the people who 

experienced them across time and context (Soule, 2019; Valle, King, & Halling, 1989; 

Van Manen, 1990).   

Meaning 

Meanings are thoughts and responses to cues and stimuli in the external world 

(Burke & Stets, 2009; Bernstein, 2000; Cote & Levine, 2002; Vygotsky, 2012).  We 

perceive, interpret, make-meaning, respond and act towards these stimuli across contexts, 

space, and time by interacting with our social-cultural world (Bruner, 1990; Starks & 

Trinidad, 2007; Snow, 2001).  Meanings are psychological expressions anchored in 

perception and then developed and oriented towards actionable purposes and goals 

(Blumer, 1998; Maehr & Braskamp, 1986; Mead, 1937).  When we intentionally reflect 

upon our meaning-making and lived-experiences, phenomena, like educational decision-

making, become conscious (Seidman, 2013).   

Lived-Experience 

While there is no single definition of lived-experience, it is considered the 

beginning and end of phenomenological research (Van Manen, 2014; Wertz, 2015).  
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Lived-experiences are comprised by people’s perceptions, emotions, thoughts, and 

meanings (Kordes, 2009).  William James (1902, 2002) noted people’s experiences 

involve conscious thoughts in the present influenced by unconscious thoughts from the 

past.   

Consciousness 

Consciousness is the physical and psychological manifestation of the structured, 

systematic world intentionally perceived and experienced by people (Berger, Berger, & 

Kellner, 1974; Husserl, 2012).  In this way, phenomena are anything consciously 

reconstructed and present to the perceiver (Giorgi, 2009; Valle, King, & Halling, 1989; 

Van Manen, 2014).   

Perception 

A higher-order function, perception refers to sensations produced by conscious 

interpretations of environmental stimuli with the purpose and goal of acting (Merleau-

Ponty, 2014; Wertz & Desai, 2013).  Perceptions are bound by people’s beliefs, values, 

purposes, goals, meanings, lived-experiences, are contextual, and are bound to the past 

(Wertz, 1989).   

What is the essence of educational decision-makers’ decision-making process?  

What meanings do they attribute to their role and to their decision-making process?  And 

how might their lived-experiences frame their perceptions and actions?  These are just 

some questions a phenomenological approach might address.  But what of the specific 

domain and context – educational decision-making – in which educational decision-

makers act?       
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Applying Phenomenology to Educational Decision-makers 

In the following section, I provide working definitions for the terms I deem 

central to assumptions about educational decision-makers and their decision-making: 

education, educational decision-maker, educational decisions-makers as leaders, 

complex systems, and decision-making. 

Education 

Education is a complex phenomenon (Van Geert & Steenbeek, 2014) and so no 

one definition can capture all its meanings.  It is simultaneously a deeply personal social-

cultural practice.  It is a medium for communicating knowledge from generation to 

generation.  It is an instrument for turning individuals into engaged citizens and a vehicle 

for social mobility, providing a way for people to break through systematic social, 

cultural, racial, and economic barriers via learning, development, and workforce 

preparation.  It is also a mechanism to preserve systemic societal structures that include 

injustices (e.g., the school-to-prison pipeline).  Ultimately, education constitutes the 

domain within which educational decision-makers act, thus framing their understanding 

of themselves and their actions.     

Educational Decision-Maker 

For the purpose of this study, individuals who hold formal roles (e.g., 

superintendent, school board member, and elected officials) who help shape the 

educational experiences and opportunities for those within the school system they 

steward are considered educational decision-makers.  These educational decision-makers 

attend to the strategy and budget of the school system for which they preside, and they 

engage in discourse concerning educational issues with educational institutions, 
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government agencies, non-profit organizations, private entities, unions, and the public at-

large.  They make every-day decisions within the scope of a formally enacted laws and 

budgets.  It is important to note that every educational decision-maker possesses personal 

experiences with education, which influences their beliefs and values when they make 

educational decisions (McLaughlin, West, & Anderson, 2016). 

Educational Decision-Makers as Leaders: A Lonely Position 

Leadership is a complex phenomenon and a social-cultural idea and so there is 

little consensus as to what leadership exactly is, nor is there total agreement as to what it 

looks like; however, there are general attributes and agreed upon themes which help to 

illuminate this elusive phenomenon: it is located within individuals; it is a process of 

influence; it involves overseeing staff; and while bound within the organizational 

structure to which they belong, leaders often act outside these bounds and so it is an 

evolving relationship between the two entities (Ogawa, 2005). In addition, leaders are 

assumed to possess the ability to impel their staff to contribute to organizational strategic 

planning, goal setting, and ultimately, goal achievement (Lumby, Walker, Bryant, Bush, 

& Bjork, 2009).  And, ideally, leaders strive to make meaningful impacts with their work 

(Branson & Gross, 2014).   

Educational Decision-Making as a Complex System 

In this dissertation, I conceptualize educational decision-making as a complex 

system.  If education is a complex phenomenon, then educational decision-makers and 

educational decisions may be considered complex phenomena comprising a system of 

actions and retroactions, events and interactions, determinations and change (Morin, 

2008). While there are numerous definitions of complex systems (Chung, 2014), 
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according to the fields of mathematics and physics, complex systems are: made up of 

simple elements (“simple” relative to the operations and system entire); dynamic 

(continually changing the structure and behavior of the system); non-linear (there is 

disproportionality between the inputs and outputs of the system); chaotic (the system is 

sensitive and dependent to initial conditions); fractal-like (the system is nearly similar 

across its hierarchical levels and iterations); emergent (the parts of the system are self-

organizing and unpredictable, meaning the system is more than the sum of its parts); 

adaptive in nature; anchored in the system’s prior states; and are structured by control 

parameters and feedback loops that guide and reform the system (Byrne & Callaghan, 

2014; Hilpert & Marchand, 2018; Holland, 2014; Koopman & Stamovlasis, 2016; 

Mitchell, 2017).  

Decision-Making 

For the purpose of this dissertation, decision-making is conceptualized as a 

complex process comprised by educational decision-makers’ beliefs, values, goals, 

perceived action-possibilities, perceptions, lived-experiences, and normative behaviors 

interdependent with external cues and environmental conditions all framed by the current 

social-cultural zeitgeist within which they act (Byrnes, 2011, 2002; Hastie & Dawes, 

2001; Johnson-Laird, & Shafir, 1994; Maehr & Braskamp, 1986; McFall, 2015; Newell, 

Lagnado, & Shanks, 2015; Savani, Cho, Baik, & Morris, 2015; Tversky & Kahneman, 

1981).  There are a few key elements found within decision-making literature salient to 

educational decision-makers’ and their decision-making, those being culture and context, 

emotion, framing effects, and identity, which I highlight below.    
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The recent decision-making literature points to culture and context as important 

factors in decision-making for these constructs help determine the importance of various 

pieces of information the decision-maker will rely upon and the action-possibilities they 

perceive before them.  Rojot (2009) notes that the cultural-context in which decision-

makers act influences not just their decision-making process, but the ultimate decision 

and the perceived outcomes associated with said decision.  And established cultural 

norms found within specific contexts influence decision-makers’ personal beliefs and 

values (Choi, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2004; Yates & Oliveira, 2016).   

Another key element in decision-making literature is emotion - widely held to be 

the primary motivator in meaningful decision-making and dynamic action (Lerner, 

Valdeolo, & Kassam, 2015; Pauen, 2006).  Emotions affect decision-makers perceived 

action-possibilities and decision-making strategies (Bandyopadhyay, Pammi, & 

Srinivasa, 2013; LeBoeuf & Shafir, 2012).  Emotions can prepare a decision-maker for a 

specific type of choice and consequential action (Pauen, 2006).  And emotions can 

impact information processing and contain adaptive motivational properties that affect a 

given emotions intensity and salience, “Put succinctly, emotion and decision making go 

hand in hand” (Lerner, Valdeolo, & Kassam, 2015, p. 801).    

Kahneman and Tversky (1981, 1979) define frames as a “. . . decision-maker’s 

conception of the acts, outcomes, and contingencies associated with a particular choice” 

(p. 453) and note frames influence decision-maker’s interpretation of potential gains and 

losses and their ultimate choices, as people prefer positive frames compared to negative 

ones.  Thus, framing impacts the interpretation of how an issue is presented, the 

information and options perceived, one’s general disposition and typical activities, and an 
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individual’s overall experience as well (Nichols & Svenkerud-Hale, 2016).  Kegan 

(1994) notes framing, and ultimately deciding, means being attentive to what we perceive 

while being blind to that which we are not.      

  Another salient component is identity, believed to be highly influential to 

decision-making (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). Identity mediates the relationships 

between perceptions, goals, values, beliefs, context, culture and decision-making norms 

(Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 2001; Soane & Nicholson, 2008; Vignoles, 

Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2012).  Through purposeful reflection on decisions and actions and 

consequential story-telling are identities constructed (Cote & Levine, 2002; Holland, 

Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 2001).  Individuals not only find purpose through 

constructing and interpreting their identity, it moves them to make decisions (Kroger, 

2007).  One way I find useful to conceptualize identity is as a dynamic life-story and 

search for uniqueness spanning from the present all the way to childhood (Erikson, 1980; 

Fivush & Haden, 2003).      

 I should note here that a review of decision-making literature1 revealed little to no 

scholarship pertaining to educational decision-makers themselves, nor from the 

perspective of their role-identity through a complex-psychological-phenomenological 

lens.  So, while there is substantial scholarship concerning decision-making, there is little 

to no research pertaining specifically and explicitly to educational decision-makers – the 

 
1 I searched through The Wiley Blackwell Handbook of Judgment and Decision Making, 

II (Keren, G., & Wu, G., 2015); Data-Driven Decision Making: A Handbook for School 

Leaders (O’Neal, 2012); the Handbook on Psychology of Decision-making: New 

Research (Gonzalez, N., & Moore, K., 2012); The Oxford Handbook of Thinking and 

Reasoning (Holyoak, K., & Morrison, R., 2012); the Handbook of Decision Making 

(Nutt, P., & Wilson, D., 2010); The Oxford Handbook of Organizational Decision 

Making (Hodgkinson, G., & Starbuck, H., 2009); and the Blackwell Handbook of 

Judgement and Decision Making (Koehler, J., & Harvey, N., 2007).  
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individuals in the role.  This gap is present also within educational policymaking 

literature.    

Educational decision-makers(ing) in the educational policymaking literature. 

An extensive search within educational policymaking handbooks2 did not return 

any focused research on educational decision-makers themselves, on how they perceive 

their role, nor on how their role-perception might influence their educational decision-

making.  In addition, a systematic online educational database search (DaCosta, 2012) 

highlighted little research on educational decision-makers exclusively, nor explicitly, and 

none this author could find utilizing a complex psychological-phenomenological 

approach to understand educational decision-making through an identity and role 

construction frame.  

Below I provide a review of the literature oriented towards educational decision-

makers within the educational policymaking domain of scholarship. I begin with research 

highlighting educational decision-makers’ duties and responsibilities.  I then review 

influential factors educational decision-makers might encounter when making decisions.  

Then I review specific educational actions from the perspective of educational decision-

makers.  Next, I review ways to make educational decision-making more effective. 

 
2 I searched through The Wiley Handbook of Educational Policy (Papa & Armfield, 

2018), the Handbook of Ethical Educational Leadership (Branson & Gross, 2014), The 

Sage Handbook of Educational Leadership (English, 2011), the Handbook of Education 

Policy Research (Sykes, Schneider, & Plank, 2009), the Handbook of Research on the 

Education of School Leaders (Young, Crow, Murphy, & Ogwa, 2009), the Handbook of 

Education Politics and Policy (Cooper, Cibulka, & Fusarelli, 2008), the International 

Handbook of Educational Policy (Bascia, Cumming, Datnow, Leithwood, & Livingstone, 

2005), the Handbook of Research on Educational Administration (Murphy & Seashore-

Louis, 1999), and the Handbook of Educational Policy (Cizek, 1999).   
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Finally, I offer an interpretive summary of the literature and offer some suggestions to 

make it more robust.   

Educational Decision-Makers’ Duties and Responsibilities  

 The scholarship highlighting educational decision-makers’ duties and 

responsibilities indicates many actions they engage in including setting curriculum, 

setting budgetary priorities, making budgetary decisions, and communicating school 

district status to the public.  For example, Klecker, Austin, and Burns (1997) investigated 

various actions made by decision-making councils.  These researchers utilized meeting 

minutes to determine what decisions were made which included curricular and 

instructional practices, assignment of staff time, class sizes, school schedules, use of 

space, discipline management, aligning practice with state standards, and budgetary 

decisions.  Andero (2001) studied superintendents shifting role with regards to curricula 

decisions.  Utilizing surveys, the researcher assessed the frequency of responses to 

determine various demographic data as well as whether superintendents developed policy 

statements focused on instruction and the goals and objectives for educational programs, 

whether they are aware of state laws, their involvement in curricular content and ways to 

evaluate learning, and if they delegate their responsibilities.  Ford & Ihrke’s (2015) 

compared differences between board governance of traditional public schools and public 

charter schools across three states.  These scholars used surveys to generate data and 

found charter school board members were less likely to engage with the public, had fewer 

internal conflicts, and were more likely to share beliefs like perceiving the school 

executor as less important for key governance.  And Banicki and Pacha (2011) inquired 

into the superintendent’s role for influencing s school board’s decision to hold closed 
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meeting sessions.  These researchers utilized surveys to delve into the reasons to meet in 

closed session like discussing private personnel matters, and other factors such as how 

often closed sessions were utilized, if agendas differed during closed sessions compared 

to open sessions, the board’s role in deciding to go into closed sessions, the length of 

closed sessions, and whether closed session discussions stayed on agenda.  While 

conceptualizing what actions educational decision-makers engage in is indeed useful for 

understanding their duties and responsibilities, utilizing and relying upon artifacts like 

meeting minutes, agenda items, demographic data, and descriptive surveys is limiting.  

These investigatory methods indicate what educational decision-makers might do, what 

occurred, they don’t address how nor why they might act one way or another.  

Furthermore, these studies don’t delve deeply into educational decision-makers’ beliefs, 

values, goals, purposes, and perceptions concerning what their duties entail.  Left for 

further study are the psychological processes by which educational decision-makers act 

and inquiries into the origins of their actions.   

Factors Influencing Educational Decisions 

 Research highlights numerous factors influencing educational decision-making 

like who sponsors a bill, special interest groups, lobbyists, the public, think-tanks, the 

media, available data, the use of cost-benefit analysis and possible fiscal impacts, and 

existing policies and resources.  For example, Canfield-Davis and Jain (2010) 

investigated educational decision-making on the state level by way of interviews, 

observations, and use of artifacts like tape recordings of meeting records.  Findings 

highlight numerous factors influential in the decision-making process like party 

leadership, lobbyists and constituents, religion, fiscal impact, and whether decision-
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makers are up for re-election.  Seashore-Louis, Thomas, Gordon, and Febey (2008) 

inquired into the effect of political culture.  By way interviews, decision-makers across 

three states told of various ways and means by which they engaged in educational 

decision-making.  One state had a centralized process aimed at promoting accountability, 

equity, and efficiency.  Another state with a decentralized system sought input from all 

possible stakeholders at all levels of governance.  And the last state, while seeking 

collaboration from stakeholders, lacked support for its leadership.  Reyes (2003) depicted 

the media’s influence by recounting through descriptive narrative the battle for bilingual 

education in New York City.  And Kirst (2000) examined think-tanks’ influence by way 

of a case study focused on the author’s own experiences, recounting the importance of 

disseminating research through proper channels, the content of the information, and 

general characteristics of decision-makers.  To note, there are additional factors like 

systemic injustices and historical and continued segregation, economic disparities, and 

outright racism likely influencing educational decision-makers’ and the effect their 

decisions have for all students (Goings, Alexander, Davis, & Walters, 2018; Anyon, 

2005; Jones, 2010).  While research concerning factors influential to educational 

decision-making are indeed valuable, these studies primarily focus on external factors 

and detail what educational decision-makers deemed influential, not how nor why they 

found such factors meaningful.  Furthermore, while utilizing a mixture of observations 

and interviews, the interviews do not focus primarily on educational decision-makers 

themselves.  And when educational decision-makers’ perceptions are discussed, no 

inquiry into where these perceptions originated occurs.  In addition, there is no 
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investigation into educational decision-makers’ past experiences which might influence 

how and why a factor is influential or not.   

Actions from Educational Decision-Makers’ Perspective   

Studies focusing on specific actions from the perspective of educational decision-

makers do highlight their beliefs, values, goals, and perceptions, however these studies do 

not delve deeply into the origins of these constructs.  For example, Major (2013) studied 

a school district’s decision to keep or cut its music program.  This researcher gathered 

data via observations, artifact analysis, and interviews.  Findings highlighted educational 

decision-makers’ beliefs and values regarding music education, their goals for 

contributing to the overall school district image, the action-possibilities regarding 

budgetary considerations, and contextual circumstances like community demands.  

Atkinson (2002), through interviews, studied the catalyst and impact high-stakes 

standardized tests have, and included an examination into who was primarily responsible 

for the construction and implementation of the legislation, what exactly the decision was, 

why it was ultimately passed into law, how the legislation was designed and put into 

place, and how these were reflected in educational decision-makers’ perceptions.  And 

Spain (2015) studied resource decision-making within the context of deregulation.  This 

researcher utilized observations and interviews to highlight the differences between 

district administrators and board members interpretation and approach to deregulation.  

The findings indicate expertise, culture, and accountability are factors in educational 

decision-making that frame the way decision-makers weigh educational beliefs and 

values like equity in education, perceived fiscal options, and ultimate funding decisions.  

But these studies did not investigate where educational decision-makers’ beliefs, values, 
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goals, action-possibilities, and perceptions originated, nor did these investigations 

position educational decision-makers at the forefront of their inquiries.  Furthermore, 

these studies did not delve into how educational decision-makers’ beliefs, values, goals, 

action-possibilities, and the contextual circumstances surrounding their decisions 

interacted with one-another.  Instead, educational decision-makers’ beliefs, values, goals, 

purpose, and perceptions were treated in isolation and in a static, deterministic manner.   

Making Educational Decision-Making More Effective 

According to the literature, there are numerous mechanisms educational decision-

makers might utilize to enhance their decision-making.  For example, by way of a 

literature review and with bullying as the example, Nickerson, Cornell, Smith, and 

Furlong (2013) suggest educational decision-makers should properly assess the 

prevalence of the problem, develop a comprehensive policy to address the issue, garner 

support for the initiative, and finally ensure the initiative is maintained and supported.  

Educational decision-makers might also utilize various cost-analyses when making 

programmatic or strategic decisions (Hollands & Levin, 2017); this suggestion also 

comes by way of a literature review within the context of decision-making about 

educational costs.   Using consulting firms to assist in data analysis, Gabriel and Paulus 

(2014) utilized audio recordings to assess the role and utility these entities have in 

committee meetings.  Utilizing educational research may also aid educational decision-

makers’ as shown by position papers and literature reviews by Tseng (2012) and Moses 

and Gair (2004).  Furthermore, educational decision-making might improve if 

educational decision-makers conceptualize education complexly and if they perceive 

student learning an active and dynamic process as shown within position papers and 
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literature reviews by Wiggins (2015) and Scott (2011), and a study by Kershner and 

McQuillan (2016) focused on comparing educational leadership and change between two 

school districts.  This study highlights that adaptive change occurs when the status quo is 

disrupted, it indicates that educational systems operate in complex manners, and it 

demonstrates the need to develop a coherent belief and value system.  While literature 

focused on decision-making prescriptions are indeed powerful, like many studies within 

educational decision-making literature, they focus on what educational decision-makers 

might do, but overlook the how and why.  Utilizing a mixture of observations, interviews, 

secondary sources, and reviews, these studies either assess possible outcomes if 

educational decision-makers utilize the recommendations or describe what happened 

when educational decision-makers used a given prescription but do not address how nor 

why they decided to do so.  And studies promoting a paradigm shift do not delve deeply 

into educational decision-makers themselves.   

An Interpretive Summary and Some Suggestions 

The current scholarship dealing with educational decision-makers and their 

decision-making process depicts a role with great power and influence over the lives of 

students, teachers, and the communities in which the schools they govern reside.  But for 

all the robust research, this scholarship does not address educational decision-makers 

themselves; it does not get to the roots of their actions, and it is inherently limited due to 

conceptualizing educational decision-makers and educational decision-making linearly, 

statically, and deterministically.  However, there are ways to add to this robust literature.  

The first is to make educational decision-makers the primary unit of analysis.  The 

second is to study educational decision-makers’ sense-of-self in their role by inquiring 
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into the part educational decision-makers themselves play in their own decision-making 

process.  A third way is to study the origins of educational decision-makers’ decision-

making actions.  And a fourth way is to investigate educational decision-makers and their 

decision-making via a complex methodological approach.  Focusing on educational 

decision-making from the vantage point of the people engaged in the process through a 

complex lens would add new knowledge to the field and help researchers, citizens, and 

advocates to work with educational decision-makers to promote positive educational 

change.   

In the current dissertation, I aim to help fill the blind and blank spots across these 

literatures by adopting a complex-psychological-phenomenological lens.  For that, I enlist 

a meta-theoretical model of identity, motivation, and decision-making as a complex 

dynamic system—the Dynamic System Model of Role Identity (Kaplan & Garner, 2017). 

This Study’s Theoretical Framework: The Dynamic Systems Model of Role-Identity 

Rooted in social-psychological and social-cultural identity perspectives (Burke & 

Stets, 2009; Holland et al., 1998), the Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI) 

highlights decision-making and action as based in the situated formal social-cultural role 

the person occupies in a situation, such as superintendent, or board member; informal 

roles might include friend or mentor (Kaplan & Garner, 2017).  Moreover, the DSMRI 

emphasizes decision-making and action to emerge from the individual’s unique 

interpretation of their social-cultural role—their role identity. Role-identities consist of 

conventional and idiosyncratic dimensions that infuse a given social position with 

societal and personal meanings (Stets, 2010).  People assume numerous interdependent 

role-identities, each comprising beliefs, values, goals, their life-story, decision-making 



30 
 

norms, self-definitions, emotions, and scripts for behavior (Kaplan & Garner, 2017; 

LeBoeuf, Shafir, Bayuk, 2009; Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luycks, 2012; Weber, 2013).  

Regardless if a role-identity is formal (e.g., superintendent) or informal (e.g., friend), it 

provides a frame for the person to assess and interpret his/her experiences and decision-

making about actions in the situation (Burke & Stets, 2009). Correspondingly, the 

DSMRI emphasizes the context-dependent social-cultural role-identity as the principle 

unit of analysis for understanding the emergence of action.  

Figure 1 presents the DSMRI. The model is grounded in the relatively simple 

assumption that people make decisions about action among perceived available options to 

pursue salient goals given their interpretation of the situation and themselves in that 

situation. The DSMRI conceptualizes: 

The role identity system as constituting a (more or less coherently connected) 

network of role-specific self-perceptions and self-definitions, assumptions and 

beliefs, values, goals, emotions, and actions that are held by the actor to be central 

to who they are in the role (Kaplan & Garner, 2017, p. 2040).  

 

These elements are organized by four multi-elemental components: Ontological and 

Epistemological Beliefs, Purpose and Goals, Self-Perceptions and Self-Definitions, and 

Perceived Action Possibilities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



31 
 

Figure 1. The Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI)  

 

 
 

Ontological beliefs concern the person’s knowledge and associated emotions held 

to be true and relevant about the world related to their role.  For educational decision-

makers, this might include their assumptions, knowledge, and beliefs about any aspect of 

the world relevant to educational decision-making, including, for example, the nature of 

the education system, the politics of organizations, personalities of the people involved, 

as well as more general beliefs as to how students learn and achieve, the role of families 

in students’ life, and what constitutes a high quality teacher and school.   

Epistemological beliefs concern the person’s notion of the degree of certainty, 

intricacy, and trustworthiness of the sources of the ontological knowledge they have 

about the world, and the emotions associated with these perceptions of knowledge.  Do 

educational decision-makers believe academic research is credible and useful? Why do 

they hold fast to one source of information and not another?   
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Purpose and goals refer to the primary sense of purpose for the role as well as the 

objectives, aims, and desires they pursue within that role, and the emotions tied to their 

purposes and goals.  What are educational decision-makers’ goals for themselves and 

what are their goals for their constituents?  

Self-perceptions and self-definitions refer to the person’s personal and social 

characteristics perceived as relevant when assuming the role, and the emotions associated 

with their self-perceptions and self-definitions.  Educational decision-makers’ self-

perceptions and self-definitions may include their interests, values, personal attributes, as 

well as social identities such as gender, ethnicity, and other group affiliations.   

Perceived action possibilities concern the strategies, tactics, and specific 

behaviors the person perceives available for them to enact while in their role to pursue 

their goals (purpose and goals) in light of their interpretation of their situation 

(ontological and epistemological beliefs) and themselves in that situation (self-

perceptions and self-definitions).  Educational decision-makers may perceive some 

actions available to them and others not depending on their social position (self-

perceptions and self-definitions), the resources they have (ontological beliefs), and the 

goals they want to pursue.  

The DSMRI highlights three complementary facets of the role identity: the 

content—the number, type, and richness of the elements, such as the goals, self-

perceptions, and beliefs; structure—the degree of harmony and tension within and 

between the components); and process—the dynamics of change in the content and 

structure of the role identity components) of each component singularly and as a whole as 

well.  Action serves as the anchor point for the role-identity, with the emergence of 
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internal or external action (e.g., a decision) feeding back into the system to influence its 

next iteration.   

The seemingly simple assumption in the DSMRI about the emergence of decision 

making and action manifests in the diverse range of human experience and behavior 

because the role identity components are conceived to operate as a complex adaptive 

system. That is the components constituting the role-identity function in a non-linear, 

non-deterministic, chaotic, fractal-like, emergent manner, and are rooted in the decision-

maker’s past.  Each element (e.g., distinct goals, distinct ways an educational decision-

maker may self-define him/herself) within each component of the DSMRI interacts with, 

and is interdependent of, the others in what can be conceived as a multi-elemental 

network.  A shift in a single element within a component will influence the other 

elements within the component and could reverberate throughout the role identity system.  

When one component changes, it feeds-into the other components, which influences the 

elements within them, which feeds-back to the original component that experienced a 

shift and to the others as well, and so on.  

The DSMRI conceptualizes role-identity to be framed by what are called control 

parameters that help to shape the nature of the system across time.  Control parameters 

do not restrict the components of the system and the system-entire, nor deterministically 

prescribe its behavior; rather, they frame the emergence of the system’s behavior across 

its possible states.  The control parameters in the DSMRI highlight the dimensions within 

which the role-identity continuously emerges. Domain refers to a specific sphere of 

interest or knowledge salient to the definition of the role-identity (e.g., education, law, 

economics).  Disposition refers to an individual’s physical and psychological 
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unconscious tendencies, such as self-worth contingencies, emotional conditioning, and 

implicit personality traits.  Culture refers to normative processes and practices, values, 

and meanings and the content comprising them.  Social context refers to the time, place, 

and circumstances in which a role-identity is constructed that acts as an influential frame 

for decision-making and ultimate action. The various states of the system continuously 

evolve and appear to be more or less stable due to internal and/or external influences. 

Certain states of the system, referred to as attractors/attractor states, involve external and 

internal influences that strengthen the system’s components and their relations and hence 

the system’s behavior appears relatively stable. Other states of the system, referred to as 

repellors/repellor states, involve external and/or internal influences that perturb the 

relations among the system’s components, with the emergent system’s behavior 

appearing to be relatively unstable.  

The Purpose of this Study 

This dissertation aims to address the humanistic, contextualized, psychological-

phenomenological, complex process by which educational decision-makers make 

decisions.  Educational decision-making is a complex phenomenon of the utmost 

importance as millions of students, families, teachers, administrators, communities, and 

the country entire depend on the social experiment we call public education.  There are 

countless questions in need of inquiry, but for the purpose of this study, I choose to focus 

on the role-identity and actions of educational decision-makers.  Adopting a 

phenomenological approach, I will focus on the lived-experiences and meaning-making 

of the people in an educational decision-making role in order to shed light on the essence 

of their role and decision-making process. Utilizing the DSMRI as a guide, I ask: How do 
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educational decision-makers’ role-identity(ies) manifest and frame their educational 

decision-making? 

Highlighting educational decision-making as an emergent phenomenon based in 

educational decision-makers’ identity could re-frame current prevalent conceptions 

across the decision-making and policymaking literatures. Moreover, insights about the 

way the social-cultural and the personal intertwine to give rise to educational decision-

making may provide citizens, organizations, and researchers new means to engage with, 

and be engaged by, educational decision-makers.  Educational decision-makers 

themselves may benefit from participating in this study, providing them the opportunity 

to explore and make newfound meaning of their role and of the decisions they made and 

will make. The hope is that such knowledge might instigate new knowledge that results 

with the improvement of educational opportunities, experiences, and outcomes for all 

invested in public education. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

In this chapter I will outline the research design for this dissertation. I begin by 

describing how and why I selected the participants.  Next, I provide a brief profile of each 

participant in order to provide a glimpse into who each educational decision-maker is and 

the role(s) each participant held.  I then detail the interview process and protocol and my 

approach to data analysis.  Next, I elaborate upon the trustworthiness and credibility of 

the research process.  Finally, I discuss limitations and delimitations to this study, my 

positionality as a researcher, and conclude with a note on ethical issues. 

Participant Selection Through Purposeful Sampling 

 In order to generate sufficient data, I sought participants with different 

educational decision-making roles, but who were all at the helm of the same educational 

system (Faulkner & Trotter, 2017; Seidman, 2013).  These educational decision-makers 

(N=7) held decision-making authority over strategies and goals for the same educational 

system, a system with more than 200,000 students, and who have the assistance of staff 

who carried out their initiatives.  Not only did each educational decision-maker serve the 

same educational system, the time period in which they served in their roles overlapped.  

Table 2 below introduces the participating educational decision-makers and the 

educational landscape over which they held authority.   

 

 

 

 



37 
 

Table 2           

Participant Information       

Pseudonym Age  Gender Race/Ethnicity 

 

Location Institution/Landscape Stewarded 

Ms. Lisa ≈65 Female Caucasian N.E.U.S. Local School Board 

Mr. Mathew ≈55 Male African-American N.E.U.S. Local School District 

Ms. Rebecca ≈60 Female Caucasian N.E.U.S. State & Local Government 

Ms. Arielle ≈65 Female Caucasian N.E.U.S. Local Government & Non-Profit 

Ms. Theresa ≈45 Female African-American N.E.U.S. State & Local Government 

Ms. Melanie ≈35 Female Asian-American N.E.U.S. Local Government  

Mr. Charles ≈70 Male Caucasian N.E.U.S. State & Local Government 

*N.E.U.S. refers to the Northeastern United States  
   

Participant Recruitment 

I invited the educational decision-makers to participate in this study by email (see 

Appendix A for a sample recruitment email).  The email was informal in nature given my 

prior professional relationship with each participant which varied in level of closeness 

due to working with some decision-makers more than others.  Most participants agreed to 

participate after the first email, and so an initial meeting was set to explain the research, 

discuss issues of confidentiality, and obtain consent before scheduling dates and times for 

the interviews.  In a few cases, a follow-up phone conversation took place before setting 

the initial face-to-face meeting prior to data collection.  The phone conversation was 

informal with the purpose being to reacquaint the potential participant with myself.   

No challenges occurred during the recruitment phase.  The educational decision-

makers were more intrigued than anything else when finding out the research focused on 

them as individuals, their role perception, and how said perception framed how and why 

they made decisions, and not necessarily on decision outcomes they were responsible for.  

Given my prior relationship with the participants, no confidentiality issues arose during 

recruitment; consent for participation occurred without hesitation.      
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Participant Profiles 

 Due to the participants’ high-level and visible public roles and the professionally 

and personally sensitive nature of the information the participants shared, and because 

some still act in their decision-making capacity, I am purposefully vague when describing 

who they are and their decision-making role(s).  To bolster confidentiality, I use 

pseudonyms. While these pseudonyms are gender specific, they are culturally/ethnically 

non-specific, and include the honorific “Mr.” and “Ms.” to avoid recognition based on 

academic degree or specific role (Allen & Wiles, 2015).   

Ms. Lisa. Ms. Lisa is a middle-aged to elderly Caucasian female.  An educator her 

entire life, she held two decision-making roles in her professional career, one more senior 

than the other.  While she is no longer active in her decision-making roles, she still serves 

as a consultant to the educational system she helped to run.    

Mr. Mathew.  Mr. Mathew is a middle-aged African-American male.  Mr. 

Mathew’s entire professional career resides either within the educational field or 

something quite like it, e.g., coaching.  Nearly all his career, Mr. Mathew served in some 

decision-making capacity, much of it a senior decision-making role.   Mr. Mathew is still 

active in his most senior decision-making role.   

Ms. Rebecca. Ms. Rebecca is a middle-aged Caucasian female.  Ms. Rebecca held 

three educational decision-making roles across her professional career.  While Ms. 

Rebecca no longer serves in her decision-making roles, she still serves in the educational 

field.   
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Ms. Arielle.  Ms. Arielle is a middle-aged to elderly Caucasian female.  She held 

two educational decision-making roles across her career.  Ms. Arielle no longer serves in 

her decision-making role and is currently retired professionally.   

Ms. Theresa. Ms. Theresa is a middle-aged African-American female.  She held 

one educational decision-making role in her professional career.  Ms. Theresa no longer 

serves in her decision-making role.  She returned to the legal field, still working, at times, 

on educational issues. 

Ms. Melanie.  Ms. Melanie is a young-adult Asian female.  Her entire professional 

career is within the educational field.  She held a single educational decision-making role.  

While Ms. Melanie is still active in the educational field, she no longer holds a decision-

making position, choosing instead to return to the classroom to teach.   

Mr. Charles.  Mr. Charles is an elderly Caucasian male.   He served in a decision-

making role his entire career.  While Mr. Charles no longer serves in his decision-making 

capacity, he still consults with local, state, and federal entities on social issues.      

Interview Protocol 

I utilized Seidman’s (2013) life-story interview protocol to generate data on 

educational decision-makers’ role-identities and decision-making process.  Seidman’s 

(2013) protocol consists of three separate, yet related interviews.  The first focuses on the 

participant’s past as it relates to how they perceive themselves in the present.  The second 

focuses on the participant’s present actions within their role. And the third interview asks 

participants to reflect upon and interpret the previous two interviews. Corresponding with 

Seidman’s approach, the first interview started with the broad framing question: “Please 

tell me how you came to your role as an educational decision-maker.”  The second 
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interview started by asking the participant: “Please tell me about your experiences as an 

educational decision-maker.” And the third interview started with the question: “What 

thoughts and insights do you have about what you said in the first two interviews?”  

Follow-up questions were used in each interview to probe more deeply into the 

participant’s stories and aimed to delve into meaningful experiences, and to generate 

more details and interpretation. For example, the probes included questions such as: 

“What dilemmas did you have on the way to becoming an educational decision-maker?;” 

“Please tell me about your concrete day-to-day experiences in this role;” “What was the 

most difficult decision you made, why was it difficult?” “You mentioned… Can you tell 

me exactly what happened?” The interview protocols are presented in Appendix B.  

 Each interview lasted approximately one-hour. Interviews were set to occur 

roughly two-to-three weeks apart from one another, but the time between each interview 

ultimately depended on the availability of the participants; as Seidman (2013) notes when 

suggesting the parameters of life-story interviewing, “. . . it is not a perfect world.  It is 

almost always better to conduct an interview under less than ideal conditions than not to 

conduct one at all” (p. 25).  All participants in this study completed all three interviews.   

Each interview was audio-recorded and then transcribed.  When possible, immediately 

following an interview I engaged in reflective memo-writing concerning the data and 

themes generated during the interview, my thoughts as to how the interview went, and 

techniques I could utilize to improve my interviewing technique. Debriefs with a senior 

scholar occurred throughout the interview process.  
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Data Analysis 

 The interviews were transcribed and analyzed following Kaplan and Garner’s 

(2016) DSMRI Codebook and Analysis Guide (please see Appendix C). Steps included: 

reading the texts to ensure a holistic understanding; identifying the salient role identities 

manifesting in the narrative; identifying themes, sub-roles, and other meaning-units for 

each role; coding each role identity according to the DSMRI components, and for 

alignment and misalignment; drafting an analytical synthesis of each role-identity’s 

content, structure, and process; writing an analytical summary of each educational 

decision-makers’ integrated role-identity and decision-making processes; conducting 

cross-case comparisons between all the participants; and generating themes across all 

data.  While I conducted the analysis, an expert scholar served as an auditor, reviewed the 

interviews and the analyses, and provided critical-constructive feedback on each step.  I 

used the reflective memos I kept in which I detailed questions, comments, and concerns 

directly after each interview to check data analysis accuracy and ensure faithfulness to 

the interviews.         

Positionality 

My role as researcher required me to bracket past knowledge of the participants 

due to our prior professional relationships.  I was always mindful of my prior 

relationships with each of the participants.  I was sure to keep to professional standards 

and to follow the interview protocol as carefully as possible.  However, there were times 

during the interviews that the line of questioning became more informal than formal data 

generation.  At these times I believe my familiarity with the school district and my prior 

relationship with the participating educational decision-makers came in to play.   
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While at the time of the interviews I had not held a formal position working with 

the school district for nearly five-years and I now work independently from the district 

and government, my beliefs and values concerning the educational decisions being 

discussed surfaced.  I attempted to limit this factor by acting as professionally as possible 

and to avoid interacting with the participants as I had in my prior role.  I discuss specific 

strategies I utilized to address this issue in the following section.  In addition, there were 

occasions when participants noted, “I hope I’m giving you what you’re looking for,” 

perhaps implying that the act of participating was personal and motivated not by a desire 

to respond accurately to the interview questions, but to please a former colleague or to 

help a student with a school project.  While this may be true, research shows that this 

phenomenon does not influence the data and may have led to richer data being generated 

(Collins, Shattell, & Thomas, 2005; Jacobsson & Akerstrom, 2012). 

Trustworthiness and Credibility 

 Data was constructed through the discourse between myself and the participants 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1986).  And so, trustworthiness and credibility 

in phenomenological research is reached, in part, by faithfulness to participants’ language 

and stories, by whether or not other researchers and the public are able to glean from the 

data what the researcher saw, and whether novel insights are illuminated (Churchill & 

Wertz, 2001; Giorgi 1985; Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Van Manen, 2014; Wertz & Desai, 

2013).  I employed several strategies to bolster the trustworthiness and credibility of the 

study.  I bracketed my prior knowledge concerning the subject matter and I reflected on 

the independent nature of each participant’s experiences (Wertz, 2011).  When at times 

the interviews became more conversational than data generating I reminded myself of the 
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purpose of the meetings, using the interview protocol to redirect the interview; I also 

noted to the participants that we had strayed off topic and so I was going to return to my 

original line of questioning.  I utilized a theoretical model to guide me throughout all 

aspects of this study – the DSMRI.  A senior scholar acted as an auditor across all stages 

and aspects of this dissertation including debriefs following interviews during which we 

discussed interviewing techniques and the influence of my own beliefs, values, purpose 

and goals for education and educational decision-making (Guba & Lincoln, 1986).  

During the analysis, I intentionally searched for disconfirming evidence in the data to 

challenge the emerging interpretation of participants’ role identities their decision-

making and the themes from the cross-case comparisons.  And while the language and 

stories the educational decision-makers chose to share were possibly influenced by the 

educational institutions they represented, I was sure to be aware of the surrounding 

structural mechanisms at play that may frame and control the discourse during the 

interviews (Fairclough, 2015; Bernstein, 2000).   

Limitations & Delimitations 

One limitation in carrying out this study was the interviews’ length of time.  Most 

participants were fine with sitting for one-hour or more for each interview.  There was no 

pressure to move from one question to another as their schedules allowed for them to be 

available to participate at their leisure.  However, one participant’s daily schedule was 

packed, so we had to end the interviews at a predetermined time and there was a 

perceived rush to get through all the interview items.  Another limitation was some of the 

educational decision-makers still served in their decision-making role or were still active 

professionally.  It is possible that these decision-makers felt limited in what they could 
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share given their active role.  Furthermore, it is possible the educational decision-makers 

desired to appear socially acceptable in their decision-making actions and so they 

interpreted and recounted said actions in a positive light.  However, all the participants 

shared personal information, at times beginning to cry while recounting meaningful 

lived-experiences, and they shared professional information I was surprised they 

provided.  In fact, all participants shared freely about their personal and professional 

lives.  Truthfully, the limitation concerning data generation was my own.  I was hesitant 

at times to ask follow-up questions when a participant would share sensitive information, 

but ultimately, the participant would continue to talk whether or not I asked a triggering 

question. 

Ethical and IRB Issues 

There were no issues gaining approval from the university to carry out this study.  

Temple University’s Research Administration and Institutional Review Board had no 

questions or concerns regarding the overall methodology, nor with the interview protocol.   

 It is my responsibility to protect the privacy of those who participated in this 

study and so I did encounter an ethical issue concerning data analysis and data reporting.  

Some stories the participants shared regarding their decision-making actions detailed 

information that if reported would likely identify them given their high-ranking, public 

positions.  Therefore, I was careful to report data in such a way that left specific examples 

as general as possible, and there were some data I had to leave out entirely because what 

was shared was not to be discussed at all due to organizational mandate or due to legal 

restrictions. 
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CHAPTER 4  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Educational decision-makers affect tens-of-millions of students attending public 

schools across the United States.  While we know much about educational decision-

makers’ duties and responsibilities (Andero, 2001; Klecker, Austin, & Burns, 1999), 

various external factors influencing educational decisions (Canfield-Davis and Jain, 

2010; Kirst, 2000), prescriptions educational decision-makers might utilize (Gabriel & 

Paulus, 2014; Nickerson, Cornell, Smith, & Furlong, 2013), and about some past actions 

educational decision-makers engaged in (Atkinson, 2002; Majors, 2013), we know little 

about how educational decision-makers themselves perceive their role and make-meaning 

of their decision-making actions.  I set out to investigate educational decision-makers’ 

decision-making process by asking: How do educational decision-makers’ role-

identity(ies) manifest and frame their educational decision-making?   

To address this question, I utilized a phenomenological approach for a narrative 

study with role-identity as the lens. The seven participants stewarded the same 

educational system, and most held their decision-making role concurrently.  At the time 

these educational decision-makers held their roles, the educational landscape over which 

they managed experienced drastic change.  A school district budget crisis led to cuts in 

educational programs, public schools closed while charter schools expanded, key 

personnel like school counselors, nurses, and librarians were cut, and all the while, the 

city the school district served struggled to recover from an economic recession.  This 

array of participants across the same educational system allowed for the triangulation 

among the different interviews and provided insights regarding the unique role identity 
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framing of individuals who engaged in decision-making around the same issues in the 

same context.   

Within this chapter I provide the findings from the data analysis concerning the 

role-identities and decision-making process illuminated by the participating educational 

decision-makers. Notably, these role identities reflect the participating educational 

decision-makers’ current formulation and interpretation of who they are, who they were, 

what they did, and how they may act in the future. In the analysis, I attended to the 

possible shared cultural meanings and sought to identify cultural themes, “attractors,” or 

types and subtypes that may have organized or framed the formation of participants’ role 

identities. Indeed, while each educational decision-maker described a unique and nuanced 

role identity, the analysis did identify an overarching cultural attractor that framed the 

role identity formation of all of them—that of the educational decision-maker as an 

“advocate.” The notion of the good educational decision-maker as an “advocate” was 

expressed within the various role identity components, and somewhat differently across 

participants, with some participants describing a purpose to advocate, and others 

describing being an advocate as a self-perception.  

In addition, within this overarching shared cultural attractor are “advocate 

subtypes.” Each participant expressed uniqueness within the advocacy/advocate attractor 

as they made meaning of their lived-experiences leading to their decision-making role 

and their sense-of-self and actions in said position.  For example, one participant had an 

orientation towards social justice, another searched for answers to life’s “big questions,” 

while another positioned herself a teacher.  These subtypes acted as organizing principals 

for each participant as they told of their personal, academic, and professional lives all 
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oriented towards the dominant attractor – being an advocate and advocating for others.  

The participants incorporated this “attractor subtype” into how they perceived their role 

and associated it with how they carried out their educational decisions.  Different 

subtypes and emphases notwithstanding, “advocacy” reflected a configuration of the 

interdependent role role-identity components and framed participants’ description of their 

actions.   

I also attended to the unique and similar processes by which the participants 

formed their role identities. Corresponding with prevalent findings in narrative research, 

all participants reconstructed their decision-making role identity and decisions by 

retelling a story about themselves that aimed to coherently integrated past role-identities 

extending all the way to their childhoods, concurrent role-identities, and into their 

educational decision-maker role. Thus, the participants’ role-identity formation reflected 

a self-construction process by which participants reframed their personal past to serve as 

a coherent basis for their present identity, thus establishing continuity and sameness 

(Erikson, 1968).  

Below, I elaborate on the analyses that led to the above findings. I discuss the 

participants one-by-one, and then present the cross-case thematic analysis.  Finally, I 

summarize the findings which highlight the content and process by which educational 

decision-makers constructed and made-meaning of their role-identity and decision-

making process.  Within each section that is dedicated to a respective educational 

decision-maker, I first reintroduce the decision-maker to reacquaint the reader with the 

individual and describe the setting in which the interviews took place.  Then I present the 

educational decision-makers reconstructed decision-making process via the lens of the 
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DSMRI, i.e., the ontological and epistemological beliefs, self-definitions and self-

perceptions, purpose and goals, and perceived action-possibilities highlighted in the data. 

I present each role according to the participant’s chronological construction, from past to 

present and into the participants’ educational decision-maker role identity.      

Ms. Lisa 

 Ms. Lisa is a middle-aged to elderly, Caucasian, female who spent her entire 

academic and professional career in the educational field.  Ms. Lisa held a senior 

decision-making role over an entire educational system.  At the time of the interviews, 

she was no longer serving in her educational decision-maker role but did informally 

consult for the same educational system she helped to run.  Each interview took place at a 

community art studio.  No one was in the art studio except the two of us.  Ms. Lisa 

worked on her art while taking part in the interviews.  The cozy location made the 

interviews seem more inviting and comfortable to us both.   

Roles Forming Ms. Lisa’s Educational Decision-Maker Identity  

 Ms. Lisa is an individual acting as an advocate to achieve social justice, a sense-

of-self and drive she developed as a child. While describing her childhood, she 

highlighted her developing ontological beliefs concerning the discrepancies and injustices 

in American society at an early age, recounting her childhood years during the Vietnam 

era and her involvement in the antiwar movement: “It was a time of . . . social action . . . 

Hippies, yes.  Absolutely.  That was . . . the crowd I ran with.”  She spoke to her Roman 

Catholic background, and to two Jesuit priests she admired, describing these priests as 

social advocates and vanguards of the antiwar movement who furthered her ontological 

beliefs regarding the need for social justice due to the inequities in the world which 
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developed a purpose to engage in social action and a self-perception as an advocate.  Ms. 

Lisa described these priests along with her purpose for advocacy to align with a specific 

action-possibility she carried out rooted in social action, “We ran a coffee shop and we 

did a lot of social action stuff.  I think that probably the biggest influences on how I can 

contribute to the world.”  To continue her pursuit of advocacy, she described the 

integration between her childhood role and the goal and action-possibility to attend 

college to study education as opposed to psychology as it aligned more with her purpose 

to advocate for social justice, as she described the pros and cons of each path, “Let’s have 

the . . . rat pushing the lever to get the reward.  That just, it just didn’t appeal to me and I 

wasn’t seeing the way to be socially active in those realms.  Whereas school was . . . a 

little more accessible.”   

Concurrent “Wife” and “Mother” Role-Identities 

 Ms. Lisa described her husband and son to be supportive factors across her many 

roles including her educational decision-maker identity.  Integrating her child role-

identity with her wife role, Ms. Lisa noted the alignment between her husband’s religious 

ontological beliefs, purpose, and perceived action-possibilities with her own as she 

described his faith in relation to her own purpose and self-perception, noting that you 

can’t complain about injustices if you don’t work to fix them: 

Prepare the world is very big in the Jewish faith, the people that are part of my life 

and the values that I’ve established, that was part of it.  You’re responsible for 

giving back, you’re responsible for taking care of other people.  You can’t 

complain about stuff if you’re not willing to do something about [it]. That was the 

other piece of it.  You can’t bitch if you didn’t try and do something. 

 

Ms. Lisa also discussed the integration between her wife role and her educational 

decision-maker role given her husband’s support and assistance when making decisions, 
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“He was very helpful in helping me think about A, whether or not I want to do it; B, what 

the cost of doing that might be.”  And while Ms. Lisa discussed her son only briefly, 

when she did, she spoke lovingly.  She noted her son mirrored her purpose regarding 

social action, “He was into it.  He marched.”  She even noted that her son protested the 

educational system she stewarded, about which she spoke proudly.   

Past “Undergraduate” Role-Identity 

 Ms. Lisa’s time in college strengthened established ontological beliefs regarding 

injustices in the world and her purpose to achieve social justice; her time in college also 

reoriented goals which would bring her to the educational field.  Ms. Lisa attended a 

liberal arts college with the original goal to study psychology.  But Ms. Lisa perceived an 

action-possibility which she took advantage that changed her academic trajectory.  

Noting her purpose to continue her social advocacy, she enlisted in an exchange program 

in which students from a nearby city came to take classes at the college and she went to 

work in a school and live in the city from which the students came.  Ms. Lisa described 

the program’s influence on her self-perception as an advocate and aligned purpose 

concerning social action, noting “I got very excited about urban education.”  The 

following year, Ms. Lisa worked in a rural school which exposed her to extreme poverty 

in Appalachia. She noted that this further developed her ontological beliefs regarding 

social injustice, “It’s like third-world poverty.  It’s unbelievable.”  Her exposure to abject 

poverty tied with her urban teaching experience not only shifted her academic goal to 

study education, it created the action-possibility for her to enter the educational field 

professionally.     
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Past “Teacher” Role-Identities 

 Ms. Lisa’s time as a teacher was formative, exposing her to work and developing 

skills she would bring with her to her educational decision-maker role.  Her time as a 

teacher led to self-perceptions regarding her competence for administrative work that 

intertwined with her existing self-perception as an advocate.  While Ms. Lisa did not 

speak explicitly to her lived-experiences in the classroom when she began teaching, she 

did describe an experience that led to the action-possibility for her to obtain a master’s 

degree, and the action-possibility to fill a leadership position, her first experience in such 

a capacity.  Tasked to develop and implement a school-wide plan to fulfill Title I funding 

requirements, she described her emerging ontological beliefs concerning educational 

systems complex nature that, in order to manage properly, required carrying out needs 

assessments, identifying goals, establishing an action-plan, making data-informed 

decisions, and monitoring policy implementation in order to make the necessary 

adjustments to fulfill the established policy’s goals.  Ms. Lisa described a feedback loop 

that she was able to perform this type of work well as she noted she was asked to oversee 

the same development and implementation process only now for several schools across 

the district.  These experiences led to the action-possibility for Ms. Lisa work in 

administration, “I got certified as a principal . . . and I did that for 20 years.”       

Past “Principal” Role-Identity 

 Her time as a principal was the zenith point in Ms. Lisa’s career.  Ms. Lisa 

described the self-perception that her principal role was the “. . . best job I ever had . . .” 

noting it fulfilled her purpose and self-perception to advocate for others.  These elements 

of her principal role identity were described in alignment with the action-possibilities to 
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work on policy and administrative matters while affording her the opportunity to connect 

with students, families, and staff, which allowed her to “. . . have a relationship with 

them.”  During her principal role, Ms. Lisa perceived the action-possibility for her to 

obtain her superintendents certification, which she did without the goal of becoming a 

superintendent, yet she described her purpose to better understand the systems and 

structures students and teachers navigate.  Ms. Lisa’s success in her principal role led to 

her recruitment to serve in the senior educational decision-maker role for the educational 

system in which she worked.   

Ms. Lisa’s Educational Decision-Maker Role Identity 

 Ms. Lisa was a reluctant educational decision-maker, but she assumed the role 

because it actualized her self-perception as an advocate, her purpose to advocate for 

others, and her ontological belief that there are injustices in the world.  Recruited into her 

senior decision-making role by the local government’s executor, Ms. Lisa described 

hesitancy with the action-possibility to take the role due to a conflicting goal – to retire.  

Ms. Lisa also noted hesitancy and described an epistemological belief when, concerning 

the role, she noted she “. . . didn’t have a clue . . .” about how to carry out the role.  Yet, 

she took the position because it fulfilled her self-perception and purpose to advocate for 

others which superseded her epistemological belief that she was ill prepared for the role, 

noting, “. . . we are responsible for people who are less fortunate than we are, and we are 

responsible for giving back.”       

 While discussing her duties and responsibilities, Ms. Lisa described her purpose 

to provide students the reading, mathematics, science, collaborative, citizenship, and 

critical thinking skills needed to survive which she construed as a form of advocacy.  In 
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order to fulfill this purpose, Ms. Lisa described the various action-possibilities in her role 

to include managing the budget, hiring and firing staff, overseeing extreme disciplinary 

extreme issues, and stewarding not just one school but the school system entire.  She also 

described her purpose to learn new things when it came time to make educational 

decisions and her purpose to make these decisions through shared values.  But she noted 

that her vision and actions were limited due to her ontological belief that the district in 

which her role existed already had extensive policies “. . . on everything . . .” and so the 

action-possibilities she perceived were limited, consisting of reviewing, rewriting, 

approving, eliminating, and updating existing policies.  Finally, Ms. Lisa noted that for 

her, the overall purpose for her educational decision-maker role was to fulfill a public 

service, it was not a job, it was advocating for social justice.   

Ms. Lisa’s Educational Decision-Making Example  

Ms. Lisa’s educational decision-maker role, as described by her, exists within a 

complex landscape constructed by numerous interrelated factors that framed her 

perceptions and influenced her actions.  As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the 

school system Ms. Lisa helped run was experiencing flux with a budget crisis, dozens of 

traditional public schools were closing and there was a push for charter school expansion, 

and all the while, services in schools like health professionals and educational supports 

were lacking. While describing the many factors involved in charter school expansion, 

Ms. Lisa described the purpose to vote against any charter school if they mismanaged 

their finances in order to achieve transparency for the public, ensure the district’s 

financial stability, and to ensure she was advocating on the behalf of all children, not just 

some, “I was very clear to folks that I would not vote for approving any charters, new 
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charters, because of the impact that would have on the district.”  Despite her general 

opposition to charter school expansion, she did note the action-possibility, ontological 

belief and aligned purpose to renew existing charter schools if the district’s financial state 

improved and if the evaluatory process she put in place supported the policy action: 

We went through an internal process of looking at what are our goals, what are 

our values around this with our legal team to say what can we legitimately support 

in terms of granting charters and not granting charters and making and agreed to 

really respect and adhere to the process that the charter office had put together.   

 

In addition, Ms. Lisa highlighted a specific charter school decision and the 

associated action-possibility regarding bringing the existing charter school’s renewal 

application up for a vote, “. . . actually [we] didn’t vote because one member had to 

excuse him/herself from the vote and two members abstained and therefore we couldn’t.”  

When describing this experience, Ms. Lisa was frustrated, indicating her ontological 

belief that injustices are abound in the world.  Asked why they didn’t take the vote 

anyway, Ms. Lisa further highlighted her ontological beliefs and purpose and goal to act 

within existing legal bounds and normative procedures when she responded, “Well, that’s 

Robert’s Rules of Order . . . The law says that for decisions, we have to have a majority 

of the commissioners vote.”  Further illuminating these normative ontological beliefs and 

purpose, Ms. Lisa described the laws and regulations at both the local and state level 

which dictated how a prospective charter school could apply for its charter and how an 

existing charter school could apply for its renewal that also illuminates her previously 

established ontological belief that education is complex and thus requires complex 

administration: 
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In terms of the charter school process, which is dictated by law, [the law] says the 

district has fiduciary responsibility for the charter schools.  In addition [the 

district] has broad responsibility for their issuing the charter and withdrawing the 

charter if they’re not doing what they are supposed to do. 

 

Summary: Ms. Lisa – An Advocate Educational Decision-Maker Striving for Social 

Justice 

 Central to Ms. Lisa’s educational decision-maker identity is the alignment of her 

self-perception as an advocate, purpose to achieve social justice for all of the students she 

worked for, and the ontological belief that there are injustices in the world.  From the 

anti-war movement and religious background that provided the early foundation for her 

ontological beliefs, Ms. Lisa sought action-possibilities to fulfill her purpose to advocate 

for others to correct societal injustices seen with her reluctance to advance charter school 

expansion unless the entire district was fiscally stable.  Through her undergraduate 

experiences, Ms. Lisa’s professional purpose became more specific, wanting to work in 

the field of education, which led to action-possibilities of being a teacher, then project 

manager, to principal, to senior educational decision-maker.    While the content of the 

various components of her role identities shifted, Ms. Lisa’s narrative described a 

consistency throughout her life in purpose and self-perception as an advocate striving to 

achieve social justice.   

Mr. Mathew 

Mr. Mathew spent nearly his entire professional career in the educational field.  

At the time of the interviews, Mr. Mathew served in his most senior educational decision-

maker role, which he still holds. Each interview took place in Mr. Mathew’s office.  It 

was a formal, somewhat intimidating setting.  For example, there were numerous security 
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checkpoints on the way to Mr. Mathew’s office.  We sat at a large conference table in Mr. 

Mathew’s impressive office to conduct the interviews.   

Roles Forming Mr. Mathew’s Educational Decision-Maker Identity 

Mr. Mathew rarely spoke of his family, but when he did, he spoke with love and 

admiration.  Speaking of his parents, he noted his ontological belief that he grew up 

without “. . . a lot of things.”   He attributed a self-perception regarding his strong work 

ethic to his father and mother’s hard-working nature.  Further describing his upbringing 

and his parents influence he noted the ontological belief that his parents shielded him 

from the financial struggles they endured, “I didn’t know we were struggling through . . . 

until later in life when I saw what my parents were trying to go through just to make sure 

we had what we needed.”  Speaking briefly about his children and his wife, Mr. Mathew 

spoke proudly when noting an ontological belief that both his children are “. . . doing 

really well.”  And while he only spoke briefly about his children, he described their birth 

to have reoriented his perceptions concerning his ontological belief about education, his 

ontological belief about inequities in the world, his self-perception as his students’ coach, 

and how these beliefs and perceptions reframed his decision-making:  

Equal to me is, and I talk about educational equity.  When I talk about educational 

equity, what I mean by that is I want all children achieving at a certain level.  I 

know that I’m going to have to provide some children with more in order to 

achieve at that level versus just equality which means we spend the same money 

for each child.  I’m looking at an outcome that is equal versus an input that’s 

equal.  That to me is the distinction, and so the actions are associated with that.  

It’s personal to me now . . .  I have 200,000 children I want to have access to an 

opportunity . . . It was probably the birth of my children.  It’s when I became a 

high-school principal was when I started looking at the children, all of the 

children in my high school . . . These were more than just the children in my class 

. . . I was everyone’s coach then. 
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Past “Student” Role-Identity 

Mr. Mathew encountered mentors during his student years that would not just 

influence him greatly but would shift his life’s trajectory.  While Mr. Mathew described 

his self-perception as an average student and a lazy one at that, he recalled a few teachers 

and a counselor who mentored him and who were his “. . . favorite individuals growing 

up.”  According to Mr. Mathew, these individuals “. . . made their classes engaging . . .” 

bolstering his self-perception as he felt “. . . better as a result of being in their class,” 

noting that he could accomplish whatever they asked of him “. . . like I was better at what 

I wanted to do in those classrooms.”  As for Mr. Mathew’s counselor, he created various 

action-possibilities for him like attending college, a self-perception in tension with his 

previous sense-of-self, “I didn’t see myself as college material or heading off to that . . . 

she not only helped me get into college . . . [she] had me thinking beyond high school.”  

Mr. Mathew recalled that if it wasn’t for his teachers and counselor he “. . . would have 

just been in the same place where I grew up and I would still be there.”   

Past “Undergraduate” Role-Identity 

While at college, Mr. Mathew took advantage of the action-possibility to play 

football and run track.  During his undergraduate years, Mr. Mathew described an 

evolving ontological belief for the power of mentoring resulting from interactions with 

his coaches who evolved his purpose to take care of others and to treat people with 

respect, which he integrates with his current educational decision-maker role, “That’s 

what I wanted to show to the young people with whom I worked.  I wanted to show that 

care and love and respect.  I learned it form individuals who had coached me.”  Prior to 



58 
 

graduating and before becoming a teacher, Mr. Mathew pursued and additional action-

possibility, to hold a coaching role. 

Past “Coaching” Role-Identity  

 Mr. Mathew noted his developing purpose to work with students and ever 

evolving self-perception as a mentor: 

I liked the young people who really just wanted to grow and develop as student-

athletes and really wanted direction, wanted coaching, wanted instruction, wanted 

mentoring.  The self-worth that came out of that experience, for me, was 

something more than I thought it would be . . . You got to see student-athletes 

improve and that improvement was a direct result from something that I was 

asking them to do.  You saw them growing and developing as young people.  That 

was very fulfilling.   

 

Mr. Mathew explained integrating his coaching identity to all his educational 

roles including his current educational decision-maker role, which he aligned with his 

purpose to mentor others and his ontological beliefs regarding learning in his decision-

making position: 

What I’m trying to do through coaching is creating [in] them the ownership and 

accountability and responsibility for what they do . . . I just thought getting them 

to do it another way than their way created a lot more sense of responsibility and 

ownership for the work that they were doing and their development.  The other 

thing I think is really important is I have evolved in my thinking around this 

notion of being a learner and just improving practice and improving . . . It is 

always trying to get better at it and better at the coaching aspects of it, better at the 

teaching aspects of it, better at the mentee aspects of it and mentor aspects of it.  

It’s all about growing over time.  I’ve always said I want the school district . . . to 

be considered a learning organization and if it’s a learning organization, it’s a 

different posture than if in fact, we’re telling everybody what to do . . . What 

we’re trying to do instead is saying, we’re all learners, and we can all get better at 

this and this is how we get better at this and we have to keep asking the questions 

and providing feedback in order to continue to get better.   

 

Past “Teacher” Role-Identity 

 While discussing his time as a teacher, Mr. Mathew described his initial 

ontological belief that not all children could learn.  Mr. Mathew recounted that when 
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faced with students in his class who exhibited less than desirable behaviors, he perceived 

an action-possibility in tension with his mentoring self-perception and coach role as he 

would rid them from his class rather than work with them despite being fond of them, “I 

think when I was a teacher, there were certain children that I wanted.  I didn’t want the 

ones that were creating all of the challenges and the problems although I got along with 

them.”  However, Mr. Mathew noted his initial ontological belief regarding these 

students shifted, “They were those children who had the most potential, I mean, that now 

that I look back on it. I’ve evolved on this point.”    

Past “Assistant Principal/Principal” Role-Identities 

 After teaching, Mr. Mathew served as a high school principal, middle-school 

principal, and middle-school assistant principal.  He attributed his success in each role 

with his self-perception as a hard worker who could get things done:  

I’m not sure I had a choice . . . It was like, ‘If you want to be [a] leader in this 

space and to prove that you can do this at harder school or more challenging 

schools and then, if you can make this work, you can write your own ticket.  

 

Interestingly, Mr. Mathew noted the action-possibility to advance his career was more 

about the purpose to mentor and provide for students: 

I had a vision for the school . . . I populated the vision with the stuff I needed in 

the school in order to make the vision possible so that it was something that those 

children would not have been exposed to if not for the opportunity to build that 

new school and to provide them with the resources that they had that they didn’t 

have a the school that they were attending before. 

 

Past “Deputy Superintendent/Superintendent” Role-Identities 

Like the principal roles before, Mr. Mathew was successful in his superintendent 

roles and was thus promoted from his assistant-superintendent position to his 

superintendent role within the same school district.  Illuminating his ontological beliefs 
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and purpose for educational decision-making, he detailed his process for making 

decisions in a systematic manner involving the institution’s purpose and goals that 

framed his actions: 

You establish, number one, the goals, the desired outcomes of the district.  You 

establish the mission and vision of the work and then you organize the entire 

system to execute the work.  You then set up a set of performance frameworks to 

give you readings on how well you do in that role.  That was my work and so, all 

policy recommendations are means to actually getting these things done or means 

to establishing the goals and objectives and the mission of the district.  Naturally, 

with policies, you have to act within law, you have to act within statute, you have 

to act within policies that are established by boards of education, but you still 

could recommend policies that also allow you to accomplish the things that you’re 

trying to accomplish.   

 

Mr. Mathew’s Educational Decision-Maker Role Identity 

 While at first Mr. Mathew systematically described educational decision-making 

to be a complex process filled with goal setting and evaluation framed by existing laws 

and regulations oriented towards a carefully laid out vision and mission informed by data 

and research all interdependent with outside influences, he did highlight and integrate his 

previous roles and role identity components with said process.  For example, Mr. Mathew 

described his ontological belief that education is the “great equalizer” and he mentioned 

his ontological belief and purpose for education that it creates opportunities for 

individuals who would not necessarily have had them if not for the mentorship and 

coaching of others.  Furthermore, he noted his self-perception that he is his staff and his 

students’ mentor which is aligned with his coach role-identity:  

I’m their mentor, but I see it as coaching.  I see it as me, not necessarily watching 

a film with them but walking with them and watching what they do and then 

talking about why they did what they did the way they did it and how might they 

think of that in the future.   
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And he shared his roles ultimate purpose and goal for his students which is in alignment 

with he himself as a student in high-school working with his teachers and counselor: 

Making sure children learn to read, making sure children graduate from high 

school with the ability to pursue their options and interests whether those are in 

college or career.  My ultimate goal now is getting the funding we need to 

actually continue those improve, to make sure we’re doing those first two things 

and doing it well . . . I want to become a system that people choose to send their 

children to.  

 

Mr. Mathew’s Educational Decision-Making Examples   

 Mr. Mathew illuminated two decision-making examples, one involving coaching 

he provided to a mentee, the other concerned school closures.  The decision-making 

experience involving one of Mr. Mathew’s mentees concerned debating the ontological 

beliefs, purpose and goal, and action-possibilities regarding how to fundamentally shift 

the instructional approach and practice across the mentee’s school district so in-class 

experiences were more relevant to students in a global economy.  I begin with the 

decision-making example between Mr. Mathew and his mentee. 

 Mr. Mathew reiterated his self-perception and purpose as a mentor and his role as 

a coach when he described his drive to counsel others as often as possible.  With this 

mentee, Mr. Mathew focused on the benefits of providing every child with a laptop 

computer.  Mr. Mathew questioned if this approach would fulfill the goal to meet 

students’ evolving needs in an interconnected world.  Mr. Mathew asked his mentee what 

giving each student a laptop might accomplish, illuminating his ontological belief and 

purpose for education when he noted that the action-possibility to provide students with 

technology alone will not in and of itself satisfy their needs when they enter the 

workforce:  
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Because if you want children problem solving or thinking critically, you also have 

to ask the question, what are they doing when the laptop is not in front of them?  

Or what are they going to do with it to communicate something?  How do we then 

structure the learning and the instructions so that children are doing those things 

all the time, not just when a laptop is in front of them?  Then it became more of 

the individual started to rethink that and really talked about a set of behaviors that 

he wanted to all instructors in his district to have or to demonstrate around 

inquiry-based instruction.  How do we ask questions?  How do I get children to 

then consider content?  It became much broader than just the laptop computer. 

 

 The other decision-making example involved school closures.  Reflecting at 

length about closing schools, Mr. Mathew described his ontological belief regarding 

schools as community symbols, yet he described the action-possibility to close schools as 

“. . . text book. . . ” and as almost a form of advocacy highlighting his role’s purpose to 

bring equity to all his students, noting his ontological belief that the decision to close 

schools was the “responsible” decision to make and described his frustration with the “. . 

. noise . . . It was frustrating because everybody could see the problem [but] just didn’t 

admit the problem.”  Mr. Mathew described the purpose to close schools as an immediate 

necessity with a longer-term goal to provide the learning and development students will 

need when they graduate.  This belief aligns with his purpose to provide the best 

education he can for the students in his district, all of which is in harmony with his 

ontological belief growing up that he and now his students can succeed despite coming 

from impoverished homes and neighborhoods: 
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I think through the fact that more than 70% of our schools are over 70 years old.  

That presents challenges to district like ours with respect to monies that we spend 

on infrastructure that could be better spent on instructional improvements and 

those types of things.  School closures unfortunately become a necessary action 

for individuals who are trying to do more with less.   The case here . . . when we 

had infrastructure design for . . . [X] children, but we only had . . . [Y] children 

that we were educating, then somewhere there are . . . [Z] seats that shouldn’t be 

there . . . The buildings are in disrepair and many individuals have selected other 

schools and resources have decreased.  Then there’s no other choice but to 

stabilize the infrastructure.  Unfortunately, one of the ways to do that is through 

school closures.   

 

And he did note a shift in his goals concerning school closures from the time he decided 

to close schools to when the interviews were held due to shifting contextual 

circumstances, highlighting his integration with his coach identity and self-perception as 

a mentor:    

My ultimate goal now is making sure children learn to read, making sure children 

graduate from high school with the ability to pursue their options and interests 

whether those are in college or career.  My ultimate goal now is getting the 

funding we need to actually continue those improvements, to make sure we’re 

doing those first two things and doing it well.  So that’s my ultimate goal, I want 

to become a system that people choose to send their children to.    

 

Summary: Mr. Mathew – A Coach Educational Decision-Maker Striving for Equity   

 Mr. Mathew is as much an educational coach and mentor as he is an educational 

decision-maker.  Mr. Mathew’s mentor self-perception and coach role manifest across 

numerous roles including his educational decision-maker role evident by the way he 

works with his staff and desires to work with educational leaders outside his school 

district.  His decision to support school closures was framed by his desire to mentor all 

what he considers to be his students and to bring equitable education to each student he 

sees as his own.  While Mr. Mathew did describe his decision-making in more systematic 

terms all framed by strategic plans and institutional goals, these are the means he engages 
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to fulfill his purpose to achieve educational equity for the students he considers his own 

as he advocates for them like his teachers, counselor, and coaches did for him.   

Ms. Rebecca 

 Ms. Rebecca is a middle-aged, Caucasian, female who held numerous educational 

decision-maker roles across her career.  While Ms. Rebecca is no longer in an educational 

decision-maker role, she still works in the educational field.  Each interview took place in 

Ms. Rebecca’s office.  The setting was comfortable.  Ms. Rebecca did have meetings 

scheduled after one interview and so timing was a factor.          

Roles Forming Ms. Rebecca’s Educational Decision-Maker Identity    

 Ms. Rebecca’s child and daughter roles formed the basis for her educational 

decision-maker identity.  She described growing up in a small rural town whose 

residents’ main source of income was a single industry with neighbors and acquaintances 

whose education lasted through high school and who weren’t interested in furthering their 

understanding of the world past their current environment.  Despite her surroundings, Ms. 

Rebecca described the purpose to seek answers to “. . . big questions,” a purpose she 

aligns with the action-possibility for reading literature.  Ms. Rebecca describes reading to 

have transformed her ontological beliefs as a child, noting her readings of C.S. Lewis at 

age 6, followed by Tolkien, Dante, Shakespeare, and Milton challenged her then current 

perceptions of the world. She interprets reading these authors to have formed her 

curiosity and engagement with the world and her purpose to pursue knowledge, “I think it 

was so big, I loved big, expansive people who tried to figure everything out . . . I like the 

philosophical bent in all of those.”   Ms. Rebecca attributes these authors to the action-

possibility to pursue academic study: 
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Originally, I wanted to get a PhD because I loved Milton and Shakespeare, that's 

where I started. I wanted to be a professor from the time I was in sixth grade . . . 

when I found out that he [C.S. Lewis] was a theologian and . . . [when] I found 

out through reading about him that he was an Oxford . . . professor . . . it was like 

that's what I want to be.    

 

Ms. Rebecca noted that these authors exposed her also to the benefit of collaboration and 

deliberation:  

I think when I started to read C.S. Lewis and these other people, C.S. Lewis had 

this group called the Inklings that he and JR Tolkien and a couple of other people 

that were not as famous as those two. They met every Thursday and talked about 

what they were reading and how they were developing their characters and just 

talked about erudite philosophical things. I thought I want to do that and no one's 

doing that where I'm living.  

 

As for Ms. Rebecca’s parents, she describes their continued love and support for her 

throughout her personal, academic, and professional life, despite a tension between their 

ontological beliefs, “They didn’t understand what I was doing.  They never really 

understood what I was doing.”  Despite this tension, Ms. Rebecca lovingly noted her 

parents supported her throughout her life, “I would never have made it, when I had two 

kids, they gave me some money for childcare. I wouldn't have made it through without 

that.”     

Past “Undergraduate Student” and “Graduate Student” Role Identities 

 Ms. Rebecca only talked briefly about her college years, but what she shared 

highlights the other major component to her educational decision-maker identity – the 

advocate.  Ms. Rebecca originally attended college with the purpose and goal to study 

Renaissance literature, only to perceive a new action-possibility via a newfound attraction 

to “. . . the theory side of things . . .” and through a developing ontological intrigue with 

“. . . social change.”   Ms. Rebecca described an emerging self-perception when she 

described becoming an advocate during graduate school, a self-perception she integrated 
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with later role identities.  Married with a child, she and her husband needed assistance 

with childcare, but the university she attended did not provide such resources.  And so, 

Ms. Rebecca perceived the action-possibility to write a grant to fund the childcare she 

and her husband required and at the same time advocated for others to receive assistance 

who found themselves in a similar position at the university.  Ms. Rebecca was 

“incensed” at the institution for not providing this type of support directly, “The 

university wasn't set up for me . . . I think that issue became very over determined for me 

and because it end up being successful, it fueled a sense that I could make change.”  Ms. 

Rebecca recalled beginning to develop new and aligned ontological beliefs, purpose, self-

perceptions as an advocate for social change:  

By the end of my PhD I didn't want to be a professor anymore . . . I think because 

of the childcare thing I did. I wanted to be more actively involved in social 

change, I wanted to change things . . . It's really about understanding how social 

identities are formed and also understanding how social change happens and is 

communicated. So that's what I was interested in and I think that's why also I was 

interested in policy. It seemed like the mechanism by which you could make 

social change.  

 

 Present “Wife” Role Identity   

 While she only spoke of him briefly, Ms. Rebecca integrated her husband and 

wife role with her educational decision-maker sense-of-self.  A poster hung on the wall in 

Ms. Rebecca’s office which her husband bought her. When asked about the poster, Ms. 

Rebecca described her self-perception as an advocate and noted that this self-perception 

was in harmony with her educational decision-maker role and the action-possibilities she 

would act upon while in said position:    

I'm mostly an advocate. I think of myself mostly at the core as somebody who’s 

pushing to get things done, advocating for things.  So, I think that's why he likes 

that because it's both, to do that work you have to have a heart, but you also can't 

be just a bleeding-heart liberal who just cries about things being unfair. You also 
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have to fight. You have to both of those things. I think that that's why he got that 

for me.  

 

Past “Non-Profit” Role Identity   

Bringing her in contact with the school district she would later serve as an 

educational decision-maker, Ms. Rebecca began her professional career working for an 

educational non-profit organization.  She described her role’s purpose to involve looking 

into “. . . how students were interacting in the community through programs.” Ms. 

Rebecca retold of the action-possibilities to investigate whether standardized tests 

correlate with college “expectations” and “readiness.”  These actions, along with 

investigating the local school district’s teacher residency requirements were Ms. 

Rebecca’s first experience working in educational decision-making, “That's sort of how I 

started, it wasn't intentional.”   In addition to her work on standardized tests, Ms. Rebecca 

worked on the school district’s teacher residency requirement.  Ms. Rebecca illuminates 

her original ontological beliefs and aligned purpose to rid the district of this requirement 

noting it would increase the teacher-pool the school district could source from.  She 

described her original ontological belief as flawed, which she later changed as she 

integrates this role with her educational decision-maker role, “So I was just in a different 

place when I made these two decisions so I saw what the right policy choice is being very 

different because I was positioned differently in relationship to the choice.”   

Past “State government” Role Identity 

Leaving the non-profit organization, Ms. Rebecca told of her next professional 

position on her way to her educational decision-maker role which was working for state 

government.  This role provided for the action-possibilities to work on various 

educational issues such as student enrollment and standardized tests concerning their “. . . 
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predictive validity and relationship to first term freshman grades.”   Ms. Rebecca noted 

her continuing developing purpose to engage with those who hold differing positions.  

She also described her evolving educational decision-making related ontological beliefs 

by meeting with legislators on opposite sides of the political aisle: 

The interesting thing is I learned a lot from many of them . . . I would say the vast 

majority of them are trying to be helpful, but they see it completely differently, 

their life experience, their frame, everything.  

 

Ms. Rebecca’s Educational Decision-Maker Role Identity     

 Integrating her child, daughter, husband, and graduate student roles, Ms. Rebecca 

self-perceives herself an advocate in pursuit of knowledge to help her answers life’s big 

questions.  From her role at the state government, Ms. Rebecca entered her most senior 

educational decision-maker role.  In her role, Ms. Rebecca noted that her “. . . 

epistemological belief . . . [is] that there's not one on truth.  That there's many truths and 

if you want to get something done you have to understand as many of those truths as you 

can.”  Ms. Rebecca aligned her purpose to pursue knowledge to help answer life’s 

complex questions with her perceived action-possibilities to bring in consultants and 

meet with the public and educational advocacy groups to aid in her decision-making, “As 

many ways as you can get feedback from people, the better.”  Furthermore, she described 

the purpose to enter every meeting armed with as many points-of-view as possible in 

order to make an informed decision:  

I spent a lot of times thinking what I need to get done in each of those meetings 

and who in each of those meetings I needed to be on my side for that meeting . . . 

I never want to go into a meeting not knowing what I wanted the outcome to be. I 

would be open to changing but . . . I would go into a meeting hopefully knowing 

what we needed to accomplish and me having at least some idea what I think the 

best resolution would be.  
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  During the interviews, Ms. Rebecca noted her ontological belief that decision-

makers tend to seek out information that confirms their already existing beliefs and 

values that justify their purpose and goal for how they will act in their role, which is what 

she attempted to avoid.  Furthermore, Ms. Rebecca noted her ontological belief that linear 

decision-making doesn’t “. . . reflect the reality of the issue . . . I don't think that's a 

representation of the multi-layered complexity of most social problems” which is in 

alignment with her ontological beliefs from childhood and her purpose to seek out as 

much knowledge as possible.   

Ms. Rebecca’s Educational Decision-Making Examples   

 Ms. Rebecca described the purpose for her role to act as a public-school advocate 

as she discussed the action-possibility to either formally support or oppose charter school 

expansion, which she aligns with her self-perception as someone who should advocate 

for others.  Ms. Rebecca described her initial ontological belief and purpose as being “. . . 

anti-charter,” which put her at odds with the community, “. . . we probably weren’t on the 

same page around that . . .”  Ms. Rebecca detailed her ontological beliefs concerning 

charter schools noting they syphoned public dollars away from traditional public schools 

and were not accountable to formal governance, nor the public, the same way traditional 

public schools were, “. . . the obvious problem . . . with charters we all know.  The 

financial and the oversight piece . . .”  Yet, she described the action-possibility to engage 

with the community regarding whether they wanted a charter school opened in their 

respective neighborhood which is in harmony with her purpose to seek out as much 

information as possible to answer life’s complex questions rooted in her child and 

daughter roles, “Listening to them talk about why their community is choosing charters 
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was very impactful to me.”  Ms. Rebecca noted an ontological conflict between herself 

and the public: 

It was like we were thinking so much about the policy that the fact that we had 

taxpayers who were saying . . . ‘Screw you with all your policy.  I want a better 

school for my kid and I don’t care about your policy’ . . . That was impactful to 

me.   

 

 Ms. Rebecca recalled another encounter with the community that continued to 

influence her ontological belief of charter schools which was when they told her,  “Do 

something right here and I don’t think that the school district is going to do it [i.e., 

educate their children], so I want [a] charter school opened.”  Ms. Rebecca found the 

pleas of the public “. . . hard to not listen to.”  And so, Ms. Rebecca described shifting her 

ontological beliefs which created the action-possibility to engage with the public before 

making any decision regarding charter schools expansion, noting she did ultimately 

decide to support charter school applications deemed to be high performing, “I’m not 

sure we necessarily would have been [supportive of charter schools] earlier on in our 

administration.”    

 Ms. Rebecca pointed out that while at the same time she perceived the action-

possibility to engage charter school expansion, the action-possibility to close traditional 

public schools also existed.  She described the action-possibilities to assess factors such 

as community impact, occupancy rate, building condition, and whether a viable school 

was located nearby, which she aligns with her ontological belief that these factors are 

indeed important indicators as to whether a school should be closed, “There were some 

where it was a building that was a hundred years old that was a third full and there was a 

better school within walking distance.”  Always seeking as much information as possible 

in order to address complex issues and answer complicated questions, Ms. Rebecca 
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described the tension between her purpose to advocate for public schools, the action-

possibilities regarding whether or not to support a school for closure, and her desire to 

acquire as much information as possible, “Those decisions were the hardest.  Those 

particular schools where it wasn’t clear-cut.”  Ms. Rebecca notes that each case needed to 

be “compelling.”   

Summary: Ms. Rebecca – An Advocate Educational Decision-Maker Seeking 

Knowledge  

From an early age, Ms. Rebecca began to seek out differing view-points and 

knowledge sources to address “big questions.”   Her experience in graduate school 

formed a self-perception as an advocate, which she integrates with her educational 

decision-maker role and child and daughter role with her purpose to obtain as much 

information as possible before acting.  And so, while in her educational decision-maker 

role, Ms. Rebecca utilized her staff, educational stakeholders, and the community to 

inform her decisions with the purpose to advocate for others.        

Ms. Arielle 

 Ms. Arielle is a middle-aged to elderly, Caucasian, female who held two 

educational decision-maker roles.  At the time of the interviews Ms. Arielle served in her 

most senior educational decision-maker role.  Ms. Arielle is now retired.  The first 

interview took place at Ms. Arielle’s home in her living room.  The second and third 

interview took place in her office.    

Roles Forming Ms. Arielle’s Educational Decision-Maker Identity     

 Ms. Arielle childhood and granddaughter roles are not only intertwined and 

integrated with her later roles, she self-describes herself as one and the same from the 
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time she was a child to the present as an adult and in her decision-making capacity.  Her 

parents were educators who spent their entire lives “helping people.”  Ms. Arielle 

described numerous lived-experiences growing up involving her parents helping children 

not just in their formal roles, but informally in their home tutoring neighborhood 

children, which she noted influenced her ontological beliefs and purpose of and for the 

value of education.  In addition to these educational exposures, Ms. Arielle described her 

mother bringing her to Vietnam War protests.  She integrates these “very, very 

important” experiences with her educational decision-maker role by noting that these 

experiences are “what’s driving me.”   Ms. Arielle directly related her early childhood 

experiences to her aligned purpose and ontological beliefs across her future roles: 

I think I got a little teary eyed thinking how you think back in how you got 

interested and involved in what you do now and thinking of being so much tied to 

my parents and my family, my grandparents did to help people in what they did . . 

. for so many people the success of the kid really relies on where they came from.    

 

 As for Ms. Arielle’s grandparents, they too advocated and volunteered and were 

involved in philanthropic activities.  Her grandparents involved Ms. Arielle in these 

activities, which she described to have formed her advocate self-perception and purpose 

to work with people. Ms. Arielle integrated these experiences and her ontological beliefs, 

purpose, and self-perception to how she made decisions across her professional career 

noting the integration between her child and granddaughter role-identities and all other 

role-identities across her life: 

I think at the core I’m totally [the] exact same person.  I think that you grow and 

change within the context of who you are.  I’m never going to stray away from 

who I was when I was a kid, but I think that as you get older and you mature, 

you’re better able to make decisions.  You’re better able to make decisions that 

not only affect you but might affect the other people around you.  But at the core, 

I’m the same.    
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Concurrent “Mother” and “Wife” Role-Identities 

 Ms. Arielle carried the lessons from her parents and grandparents into her roles as 

a mother and wife.  She expressed the purpose to instill in her children the importance to 

advocate for others and to volunteer, “My son volunteers almost every week . . . My 

daughter’s done a ton of volunteering.  We’ve done it as a family.”  She also expressed 

the purpose to learn from experiences when she described taking her children to Greece 

to learn about Greek culture and religion by visiting ancient sites and museums.  As for 

her husband, Ms. Arielle self-perceives her husband and herself a “team.”  She expressed 

that both she and her husband possess a purpose to care for other people and she 

expressed their self-perception as advocates and volunteers; a purpose they instill in their 

children.  Ms. Arielle expressed that her husband’s work aligned with her work’s 

purpose: 

He works with municipal governments in financial distress at school districts so he helps 

them get their finances together and operations together so it’s no question that my kids 

see the kind of work that we do and they see what’s important in their lives they also 

believe that it’s important to give back through volunteering. 

 

Concurrent “Advocate/Volunteer” Role-Identity 

 Integrating her child, granddaughter, mother and wife roles, Ms. Arielle not only 

self-perceives herself an advocate, she spoke of being an advocate as its own role.  She 

noted, “I’ve always done things in the community,” while describing a local school “not 

in great shape.”  To assist the local school, Ms. Arielle expressed the purpose to bring 

people together and a perceived an action-possibility for improving the school by 

building a new playground, noting she raised “all the money” for the project.   
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Ms. Arielle’s Educational Decision-Maker Role Identities 

 Ms. Arielle held two educational decision-making role-identities.  The first within 

local government and the second as an executive director for an educational non-profit 

organization.   

Past “Educational Decision-Maker” Role-Identity 

 Originally hired for the purpose to work on small college issues across the city 

during the school district’s financial crisis when schools were closing and support staff 

like counselors were in high demand, Ms. Arielle expanded her roles purpose to include 

“city-wide events.”  Ms. Arielle made it her goal to bring in students from across the 

region to help them apply for college, obtain scholarships, write essays, and engage in 

standardized test tutoring.  Furthermore, Ms. Arielle made it a goal of hers to train 

hundreds of volunteers to go out into the community and into the city’s libraries to 

provide services that had been cut from the schools.  Ms. Arielle also trained parents and 

other volunteers to be graduation coaches to students.  She expressed the self-perception 

that she was “happy” with her work for it involved “helping people,” a notion she 

integrated with all her roles leading up to and in harmony with her educational decision-

maker role.   

Present “Educational Decision-Maker” Role-Identity 

 Moving from the government to a non-profit agency, Ms. Arielle’s role included 

various purposes including evaluating barriers to students returning to college and 

creating partnerships to reduce said barriers.  Ms. Arielle noted her purpose to expand her 

organization based on her ontological beliefs, “I’ve only expanded our work based on my 

interest.  I come in one day and say, I’m interested in this, we’re doing it.”  Ms. Arielle 
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integrated her ontological belief from her childhood that parents are responsible for their 

children’s education with the purpose of her current work when she noted that while her 

organization does not directly work with K-12 students, her work connects adult success 

to the academic success of children, “The adult and the kid and the importance of having 

an adult in a child’s life as in education.” Ms. Arielle further expresses this alignment by 

noting, “What I’ve been talking about . . . the importance of looking at whole families . . . 

if you have a parent who has a college degree, their child is more likely to finish high 

school and college.”    

Ms. Arielle’s Educational Decision-Making Example   

 The decisions Ms. Arielle reconstructed highlight previously established 

ontological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-perceptions, and perceived action-possibilities 

which are evident in her role identities leading up to her educational decision-maker 

roles.  All of her work in her decision-making role was oriented towards advocating for 

others and in the decision-making example she illuminated was advocating for adults and 

parents to be heavily involved in their children’s academic lives, which is in alignment 

with her role as a child and granddaughter.  For example, Ms. Arielle described the 

action-possibility to travel out-of-state to an educational conference which expanded her 

ontological beliefs by learning through experience of returning citizens in need of 

numerous services to complete their college degree; learning through experience being in 

harmony with her child role and her role as a parent.  Ms. Arielle noted her ontological 

belief that this population either had a desire to attend college or already had some 

college/university credits which they could apply when they returned to higher education.  

Ms. Arielle recounted with excitement when describing her experience attending the 
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conference, “I thought, oh my god, that is so cool.  I was totally touched by them.”  And 

so, Ms. Arielle returned from the conference with a new goal for her organization, she “. . 

. decided that we needed to focus on that population.”  Ms. Arielle described this goal to 

have formed numerous action-possibilities like partnering with stakeholders across the 

city and gathering as much information as possible in order to advocate and work to 

ensure returning citizens could overcome barriers to their education which would in turn 

help their children in their educational achievement.       

Summary: Ms. Arielle – An Advocate Educational Decision-Maker Unchanged Since 

Childhood  

 Ms. Arielle’s familial influence is paramount.  Her actions in her role educational 

decision-maker involve parents and adults involving themselves in their or other 

children’s education.  Ms. Arielle’s parents and grandparents began to shape her self-

perceptions, purpose, and ontological beliefs which carried into her role as a wife and 

mother and into her professional roles as well. Present from an early age and consistent 

throughout her life’s roles are Ms. Arielle’s self-perception as an advocate and volunteer, 

which is in alignment with her ontological belief that education is transformative, and 

purpose to advocate for others.  Interestingly, as she states, she sees herself as the same 

person that she was as a young child, only that the context has shifted.   

Ms. Theresa 

 Ms. Theresa, a middle-aged, African-American female held one educational 

decision-maker role.  While Ms. Theresa is no longer in her educational decision-making 

role, she is active professionally in the legal field and does work on educational issues.  

At the time the interviews took place, Ms. Theresa’s role required a police protective 
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detail.  At one of the interviews the police detail was present.  While the officer was not 

within earshot of the interviews, his presence was felt.  Each of the interviews took place 

at different coffee shops.    

Roles Forming Ms. Theresa’s Educational Decision-Maker Identity  

 Ms. Theresa’s childhood established self-perceptions, ontological beliefs, and 

purpose which she would integrate with all her later roles including her educational 

decision-maker role identity.  For example, Ms. Theresa described an emerging advocate 

self-perception and purpose to advocate for social justice that created the action-

possibility and goal for her to attend law school.  She construed this harmonious sense-

of-self, purpose, goal, and action-possibility to be rooted in television shows like Oprah 

and various law-based programs and by reading and learning about “. . . what is fair, what 

is right with how to advocate for yourself as a young person and knowing that it’s okay to 

speak up respectfully for yourself about what’s important to you.”  She elaborated further 

and highlighted another self-perception, she was “. . . very, very talkative . . .” and 

thought “Hey, maybe I could speak for people who can’t speak for themselves . . .” 

finding it “. . . intriguing to . . . analyze and think about issues.”   

Past “Elementary, Middle, and High School” Role-Identities 

 Ms. Theresa demonstrated her desire to advocate for social justice during her 

lived-experiences in public school.  Ms. Theresa described being relegated to a lower 

reading group despite winning the “spelling bee” every week which she noted was a goal 

for her because each week’s winner won a soft pretzel, “There was my goal.  Free 

pretzels if I win spelling?  All right, we’re going to go ahead and win spelling.”  Ms. 

Theresa self-perceived herself a good reader and speller and was distraught when she was 
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sent to a lower reading group, which created the action-possibility to enlist her mother’s 

help to have her transferred to another school, which she ultimately was.  At this school, 

a similar situation occurred, only this time, it involved mathematics and reading classes.  

Ms. Theresa, despite her self-perception that she was a good math and English student, 

was relegated to the lower track English and mathematics classes, “Those things affected 

me, because psychologically, it made me think I’m not good enough . . . a school is 

saying ‘It’s not on us. It’s on you.”  Ms. Theresa notes that these experiences developed 

an ontological belief regarding education as a system and as a potential barrier to a 

student’s success in life: 

Now I know that those early years . . . can mean so much to what opportunity you 

have to have AP or advanced courses, and kind of set you in the path to make 

yourself more viable and competitive for wherever you’re going to go to college 

or whatever you’re going to do later in your life.  Yes, second grade and that thing 

really ticked me off.  It’s definitely because I felt completely wronged.        

 

 Ms. Theresa also told of winning a public speaking award which reinforced her 

self-perception as a good public speaker which she indicated was in harmony with her 

purpose to advocate for others and goal to attend law school, “I think that also bolstered 

me to say, hey, this might be something you’re good at because you’re okay with 

speaking in front of people and reciting things or reading things or whatever.”   

Past “Undergraduate” and “Law Student” Role-Identity 

   Ms. Theresa integrated her previous roles and their respective components to her 

roles and actions during her time in higher education.   For example, Ms. Theresa told of 

running for a student government position on a platform for advocacy and social justice.  

She won the race, and recounted that the purpose for her role was indeed to advocate for 
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social justice and acted accordingly, advocating for women’s rights, racial equity, and 

LGBT issues. 

 The law school Ms. Theresa attended focused on clinical youth advocacy, which 

added a nuance to her purpose to advocate for others, now she would advocate for youth 

via the legal system.  Ms. Theresa discussed her professors who were child advocates 

who suggested she obtain a summer internship working for a department of education’s 

general counsel’s office.  Her summer internship created a new academic goal as well as 

her purpose to advocate for children: 

That was my first touch specifically in education which I never expected to go 

into at all. . . That also helped me with identifying and working on my third-year 

paper which was really focused on racial inequity and inequality in education.   

 

 While describing her time in law school, Ms. Theresa noted her ontological belief 

that education is a means to provide equity and correct institutional disparities, “I think 

that what is fundamental is that education is the key to opportunity for many.  Some 

people just aren’t given the key that they need to gain that access.”   

Past “Prosecutor” Role-Identity 

 While Ms. Theresa only discussed her time as a prosecutor briefly, she described 

it as the catalyst that brought her from working on educational issues from outside the 

educational field to working directly within a school district.   

Ms. Theresa’s Educational Decision-Maker Role Identity     

 As a legal arbiter of the school district, a school district experiencing distress, Ms. 

Theresa’s self-perception as an advocate and purpose to advocate for social justice were 

paramount.  While Ms. Theresa illuminated her ontological beliefs that she was limited in 

her position by the laws and regulations which created her role, “I was guided by the 
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statute that created my position . . . I looked to the statute to guide me on what I needed 

to do,” she described bringing her own purpose and self-perception from earlier roles to 

the position.  For example, Ms. Theresa noted her purpose to achieve social justice by 

addressing the holistic development of children, not just their academic success.  She 

expressed her purpose to identify any and all deficits a child may be experiencing and 

correcting the systemic issues and barriers hindering their success.  Furthermore, she 

discussed her goal to participate in disciplinary hearings, to visit schools, to engage with 

parents or guardians, to lead trainings, and noted her promotion of preventative measures 

so students don’t fall behind all under the guise of advocacy, working towards social 

justice, and speaking for those who can’t speak for themselves.   She also expressed her 

ontological belief that her work involved not just students, but the larger educational and 

social-cultural systems and entities like the schools they attend, their teachers, their 

familial situation, the neighborhood they live in, the friends they have, and the 

educational experiences, or lack thereof, which is in alignment with her previous roles 

and their respective components: 

As an educational decision-maker, I am focused heavily on school-based 

violence.  Because my focus is on school-based violence and responding and 

assisting victims of violence, it also has split out into other areas within academics 

or education, meaning behavior, root causes of violent behavior, development of 

children and then adolescents.  It also has extended or pushed me into realms with 

the juvenile justice system and juvenile policy.    

 

Ms. Theresa’s Educational Decision-Making Examples   

 Ms. Theresa went beyond the bounds of her role to ensure she advocated for 

social justice on behalf of the students she served.  Ms. Theresa described two cases 

dealing with children who were harmed at school, neither received the services they were 

due under the law.  Ms. Theresa described acting beyond the bounds of her role by 
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undertaking various action-possibilities to go to these children’s schools with the purpose 

to speak for on their behalf and she described advocating with family members with the 

goal to get these students into position to transfer from the schools in which they were 

injured, which is aligned with her ontological belief that educational systems and 

systemic barriers may prevent student success and hinder their life’s positive trajectory.  

Ms. Theresa described the action-possibility to seek out free uniforms for these students 

due to their lacking resources to purchase them, a requirement on the part of the new 

school if they wanted to transfer to a safer environment: 

Because all the children had to change schools because of safety reasons . . . But 

that was my personal plight at play . . . To know that a child is hurt . . . To know 

that they need uniforms to go to school.  To know that they are not getting the 

assistance in order not to go ahead and buy a uniform, it’s just ridiculous. 

 

 Ms. Theresa’s expressed purpose to advocate for students created further action-

possibilities and goals.  For example, Ms. Theresa shifted her office’s reactive nature to a 

more proactive, advocacy one, attending to specific needs she believed existed, rather 

than waiting for parents to come to her after an incident occurred: 

I would say probably a very good moment was more on an individualized basis of 

stepping out of the district . . . Working with the individual schools that 

recognized they needed help and support and would be open to receiving that help 

and support from myself or my office . . . Why did I do it, why did I spend time in 

schools, because I could have done the job and stayed . . . in the school district 

building . . . or wait for reports to come in . . . I tended to inject myself, that’s 

generally how I work.  I don’t like to take things on, especially dealing with this 

subject Mr. Mathew, on hearing the story alone and having people relay it to me 

with getting to see the environment.  Because the environment of the school, 

itself, I think is critical to what the needs are and what the appropriate response 

should be because they are . . . reflections of the neighborhood or community.   

 

 Ms. Theresa’s decision to shift her office from reactive to proactive led to more 

perceived action-possibilities and again highlights her ontological beliefs regarding 

systemic educational barriers, her purpose to advocate for students, and her self-
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perception as an advocate.  For example, Ms. Theresa set a goal to fund an experiential 

learning program within high schools and to start a summer leadership program so 

students could safely transition from one school to another when schools closed around 

the city.  Within these goals and actions, Ms. Theresa noted her purpose was to ensure 

students’ safety and security.   

Summary: Ms. Theresa – An Advocate Educational Decision-Maker Speaking for the 

Voiceless 

 From an early age Ms. Theresa self-perceived and found purpose as an advocate, 

which she integrated across her various role-identities and her actions within said 

identities.  From her time as a child watching Opera to being denied a soft-pretzel, Ms. 

Theresa carried her sense-of-self as an advocate and her purpose to achieve social justice 

with her to her roles in higher education by acting as a speaker for those who can’t speak 

for themselves. Within her lived-experiences in higher education, she was exposed to 

juvenile justice and the educational field, which reoriented her trajectory, leading to her 

position as an educational decision-maker.  As an educational decision-maker, Ms. 

Theresa integrated her previous roles and their components into how she perceived her 

role and construed her actions which were in alignment with how she perceived herself – 

an advocate striving for social justice and speaking up for others. 

Ms. Melanie  

Ms. Melanie is a young-adult, Asian female who spent nearly her entire career in 

the educational field.  At the time of the interviews, Ms. Melanie was no longer serving 

in her educational decision-maker role but was still involved professionally in the field.  

Each of the interviews took place at the same coffee shop.      
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Roles Forming Ms. Melanie’s Educational Decision-Maker Identity  

 From an early age Ms. Melanie expressed developing a purpose to work with 

children, attributing this purpose to growing up “. . . in a family of doctors.”  While 

growing up, she discussed developing a purpose to work on “the prevention side and 

education side” of children’s development from within the medical field, and she 

described a self-perception, goal, and ontological belief for education, which she 

attributes also to her early lived-experiences with her family: 

Education was always valued in my family . . . my uncle, ever since I was a little 

baby he read to me, and then encyclopedias were gifted to me, the newspaper, I 

had to make sure I read the newspaper before my uncle came over for dinner 

because he would ask me questions.  It was always known that I was to go to 

undergrad and then graduate school, that was expected of me.   

 

Past “Undergraduate and Hospital” Role-Identities 

 While Ms. Melanie’s original goal for attending college was to fulfill her family’s 

wishes for her to enter the medical field, she told of an internship in a neonatology 

department that created a self-perception of hopelessness with the work and noted an 

emerging purpose to “. . .  work with kids in a different way.”  And so, Ms. Melanie took 

advantage of the action-possibilities to study psychology and human development which 

she became interested in after working at a residential treatment facility.  This 

experience, integrated with her purpose from childhood to work on children’s 

development from within the medical field, led to a new goal, she would become a 

teacher.        

Past “Teacher” Role-Identity   

 Ms. Melanie perceived an action-possibility to take a position as a 1st grade 

teacher after graduating college.  While Ms. Melanie noted the self-perception that her 
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teaching experience was negative, she described developing an ontological belief 

regarding the disparities in her students’ lives that impacted their academic success and 

personal development noting these disparities were not due to budgetary issues, but to 

something “more.”  Despite self-perceiving her time as a teacher negatively, she noted a 

strong self-definition as a teacher.  With the purpose to explore the larger issues facing 

her students’ development within an educational context, Ms. Melanie joined AmeriCorp. 

Past “AmeriCorp” Role-Identity 

 Ms. Melanie engaged in the action-possibility to work on a racial dialogue 

program in her AmeriCorps role that involved working with students, parents, teachers, 

and principals, which she described as expanding her ontological belief from her teaching 

role that education existed beyond the teacher-student relationship.  Ms. Melanie 

attributes her time in AmeriCorp to a new purpose, to advocate and change the systemic 

issues children face in the classroom, “That’s when I was like, I want to go into policy to 

get deeper into why it’s not just a funding issue . . . I think this path was the direction of 

how I wanted to work with children.” 

Past “Graduate Student” Role-Identity 

 While Ms. Melanie discussed her graduate student experience only briefly, she 

noted how meaningful working with her advisor was.  It was through her advisor that Ms. 

Melanie developed a purpose and ontological belief regarding education’s ability to 

effect change.  It was her advisor that introduced the action-possibility to work in an 

educational decision-making government office. 
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Ms. Melanie’s Educational Decision-Maker Role-Identity 

 Ms. Melanie described frustration in her role.  She noted her ontological belief 

that educational decisions were not in students’ best interests, a belief in conflict with her 

purpose to work with children and address systemic issues hindering their personal and 

academic success.  Further highlighting this ontological belief, she mentioned that some 

educational decisions are made selfishly, even if the individual making the decision 

might actually care about students and their education, “I’ve seen decisions being made . 

. . for someone’s career . . . Sometimes decisions are made . . . politically versus what’s 

best for the families.”  Rather than working to help students, Ms. Melanie described the 

purpose for her role to exist behind the scenes in an informational gathering capacity and 

so her daily action-possibilities would shift to meet the priorities and demands of the day, 

“A lot of times my day to day was determined by what was coming down their pipeline.”   

Despite her frustration, Ms. Melanie spoke to her goal to listen to people prior to making 

decisions and to gather as much input as possible from all invested parties before briefing 

her supervisor noting her self-perception as someone who has “always cared” and whose 

purpose in her work was to serve others, which is in harmony with her purpose dating all 

the way back to her role as a child.      

Ms. Melanie’s Educational Decision-Making Examples   

 While Ms. Melanie self-perceived herself an informer to the educational decision-

making process, she did describe decisions she carried out.  For example, Ms. Melanie’s 

supervisor formed an advisory committee on youth safety and tasked Ms. Melanie with 

gathering information and writing memos concerning whatever issue the committee was 

inquiring into at a given time.  Describing her self-perception as a teacher in a decision-
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making role, Ms. Melanie perceived an action-possibility to involve students in the 

committee which is integrated with her purpose to address systemic issues in education 

and her purpose to work with children: 

I wanted student voice in that to inform what we were going to implement . . . We 

were heavily involved in revamping the students code of conduct at the school 

district but that came from me getting youth voice there.    

 

Summary: Ms. Melanie – An Advocate Teacher Educational Decision-Maker 

 While her purpose to work with children held constant, it evolved from working 

in the medial field to the educational field.  Integrated throughout her roles was Ms. 

Melanie’s self-perception as an advocate which she then integrates with her self-

definition as a teacher and her purpose and ontological beliefs regarding the systemic 

barriers facing children’s success and her desire to address these issues via educational 

decision-making.  In fact, Ms. Melanie’s sense-of-self as an advocate and as a teacher are 

so strong that she left her educational decision-maker role to return to the classroom to 

effect change at the school level and to impact students’ lives directly in the classroom. 

Mr. Charles 

 Mr. Charles spent his entire career in a decision-making role spanning issues 

including, but not limited to, education, public health, public safety, infrastructure, etc.  

While Mr. Charles is no longer in his decision-making role, he is still active 

professionally.  Each interview took place in Mr. Charles’s office.  The environment was 

formal but inviting. Mr. Charles spent much more time with me than any other 

participant.  It seemed Mr. Charles used the interviews to reflect on his entire decision-

making career.  I found it difficult to keep Mr. Charles on topic.  Despite approximately 
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four-and-a-half hours of interview data there is little pertaining to this study.  And so, Mr. 

Charles’s section looks different from the other participants.    

Mr. Charles’s Roles and Decision-Making Examples  

 Mr. Charles highlighted two roles leading to his decision-making role.  These two 

roles were “son” and “grandson.”  Mr. Charles described growing up in a large 

metropolitan area with meager means and resources, “We made our own ball field 

because we didn’t have any recreation facilities . . . We just cut the grass, took some gray 

clay, and we made this ball field.”  While describing the neighborhood he grew up in, Mr. 

Charles illuminated a purpose instilled in him by his mother, “My mom used to tell me as 

a little kid, if somebody was bullying somebody . . . She’d say, ‘[Charles], you have to 

get in that person’s shoes.’”  Mr. Charles noted his mom and his grandfather created the 

purpose for him to watch and to listen to people, to be aware of their emotions, to be 

empathetic, to advocate for them, and to “. . . be with people,” all of which he self-

perceives himself becoming a “student of.”  While describing his upbringing, he recalled 

an action-possibility involving advocating for another child in the neighborhood.  This 

child was not allowed to play baseball with the group because of his disability.  He 

recounted that his mother instilled in him the ontological belief that all people are equal 

with something to offer in their own way.  And so, with this ontological belief and the 

purpose to advocate for others, Mr. Charles described the experience: 

They said, ‘What did you bring him for?  He can’t play.  Come on.  We got 

enough guys now that you’re here.’  I said, ‘Well, if [Johnny] doesn’t play, I don’t 

play’ . . . so I started walking away and they said, ‘Really? What are you doing?’  

I said, ‘If he doesn’t play, I don’t play.’ ‘All right.  He can play.’   

 

 Mr. Charles integrates his decision-making purpose with his purpose from 

childhood to advocate for others, his self-perception as an advocate, and his purpose to 
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always find out what other invested parties stood for, rather than what they were against, 

“Look, don’t tell me what you’re against, tell me what you’re for.  I know what all the 

negatives are . . . You want to be part of this conversation, tell me what you can be for.”  

He aligned the lessons he learned from an early age when describing his ontological 

belief that decision-making is a series of interconnected relationships and processes in 

which all parties must be involved, illuminating his ontological belief that all people are 

of value.    

Summary: Mr. Charles – An Advocate Educational Decision-Maker Ensuring All 

Parties are Included 

 Mr. Charles, from an early age, self-perceived himself an advocate and came to 

believe that all people are of worth and must be included, beliefs and perceptions he 

integrates with his decision-maker role.  The lessons learned from childhood carried with 

him into his life-long decision-making role. From the make-shift ball-field in the streets 

and lots of his impoverished city neighborhood growing up where he put into action the 

beliefs and perceptions his mother and grandfather instilled in him to his work as a 

decision-maker constructing decisions that would affect millions of lives across his 

career, he integrated his childhood with how he acted in his decision-making position.    

Cross-Case Thematic Analysis  

 While the educational decision-makers described different roles and different 

ontological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-perceptions and self-definitions, perceived 

action-possibilities, and lived-experiences, they all incorporated similar content and 

employed the same process by which they constructed their educational decision-maker 

role-identity during the interviews.  These very different individuals with different 
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backgrounds and interpretations of their present all shared the framing of their role 

identity as advocacy, with the emphasis on either a purpose to advocate, or on a self-

perception as an advocate, or both.  This cultural attractor – a configuration of role 

identity components with alignment around advocacy as reflecting the good educational 

decision-maker – served as a frame for the way the participants made meaning and 

incorporated their past into the present to create a coherent sense-of-self in their present 

role identity.  The analysis points to the participants’ shared use of these cultural 

materials, meanings, and strategies of identity formation within the context of forming an 

educational decision-making role identity to tell the story of their lives.  The analysis 

points to a shared cultural landscape that reflects what people in education decision-

making roles perceive as important and valuable for that role – a cultural attractor – as 

well as the shared cultural process by which one is expected to construct their role-

identity.  Whereas role-identities are being constantly reconstructed, the findings point to 

the power of these cultural attractors.  Nevertheless, there was also uniqueness to the 

participating educational decision-makers – subtypes of the advocate educational 

decision-maker, such as “the coach” or “the decision-maker striving for social justice.”  

These subtypes organized each participant’s meaning-making of their lived-experiences 

and actions across their personal, academic, and professional lives, including their 

educational decision-making role-identity.  True, these subtypes were oriented towards 

the advocate-attractor each participant expressed, but each detailed a unique sense-of-self 

within this overarching theme that made their life-story their own. 
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Advocate Educational Decision-Makers Striving for Equity and Social Justice 

 Perhaps the most dominant theme present is the intent to serve others, whether 

that is through advocacy, volunteering, coaching, or mentoring.  All recounted stories 

regarding the purpose or self-perception to work to improve others’ lives across the 

participants’ roles leading up to and including their educational decision-maker role 

identity.  For example, Mr. Mathew, through his lived-experiences in school, whether 

they be his teachers, counselor, or college coach, created the self-perception that he could 

do whatever he put his mind to and the purpose to mentor and coach people across his 

later professional roles including his staff and other educational decision-makers while 

serving in his own decision-making capacity.  Ms. Lisa’s childhood lived-experiences 

formed the purpose to advocate and her advocate self-perception through her anti-war 

marches and volunteer work, noting “. . .  we are responsible for people who are less 

fortunate than we are and we are responsible for giving back.”  Ms. Arielle’s early lived-

experiences with her parents and grandparents created a purpose to advocate for others 

which spanned across all her late roles.  Ms. Theresa, by being denied a soft-pretzel and 

through her watching television developed a self-perception as an advocate and the 

purpose to advocate for social justice and to speak for others which she incorporated in 

her later roles and actions as well.  Ms. Rebecca, wanting something beyond her 

hometown went off to college and then graduate school where she advocated for herself 

and her husband and their child, self-defining herself, “I'm mostly an advocate. I think of 

myself mostly at the core as somebody who’s pushing to get things done, advocating for 

things.”  Ms. Melanie became an advocate while teaching in the classroom and through 
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her work in AmeriCorp.  And Mr. Charles fought for inclusion and advocated for others 

at an early age.   

Each educational decision-maker construed their purpose to achieve for others 

something greater than themselves.  Some referred to it as social justice, some called it 

equity, but all perceived education to be the means they could best assist others and made 

it their purpose to achieve this.  They described their intentions to provide students the 

means for having the necessary learning and developmental experiences to succeed in 

their lives while in school, once they graduate, and in all that they do.  For example, the 

decision-makers questioned how they would prepare students to analyze content, think 

critically, and communicate well so that they could be prepared for a global workforce, 

while others strove to get students access to higher educational services.  Even the act of 

closing schools was intended to create satisfactory educational experiences and 

conditions and to bring equitable educational opportunities to each student.  And whether 

a decision-maker intended through their actions to support the developmental trajectory 

of their students or whether they intended to ensure that students were included and felt a 

sense of belonging in and out of school, they all viewed advocating for educational 

opportunities as the purpose for their role which for all of them was integrated from 

previous roles and their respective role-identity components. 

Integrating Their Past Roles With Their Educational Decision-Maker Identity 

 Each decision-maker construed their educational decision-maker role to be a 

conglomerate of earlier roles with their educational decision-maker role comprised of 

similar, if not identical ontological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-perceptions and self-

definitions, perceived action-possibilities.  Furthermore, each decision-maker described 
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lived-experiences that formed ontological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-perceptions and 

self-definitions, and perceived action-possibilities that carried with them into the 

decision-making position.  Whether it was a consistent purpose and goal to work for 

social change that shifted into achieving said purpose and goal through education or a 

self-definition and self-perception as an advocate that manifested through early lived-

experiences that was then reinforced during later lived-experiences and oriented towards 

an ontological belief that education and educational decisions are the most impactful tool 

to satisfy their sense of self as an advocate, all decision-makers recounted their life-story 

and the various roles they played to lead into their decision-making identity.   

Another example of this process is how each decision-maker mentioned their family at 

some point during the interviews.  While some discussed their families more than others, 

each spoke of various lived-experiences or attributed meaningful self-definition and self-

perceptions, ontological beliefs, purposes and goals, and action-possibilities that they 

attributed to interactions with their families which they integrated into their educational 

decision-maker identity.   Decision-makers described the support their families provided 

in their decision-making role and/or the roles leading up to their educational decision-

making role as invaluable and that they could not have accomplished what they have 

without them and they attribute their ontological beliefs regarding education, their 

purpose to advocate others, and self-perceptions as advocates to be instrumental in their 

decision-making position which they all reconstruct in a similar manner as they insert 

their families into how they understand themselves in their decision-making position.   
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Summary 

 The findings highlighted in this study chart the essence of educational decision-

making as a complex constellation of personal elements such as educational decision-

maker’s evolving and interdepending ontological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-

perceptions and self-definitions, and perceived action-possibilities.  These role-identity 

elements are rooted in meaningful lived-experiences that frame their perception and 

orient and drive their intentions.  These educational decision-makers construed their 

decision-making to be anchored in who they were in the past to how they perceive 

themselves in the present within their role.  The participants strove to advocate and thus 

provide students the learning opportunities and developmental experiences they need to 

survive an increasingly complex world via the decisions they made.  This advocate-

attractor and their respective subtypes is a shared content-theme that organized the 

emergence of the participant’s role identities and their actions within this particular 

educational locale.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

  This study focused on educational decision-makers’ meaning-making about 

themselves, the decisions they made, and the actions they took.  Adopting a 

phenomenological approach and with The Dynamic Systems Model of Role-Identity 

(Kaplan & Garner, 2017) as a theoretical framework, I sought to chart the content, 

structure, and process of the participating educational decision-makers’ role identity and 

how it framed their self-understanding and decisions.  A total of seven educational 

decision-makers took part in this study. The participants held various decision-making 

positions, came from varying backgrounds, and assumed different leadership roles; 

however, they also worked in the same educational system, and interacted with one-

another across the same educational landscape they stewarded while in their roles. The 

analysis of the three phenomenological life-story interviews (Seidman, 2013) with each 

participant highlighted the shared and unique aspects of their educational decision-maker 

role-identities and the similar process by which they constructed these identities. These 

findings shed light on the social-cultural and personal psychological processes that 

framed these participants’ meaning-making of themselves as educational decision-makers 

and their decisions, and bear implications for understanding how people holding such 

positions may be construing their roles, responsibilities, and decisions.      

In this final chapter of my dissertation, I discuss this study’s findings and their 

implications.  I discuss the findings that this identity formation process manifested with 

an overarching theme that was shared across all participants—the decision-maker as an 

advocate—but that this overarching theme was interpreted idiosyncratically by each 

through a metaphor that organized the person’s view of themselves and what it meant to 
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them to be an educational decision-maker.  I also describe what the participants perceived 

regarding the complexity of educational decision-making, and also the importance of 

family.  I then move to consider this study’s implications for theory, for practice, and for 

future research. I follow to consider the limitations of this study and conclude this 

dissertation with a few remarks concerning educational decision-makers, educational 

decision-making, and future directions.   

Integrating Past and Present Role Identities Into Decision-Making as Advocacy  

The findings indicated that the participants understanding of themselves in the 

role of educational decision-maker involved an interdependent mixture of past and 

present roles with an evolving, yet relatively stable, constellation of ontological and 

epistemological beliefs about the world, personal purpose and goals, self-perceptions and 

self-definitions, and perceived action-possibilities across these various roles.  While the 

educational decision-makers who participated in this study are unique individuals, and 

despite their different genders, race and ethnicities, age, personal backgrounds, and stage 

in their professional and personal careers, there were striking similarities among them in 

the process and content of role identity formation as educational decision-makers.   

Each educational decision-maker constructed their decision-making identity by 

forming a fluid narrative which integrated past lived-experiences and roles within their 

present sense-of-self oriented towards and anchored in who they want to be and how they 

want to be seen in the world.  This is indicative of existing identity scholarship which 

points to people’s tendency to retell their life-story in order to make sense of their present 

through their past; it is a self-reconstruction process by which we reframe our present 

identity with our past, thus seeking to bring harmony and cohesion to who we are in the 
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present (Erikson, 1968; McAdams, 2003).  From the beginning of the first interview to 

the end of the final meeting, each educational decision-maker constructed a coherent 

story starting with childhood, and continuing to their time in higher education, their first 

professional role, and their decision-making position.  While at times the story would 

jump back to previous time-periods and lived-experiences as a way to support the current 

story being told, the participants engaged in a similar process to make sense of their story 

and of themselves leading up to and including their perception of their decision-making 

role and their actions in said role.     

Just as the participants illuminated a shared process by which they formed their 

identities, they also sourced similar content.  All of them drew on cultural-contextual 

meanings about being an advocate to construe their role identities as education decision-

makers, in what appeared to be a cultural attractor of value-oriented and desirable 

framing of the role and as an organizer for their sense-of-self in the role and of their 

actions.  This cultural attractor framed their identity formation and mediated how they 

explained their actions (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995).  To be an advocate for these 

educational decision-makers is to be a person who will speak up for marginalized people 

and who will work to bring equity and/or social justice to an unequal society through the 

educational decisions and everyday actions in their role as public education stewards.  

This finding may very well be reflective of the social-cultural context in which these 

particular education decision-makers served, and circumstances within which they made 

decisions and took action, which included the social and financial distress the school 

system experienced.    
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Yet, while each educational decision-maker shared the same process and overall 

attractor for their role-identity and decision-making, they did express uniqueness in their 

role identities.  Each framed their role identity as a decision-making with a metaphorical 

meaning, whether as a coach/mentor or social activist. This finding also points to a shared 

process by which each participant sought a meaningful personal frame for her or his role, 

which, under the overall superseding attractor of advocate, organized role-perception and 

particular actions.  This finding reflects the utility of the DSMRI to capture both the 

unique and the culturally shared meanings by people make meanings of their identities 

and actions.  

The findings highlight the essence of educational decision-making as an ever-

evolving system that emerges from the dynamic formation of the decision-maker’s role 

identity that take place through the integration of their past and current lived-experiences, 

within the social-relational, cultural-contextual, political, and temporal world. The 

findings highlighted the inseparable construction of specific decisions from the 

educational decision-makers’ role identity.  For example, while reconstructing his 

educational decision-making identity, Mr. Mathew, unprompted, discussed his 

interpretation of the school closures within the district he stewards, and his decisions and 

actions that directly and indirectly related to the closures.  Similarly, Ms. Lisa, also 

described her educational sense-of-self as linked with her perception, understanding, and 

actions regarding those very same school closures, and her involvement in decisions 

regarding the charter schools’ attempt to expand while traditional public schools were 

slated for closure. Thus, the decision-makers construe their role identity as inseparable, 

both from the world in which they make-meaning of their lives and reconstruct their 
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identity narrative, and their decisions and action that actualize (and, possibly shift) their 

self-understanding.  Indeed, the phenomena “educational decision-maker” and decision-

making are inseparable and reflective an integrated system of meaning. Corresponding 

with the DSMRI, the participants’ narratives highlighted the interdependencies among 

the components of the role-identity system - ontological and epistemological beliefs, 

purpose and goals, self-perceptions and self-definitions, perceived action-possibilities, 

and the emotions associated with these role-identity elements – and the actions that 

reflected these interdependencies. .      

Role-Identity Components: Similar Past to Present  

The educational decision-makers who participated in this study discussed many 

lived-experiences and many roles, some dating back to their childhoods, which they 

integrate into their educational decision-maker role identity.  From the stories they 

recounted as children interacting with their parents and grandparents to their time in 

school interacting with their teachers and counselors, to their experiences in college and 

graduate school working with administrators and coaches, the participants expressed 

similarity and relative stability between their roles and the elements with them.  While 

their ontological and epistemological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-perceptions and 

self-definitions, and perceived action-possibilities were described to have been formed 

during a particular era and while occupying particular roles, typically early on in their 

lives, the participants’ narratives presented these role identity elements as relatively 

stable throughout their lives, various roles, including the educational decision-maker role 

identity.  For example, whether it was attending an anti-war protest during childhood, 

learning from one’s parents that all people are equal in value and worth standing-up for, 
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being told they couldn’t take a class in school they desired to take, or fighting for needed 

resources when none were previously available, these lived-experiences were described 

in the interviews to have developed ontological beliefs, self-perceptions, purpose, and 

when the circumstances provided the opportunity, the goals to be an advocate and to 

advocate for others. These, in turn, were integrated in the narratives into later personal, 

academic, and professional roles including their educational decision-maker role.  Other 

examples regarding descriptions of role identity components formed during one role and 

integrated across later roles include ontological belief regarding education’s importance 

and their purpose to create meaningful educational opportunities for all students, the 

purpose to achieve social justice through policy work, and at times specific goals 

regarding specific policy actions.  In addition, the ontological belief that social-cultural 

issues like education and educational decisions are complex, and the purpose and at times 

specifically described goal to seek out as much information as possible when engaging in 

educational decision-making, were also described as having had been formed during one 

role and integrated within later roles including the participants’ educational decision-

maker identity.  All of these role identity components were also described to be stably-

aligned with each other that reflects the coherent cultural attractor of the good/advocate 

educational decision-maker.     

What it Means to Educational Decision-Makers to Engage in Educational Decision-

Making 

The findings highlighted the central importance of advocacy to the participating 

educational decision-makers’ overall sense of self and the educational decision-making 

role.  Described as a self-perception, a purpose, and a goal in harmony with their 
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ontological belief that there are injustices in the world along with their ontological belief 

and purpose that education is a means to improve lives, the educational decision-makers’ 

actions were described with the aim to, above all else, benefit students.  While advocacy 

– the desire to work for and speak for others - was expressed and told to have developed 

over time differently across the participants’ lives, the educational decision-makers all 

described advocacy for others via educational decisions to have fulfilled a deep-rooted 

purpose and self-perception.   

Family Matters   

In addition to advocacy as the primary cultural attractor, all the educational 

decision-makers also recounted lived-experiences in which their families played central 

roles. The narratives included stories of families instilling meaningful lessons that 

manifest in later roles, including the educational decision-maker role-identity; or, stories 

of the families supporting academic and professional actions, in ways essential for 

development and achievement.  Similar to the importance of advocacy family emerged as 

a strong component in the meaning-making of the educational decision-maker role-

identity, and in ways that supported the development of advocacy-related ontological 

beliefs, self-perceptions of values, and purposes and goals to advocate for others.    

Educational Decision-Making as a Complex Process 

The findings also highlighted the participants’ ontological belief that educational 

decision-making is a complex process. All of the educational decision-makers noted that 

one needs as much information as possible to assist in their decision-making and to fulfill 

their self-perception as an advocate and purpose to advocate. This also involved 

garnering as many resources as possible when making educational decisions in order to 
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address the complexities of the situations requiring decisions.  The analysis suggested an 

alignment between the ontological beliefs that the world of education is highly complex, 

the purpose of advocating and promoting social justice in this role, and the action of 

pursuit of information to help with making informed policy decisions. 

Implications 

One case study from this research has already been presented at the American 

Educational Research Association 2019 Annual Conference in Toronto, Canada to the 

leadership division and was well received.  In addition, this full dissertation was accepted 

for presentation at the American Psychological Association 2020 Annual Convention in 

Washington D.C. and was awarded the “Presidential Prize” in the Educational 

Psychology division.  I believe both of these endeavors are solid first steps to ensuring 

this research positively impacts future research, theory, and practice.       

So, while but a first step for studying educational decision-makers themselves in 

order to better understand who they are, how they perceive their role, and how their role-

perception frames their educational decision-making, I believe this study generated 

meaningful implications for theory, practice, and research alike.  Below I first discuss this 

study’s theoretical implications. I then discuss this study’s implications for practice and 

policy.  Finally, I discuss this study’s implications for research.   

Implications for Theory   

The findings of this study point to the potential convergence of theories on 

identity and decision-making. The reviews of the distinct identity and decision-making 

literatures highlighted many overlapping concepts. For example, both emphasize people’s 

beliefs, values, goals, self-perceptions, and emotions, the roles of culture and context, and 
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the roots of people’s identities and decision-making behaviors in lived-experiences.  

Furthermore, as the findings demonstrate, people’s identity(ies) are salient in their 

decision-making, and both phenomena are, at times, conceptualized in the literature as 

complex processes—i.e., they operate in a dynamic, non-linear, chaotic, fractal-like, and 

emergent manner.  Therefore, it is perhaps a ripe time for theoretical convergences 

between distinct literatures of decision-making and identity. The DSMRI, with its 

depiction of educational decision-makers’ role-identities and educational actions as 

involving ontological and epistemological beliefs, purpose and goals, self-perceptions 

and self-definitions, and perceived action-possibilities is one possible model for 

integrating insights from these literatures.   

The participating educational decisions-makers brought their sense-of-selves into 

an existing social-cultural role.  Each educational decision-maker constructed their role 

identities within a cultural milieu that provides optional cultural configurations of what it 

means to be a “good” decision-maker, one of which highlighted in the data is that of 

advocate.  While we cannot anticipate these role identities to manifest in absolute 

consistency in decision-making orientation and action in every situation, we might 

anticipate these patterns across numerous situations, particularly within the same general 

context.  There are likely also dimensions of conventional and idiosyncratic role identity 

components associated with educational decision-makers.  As gleaned in the findings, the 

educational decision-makers assumed various conventional aspects to the role, like being 

an advocate, but also brought their own uniqueness to the role as can be seen with some 

educational decision-makers’ desiring as much knowledge as possible or one educational 

decision-maker describing himself as a coach when reconstructing his educational 
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decision-maker role identity that informed his decisions.  Furthermore, there may be a 

developmental component to educational decision-makers’ role that evolves along with 

societal norms and demands.     

There is indeed much more to learn about educational decision-makers and 

educational decision-making.  For example, this study indicates the relations between 

educational decision-makers’ identity and their educational decision-making, but the 

mechanisms of these relations are still in need of further theorization and research.  The 

current study highlighted the relations of role identities and substantial decisions, such as 

school closures. However, supposedly, role identities frame decision-making also “every-

day” and not only for “highly consequential” decisions. Are the processes similar or 

different? How do role identities manifest in highly versus little emotionally charged 

issues, or in decisions deemed to be straightforward versus complicated or complex?   

Furthermore, while this study reinforces aspects in the existing literature on 

identity and decision-making, the findings also challenge some other aspects.  For 

example, the findings of this study highlight the personal influence educational decision-

makers themselves exert on educational decision-making.  While educational decision-

making is certainly influenced by external factors and might be enhanced by decision-

making prescriptions, the theoretical framework and the analysis of the narratives imply 

that educational decision-makers and the context in which they make their decisions are 

intertwined, distinguishable only conceptually for academic pursuits, but otherwise, a 

single unit for understanding the decision-making phenomenon.  By expanding our 

theoretical understanding of educational decision-making and by placing more emphasis 

on the educational decision-makers themselves as indistinguishable from the landscape in 



104 
 

which they exist may contribute to better understanding how and why these people 

engage in educational decision-making.   

Implications for Practice and Policy  

The findings of this study may have some implications for practice and policy of 

and with educational decision-makers. Building upon the findings of this study and 

continuing to utilize the DSMRI as a tool for and with educational decision-makers, such 

practice might include using the DSMRI as a scaffold in work with individual 

educational decision-makers around an impending decision. This scaffold may facilitate 

questions about role-identity content, structure, and process in order to promote more 

reflective, systematic, comprehensive, and personally-coherent decision-making.  In 

addition, work could be done with a decision-making team (e.g., a decision-maker and 

her/his staff) by using the DSMRI not only for each individual, but for the collective role-

identity and decision-making process of the team.  Using the DSMRI as a clinical tool to 

aid in educational decision-makers’ reflection on their influential role and their decision-

making may be the best way to aid policymaking itself.  By encouraging educational 

decision-makers to recognize and appreciate how their own beliefs, values, purpose, 

goals, and emotions influence their professional actions, we may expect the policymaking 

process to be enhanced, and the specific policies to be more informed. Furthermore, such 

a practice may clarify barriers to policy creation, implementation, and oversight, and 

raise them for reflection and regulation.  However, this will involve dedicating a scarce 

resource – time.  In order to properly utilize the DSMRI as a scaffold for personal-

professional and individual-group reflection and consequential identity development, 
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educational decision-makers and researchers will need to commit to a rigorous process 

that some may be reluctant to engage in or endure.   

Educational stakeholders, whether they are researchers, think-tank staffers, 

students, families, or volunteer members of educational advocacy groups, may utilize 

this, and future research, to better engage with educational policymakers.   All citizens 

and all invested parties can more aptly and effectively present information to educational 

decision-makers by understanding the way policymakers construe their role identity 

through integrating past role identities, and considering: how does the information tie in 

to the decision-makers’ past, current, and future sense-of-self as they reconstruct a 

continuous story from past to present role identities to make their life story and role 

identities coherent.  Furthermore, invested parties can present information that integrates 

current role identities like the role of family into the information being presented to 

educational decision-makers.  Gaining insight into the way educational decision-makers’ 

role identity frames their decision-making can inform professional development that 

facilitates identity formation strategies for use by lobbyists and the educational decision-

makers themselves to anchor decision-making in a systematic elicitation of central role 

identity features and contribute to agency vs. being led by the situation.   

In this way, I believe this study to be a working document and guide for all those 

invested in public education to work with educational decision-makers to improve public 

education across the United States.  This research is as much about generating theoretical 

knowledge as it is a means to work for and achieve social justice, which, as the findings 

of this study indicate, is what educational decision-makers themselves want.   
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Implications for Research 

Past research charts for us an understanding concerning educational decision-

makers’ duties and responsibilities, some of the influential factors effecting educational 

decisions, decision-making prescriptions educational decision-makers may choose to 

utilize, and past policies educational decision-makers enacted.  Left uncharted, however, 

was how educational decision-makers perceive and make meaning of their role and 

decision-making actions. The current study began a focus on the educational decision-

makers themselves, their role-perceptions, and their educational meaning-making.   

This study is but the first step in what I believe will be my life’s work – studying 

and working with educational decision-makers.  Furthermore, I am but one researcher in 

a much larger world of scholarship and knowledge.  Therefore, there are countless 

research questions to be asked and each could be undertaken with different 

methodological approaches by any number of investigators.  So while my research 

question for this dissertation began to highlight educational decision-makers’ identities 

and decision-making, there is much left to do.  For example, we might ask: how might 

educational decision-makers construe their identities and decision-making at different 

points across their careers and life-stages; how might educational decision-makers in 

different contexts (e.g., rural educational decision-makers) perceive themselves, their 

role, and their decision-making; how might educational decision-makers in higher 

education understand their role and how might they go about making decisions; might 

there be other types of educational decision-makers in need of study; what might be the 

observable differences between types of educational decision-makers in how they 

perceive their role and understand how their sense-of-self frames their actions; and how 
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might educational decision-makers who shift educational contexts – for example, from K-

12 public education to higher education or to an elected office – reshape their role-

perception and construe their decision-making actions differently across these related yet 

different contexts?  To address these questions, any number of approaches could be 

utilized.  Longitudinal studies could be utilized to chart the development of a single or a 

cohort of educational decision-makers across their life-span and professional careers.  

Comparative studies could assess perceived differences between types of decision-

makers.  And additional in-depth narrative studies could explore decision-makers across 

contexts and follow-up studies could attempt to quantify said differences.   

The approach I adopted in this dissertation focused on the psychological workings 

that give rise to phenomena like the educational decision-maker role identity to further 

understanding of said phenomena and aid in the decision-making process.  While the 

chosen narrative approach provides insight into role identity meaning-making, it 

constitutes nonetheless a post-hoc study of decision-making, and therefore, it inherently 

involves reconstructing what actually happened through the retroactive interpretive frame 

of the participant. Other methods to bolster this study may be able to address better the 

functioning of the role identity in framing in-situ decision-making in specific situations. 

For example, one methodological approach would be to triangulate observations, 

document analysis, and stimulated recall interview on decision-making in action by 

educational decision-makers.  Another would be to identify phases along the career of 

educational decision-maker and investigate how might they be different in framing role 

identity and decision-making.  Yet another way would be to follow educational decision-
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makers as closely as possible, in vivo if you will, attending public and private meetings 

with them, public events, lunches, etc.    

In addition, further research is needed to mine more deeply the educational 

decision-makers themselves and their decision-making in order to fully conceptualize 

how past experiences and past and concurrent roles frame their decision-making.  While 

this study does begin to do this, in-depth interviews addressing each life-stage and each 

role-identity specifically would further highlight their meaningfulness in educational 

decision-makers’ actions.  Additionally, a series of interviews could investigate a single 

role-identity.  Furthermore, a series of interviews could focus on one decision-making 

example rather than attempting to gather as many examples as possible in a single 

interview.  And future research could ask how educational decision-makers might help 

researchers construct studies that will help them in their role.    

Limitations 

 I believe it is necessary to expand upon the limitations discussed in Chapter 3 for 

those limitations focused more on methodological issues, whereas the limitations noted 

below concern factors that could potentially influence the interpretation of the data and 

issues limiting the inferences I can make regarding the data itself.  For example, each 

participating educational decision-maker worked within the same educational context – 

they all worked for or worked with the same school district and so it is possible that these 

findings are specific to this context alone and might not map perfectly onto other settings; 

though the study would still be a useful guide for other educational landscapes.  Another 

potential issue worth noting are the educational decision-makers’ various positionalities.  

Some still held their educational decision-maker role, others had left the role yet were 
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still working in the field, while others were retired and were either not working or were 

serving in a different capacity.  It is possible that their different positionalities constructed 

data relevant to their various professional stages, though it is worth noting that despite the 

different professional stages they all held, the process and content by which their 

educational decision-maker identity was constructed held constant across the participants.  

Another possible limitation is that the participants may have discriminated in what they 

chose to present during the interviews.  While these participants depicted relative 

harmony within and across their role identities, it is possible other educational decision-

makers would carry with them many tensions and disturbances.  Finally, this study is a 

narrative study, and therefore, I can’t know exactly what happened as what I have are 

shared stories; this does not mean however that I can’t, as I did, discuss the strategies, 

content and meanings by which these educational decision-makers construct their 

identities.  Furthermore, the participants’ orientation and intent to form a coherent 

personal narrative may have obscured complex churn undergirding the seemingly stable 

story these educational decision-makers construed.  These seemingly coherent identity 

narrative may have served as a meaningful foundational strategy the participants utilized 

to make sense of themselves in a complex world.  Indeed, as noted above, additional 

research is needed to capture the dynamic day-to-day flux between educational decision-

makers’ role-identity and decision-making. This research may highlight additional 

motives and processes by which educational decision-makers understand themselves and 

engage in educational decision-making that they are currently unaware of or which 

remain unconscious.        
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Closing Remarks 

Educational decision-makers’ decisions are complex manifestations emerging 

from and framed by their past and current role-identities and role-identity components.  

While the participating educational decision-makers’ lives are indeed unique, they are all 

attracted to act as advocates and see themselves as such which informs how they act in 

their decision-making role.  While some may be advocates explicitly intent on bringing 

social justice to their and their students’ lives, others are advocates in search of as much 

information as possible to inform their eventual decisions.  But ultimately, they all strive 

to provide students with the learning opportunities and developmental experiences they 

need to survive in an increasingly complex world.  It is paramount to better understand, 

and thus work with educational decision-makers in order to improve public education for 

the millions of students attending public schools across the United States.  All parties 

invested in public education should work with educational decision-makers, which means 

engaging with them on a human level for that is what and who they are.  They are people 

whose life-stories and roles that comprise said stories influence their everyday actions.  

Those wanting to be a part of the educational decision-making process should engage 

educational decision-makers in this way and with this understanding.      
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Email Recruitment Example 

 

Good Morning Ms. (redacted), 

 

My name is Benjamin Brock.  As you know, (redacted) suggested I reach out to you.  We 

actually met very briefly a few years back in the halls of (redacted).  I was working as 

(redacted) education policy director and I believe you were about to be named to the 

(redacted).   

 

I believe (redacted) sent you my CV and a brief description of my dissertation (if not, let 

me know and I'll send it ASAP).  As the (redacted) and as a (redacted) you were/are very 

much what I would consider an educational decision-maker.  And so, I wonder if you 

would be willing to help me out with my dissertation as I am investigating the decision-

making process of educational decision-makers. 

 

I know this is a big ask and a bit abrupt, but, might you be able to meet so we can discuss 

this possibility further?  My timing isn't the best as I leave tomorrow to return on October 

15th.  Any date/time after that will work for me.    

 

Thank you in advance for any time you might have.  Have a great rest of your day. 

 

Hoping this finds you well. 

 

Sincerely, 

Benjamin Brock 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

 

Interview 1 

 

• Guiding question: Please tell me about how you came to your current role as an 

educational decision-maker. 

▪ Probes:  

• You described . . . can you elaborate on this?  

• You mentioned . . . can you tell me exactly what happened?  

• What dilemmas did you have on the way to becoming an educational 

decision-maker? 

• What decisions did you make that led you to your role? 

• What was happening at the time that influenced your trajectory? 

 

Interview 2 

 

• Guiding question: Please tell me about your current experiences as an educational 

decision-maker. 

▪ Probes:  

• Please tell me about your concrete day-to-day experiences in this role.  

• Please tell me about the most recent decision you made in your role, start 

from the beginning . . .  

o What other considerations did you have in this experience? 

• What was the most difficult decision you made . . . why was it difficult? 

• What decision that you made are you most satisfied with . . . why? 

• What decision would you have changed . . . why? 

• What is most helpful in your current role . . .why? 

• What is most frustrating in your current role . . . why? 

• Can you tell me about a time in which you were angry in the role? 

 

Interview 3 

 

• Guiding question: What thoughts and insights do you have about what you said in 

the first two interviews? 

▪ Probes: 

• You said . . . can you elaborate on this?  

• You noted . . . can you tell me why?     
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Appendix C 

Data Analysis Guide and Codebook 

 

DYNAMIC SYSTEMS MODEL OF ROLE IDENTITY 

(DSMRI)   

ANALYSIS GUIDE & CODEBOOK  
  

  

  

  

Avi Kaplan1 and Joanna K. Garner2  

1Temple University  
2Old Dominion University  

  

  

Please address correspondence regarding this manual to Avi Kaplan, Psychological 

Studies in  

Education, Temple University, Philadelphia, PA; akaplan@temple.edu; or to Joanna K. 

Garner,  

Center for Educational Partnerships, Old Dominion University, Norfolk, VA; 

akaplan@temple.edu  

    

CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATION  

This Guide and Codebook was developed to guide researchers in analyzing oral or 

written narratives according to the Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI). A 

visualization of the model appears below in Figure 1. The theoretical basis for the model 

is described most extensively in Kaplan and Garner (in-press/2017). Briefly, the DSMRI 

integrates understandings from multiple perspectives on identity and motivation to 

capture the rich, complex, dynamic, and contextualized nature of identity phenomena 

while anchoring it in established identity and motivational constructs. The model’s 

primary unit-of-analysis is the ‘social-cultural role’ (e.g., teacher, student, principal, 

parent, friend). The DSMRI portrays role identity as comprising four continuously 

emerging and reciprocally influencing components: (1) ontological and epistemological 

beliefs; (2) purpose and goals; (3) self-perceptions and self-definitions; and (4) perceived 

action possibilities. The DSMRI follows assumptions of the Complex Dynamic Systems 

approach. It highlights the unit-of-analysis of the role identity as residing within the 

person, but its formation as continuous, iterative, and emerging through dialogical 

relations with the person’s other role identities and with the role identities of others. This 
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process of continuous emergence occurs through intrapersonal and interpersonal 

interactions that employ cultural mediating means. Thus, the DSMRI assumes that 

identity and motivational processes emerge within a cultural context and the social-

cultural community of practice around a subject domain while being also shaped by 

implicit characteristics of the person (e.g., personality dispositions, self-worth concerns) 

that serve as control 

parameters for the identity 

system.   

 

The DSMRI attends to 

the role identity’s three facets 

of content, structure, and 

process of formation; 

emphasizes the central roles of 

knowledge and emotion in 

identity; highlights the 

interdependence of elements, 

and hence the irreducibility of 

the role identity to its 

components; and portrays the 

non-linear and non-

deterministic nature of identity 

change and its emergence as 

afforded and constrained by 

cultural as well as individual-dispositional characteristics.    

  

Kaplan, A., & Garner, J. K. (in press, 2017). A complex dynamic systems perspective on identity 

and its development: The Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity. Developmental Psychology. 

DOI:  
10.1037/dev0000339     

ANALYTICAL APPROACH  

 

The ultimate goal of the analysis is to “re-tell” the narrative using the theoretical 

language and structure of the DSMRI. Therefore, the foundational steps of the analysis 

involve a combination of deductive and inductive procedures. The deductive procedures 

involve applying the unit-of-analysis of the “role-identity” and the components of the 

DSMRI to code the narrative. The coding attempts to identify as much of the narrative 

data as possible as reflecting the theoretical categories and processes of the DSMRI. The 

next step of the analysis involves the synthesizing and integration of the coded data into a 

description that follows the DSMRI assumptions about the content, structure, and process 

dynamics of identity and motivation. The inductive procedures involve identifying 

Figure 1: The Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity (DSMRI)   
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themes regarding content, structure, process, and context that underlie and frame the 

narrative (e.g., content themes, narrative structure, contextual influences).   

  

ANALYTICAL STEPS  

 

1. Read through the narrative transcripts or written product and identify the various 

roleidentities expressed within (e.g., teacher, participant, student, daughter, colleague, 

employee).   

2. Conduct an analysis for each central role separately, starting with the most prominent 

role, or the role that is the focus of the research question, and following with the other 

roles in order of significance.   

3. For each role, inductively identify meaning-units (e.g., an activity, a domain, a period 

in life), and deductively code the statements within that meaning-unit according to the 

components in the DSMRI, following the definitions below. Double-code segments 

of data as appropriate.  

4. Conduct the inductive thematic analysis of the narrative, identifying themes, narrative 

structure, and the framing parameters within which the role identity was constructed 

including the cultural context, social interactions, and implicit processes. Consider 

other sources of data for this analysis (e.g., curriculum).   

5. Write an analytical summary of each role-identity that includes its content (i.e., the 

beliefs held, the goals pursued, self-perceptions and definitions that are expressed, 

and actions and strategies noted, and the emotions tied to the role and the 

components); its structure (i.e., the harmony or tension within components such as 

goal conflict and associated emotions, alignment and misalignment between 

components such as conflict between ontological beliefs and self-perceptions such as 

values, and the associated emotions, and the “maturity” or sophistication of the 

alignment—the strength and self-constructed nature of the commitment to the 

content); and its process (i.e., indications of change, reflectivity, questions, 

exploration), indicating the span of the role-identity across sub-roles and/or 

subcontexts.   

6. Write an overall analytical summary that integrates the various role-identities 

throughout the narrative.  

7. Credibility and trustworthiness can be promoted through either calculating inter-rater 

reliability in steps 1 and 3, and/or through using an auditor to critique the analysis.  
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DSMRI COMPONENTS  

 (the examples are from the domain of teaching)  

Code Name  Code Description  Exemplar Quotes  

Ontological beliefs   Statements that indicate knowledge (e.g., 

theory), beliefs, assumptions, perceptions, 

and conceptions that the person expresses 

as true about the world.  

“Group work doesn’t 

work in chemistry.” 

“It’s so important to be 

positive about student 

contributions even if 

it’s not exactly what 

you wanted to hear.”    

Epistemological 

Beliefs  

Expressions that indicate the level of 

certainty, credibility, and complexity of 

the person’s ontological beliefs. Often 

expressed in questions, or in hesitation 

regarding the definitiveness of statements.    

“Do they have 

experiences that are 

relevant to what they 

are learning? Maybe”  

Purpose and Goals  Statements that express the person’s 

purpose for action in the role, as well as 

goals and objectives in the role. This 

category includes general goals of the 

role/domain/profession, personal goals, as 

well as specific objectives in particular 

contexts and situations.  

“One of my teaching 

goals is to show 

students the 

importance of 

chemistry as a field.”  

“I want them to 

understand this 

deeply.” “I aspire to 

make my students 

better human beings, 

not just better 

students.”  

Self-Perceptions 

and SelfDefinitions  

Statements that include reference to the 

self in relation to the role. This includes 

how participants define themselves in 

relation to the domain/profession, what 

participants think about themselves in the 

role and as part of a role-related 

community, and how they think about 

their own functioning in the role (e.g., 

self-perceived abilities and efficacy, 

personal values, interests, personality 

attributes, self-characteristics and 

definitions).  

“I’ve always been an 

experientially oriented 

teacher.” “I’ve always 

been interested in 

science.” “I’m a math 

person.” “As an 

African American….” 

“I became an instructor 

because I have passion 

for my area of 

expertise.”  
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Action  

Possibilities   

Statements that indicate internal (e.g., 

thoughts, planning) and external behavior 

in relation to the role. This code includes 

practices and strategies that one is aware 

of as possibilities or that one has put into 

practice, as well as indications for those 

actions that the person perceived as not 

possible for him or her to enact.    

“I break the students 

into smaller groups 

and have them talk in 

smaller groups about 

the particular readings 

and their feelings and 

attitudes towards the 

readings, and then we 

come back together 

and talk as a bigger 

group.”  

Harmony and 

Alignment  

Statements that indicate a relation between 

two or more of the model’s elements (e.g., 

two goals) and/or components (e.g., an 

ontological belief  

“As students gain 

knowledge best in 

various ways due to 

different learning styles 

[ontological beliefs], I 

make  

 and an action; an ontological belief and a 

goal; a goal and an action).     

every effort to differ my 

teaching methods, 

which includes lectures, 

class discussions, and 

group work [action 

possibilities]”  

Integration  

  

Statements that indicate a relation between 

two or more role identities (e.g., parent-

professional; ), including between past and 

present role identities, and between 

present and future role identities (e.g., 

high-school student and college student; 

pre-service teacher and teacher).   

“In college, my 

analytical chemistry 

teacher took interest in 

my life outside of class, 

often giving me some 

career and life advice. 

Without these teachers, 

I do not think I would 

have been molded into 

the person I am today, 

which is why I make 

every effort to have a 

personal relationship 

with each student…”  
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Change (and 

Transfer)  

Statements that indicate any change in 

elements (e.g., beliefs, practices, 

alignments or self-conceptions), or in their 

relations (e.g., change in harmony of 

content, alignment between components, 

or integration between roles). Transfer 

refers specifically to an explicit change 

involving increased integration of 

elements (e.g., beliefs, goals, strategies) 

between two role identities (e.g., teacher 

PD-participant and professional; pre-

service teacher and teacher)  

“One of the things that 

I have decided to do in 

the future is be more 

transparent with my 

students about what I’m 

teaching, why I’m 

teaching it, and why 

I’m teaching it the way 

that I’m teaching it…”  

Emotion (a 
subaspect of each  

component and of 

their relations)  

Any statement referring to an emotional 

experience.  

“I enjoy teaching 

tremendously” 

[selfperceptions]; “I get 

frustrated when I’m 

required to lecture” 

[ontological beliefs 

about context and 

action possibilities]  

Additional useful codes (desirably to double code with DSMRI-based codes)  

Content  

Knowledge  

Statements that refer (implicitly or 

explicitly) to specific subject content 

knowledge that the person has in one or 

more components (most commonly in 

ontological beliefs).   

“We read about how 

the brain actually 

worked and how 

individuals process 

information and the 

different domains of 

learning and the 

different learning 

styles that people may 

have” [ontological 

beliefs]  

Experience in  Statements that describe knowledge of  “There was about 

fourteen  

context  and experiences in the context.    students I want to say 

and they were all 

teaching in the 

humanities.  Half of 

them were religion 

students so it was kind 

of really geared 

towards, the examples 



133 
 

people made were 

geared towards the 

stuff that I would end 

up teaching so it was 

extra helpful…”  

Affordances and 

constraints  

Specific statements that indicate 

perception of affording or constraining 

factors to components of the role identity 

(e.g., action possibilities). (Commonly, to 

be double-coded with ontological beliefs)  

“outside of this class I 

don’t think I would 

have this opportunity 

to have this  

mentor.”  

  

 

 


