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ABSTRACT  
The Policy Process Case Method (PPCM) is a recent innovation for (health 
and physical) education professionals to transform their complex policy 
experiences into practical insights. This method engages professionals 
across roles and geographical borders in sustained reflexive dialogue to 
collaboratively interrogate their policy experiences through policy 
theories. In this ∼1.5-year PPCM investigation, our group (i.e. two 
curriculum officers, one department head, and one researcher, from four 
nations) engaged in the following process. First, each practitioner shared 
a policy experience, including advocating for school policy change, 
developing provincial/state curricula, and implementing provincial/state 
curricula. The researcher identified relevant policy theories through which 
the group interrogated those experiences, including Multiple Streams 
Analysis, Deliberative Policy Analysis, and Enactment Theory. Finally, all 
members individually coded and collaboratively thematised the meeting 
transcripts and artefacts (e.g. shared cases) to determine policy lessons 
learned. A fundamental lesson learned related to the reality of policy 
processes as messy, unpredictable, and multidirectional rather than 
idealised depictions of these processes as ordered, rational, and top- 
down. This broad, perspective-shifting learning served as the foundation 
for a specific lesson learned about how to better communicate and be 
understood in complex policy processes; that is, to have a clear and 
tailored policy problem framing and a well-prepared solution. Lastly, a 
meta-lesson learned related to how to learn about policy, specifically that 
engaging in border-crossing forms of policy-focused professional 
learning, like the PPCM, can build all the competencies of policy 
preparedness: awareness, knowledge, know-how, as well as motivation 
and confidence. The geographical, professional, disciplinary, and 
temporal border-crossings inherent in the PPCM respectively help the 
process to (a) acknowledge but move beyond local politics; (b) mimic the 
complex reality of diverse actors in policy processes; (c) challenge 
assumptions and prompt new ideas; and (d) accommodate the 
challenging integration of complex policy concepts.
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Introduction/literature review

Research that transcends established borders – be they geographic, professional, disciplinary or 
otherwise – has the potential to enhance education systems and policy in particular (Wyse et al., 
2013). Importantly, such cross-border initiatives can also enhance educational professionals’ (e.g. 
teachers, teacher educators, professional association directors, government education officers) 
policy preparedness (Lorusso & Scanlon, 2025). Policy preparedness can be understood as having 
awareness of the importance of policy, knowledge of what it is and how it happens, know-how for 
policy process engagement, and motivation and confidence to see oneself as a policy actor and 
engage as needed. Such policy preparedness is critical given the influence of policy on virtually 
all educational processes and professionals, as well as the influence of those professionals as 
inherent policy actors whose conscious and unconscious practice actions and inactions shape 
policy (Ball et al., 2012). Drawing upon the potential of cross-border initiatives to transform policy 
preparedness, in this paper, we share our experiences using a recently developed border-crossing 
professional learning strategy: the Policy Process Case Method (PPCM).

The PPCM

In the PPCM, ‘small groups of diverse [health and physical education (HPE)] professionals engage in  
… sustained, reflexive dialogue, where they work together to make sense of their lived policy experi
ences by relating them to policy process theory’ (Lorusso et al., 2025, p. 11). More specifically, this 
may entail: 

organic and invited formations of 3–6 [H]PE professionals (e.g. teacher, teacher educator, education officer) from 
various locations meeting monthly for 1-2 h over multiple months with a [H]PE policy researcher as facilitator. In 
these meetings, professionals share policy challenges from their practice in writing and orally. The [H]PE policy 
researcher/facilitator then identifies readings of relevant complex policy process theory that the group then con
siders together in relation to the challenges. Professionals are encouraged to consider what the theory, and one 
another’s experiences, do and do not offer their understanding of the challenges. (Lorusso et al., 2025, p. 11)

As such, the PPCM involves border-crossing of multiple forms, particularly as it relates to its three key 
features: diverse groupings, meeting over a sustained time period, and policy theory-engaged reflec
tion; each of which contributes uniquely to its transformative professional learning potential.

First, the formation of diverse groupings in the PPCM entails crossing both geographical and pro
fessional borders. The impact of professionals engaging across geographical borders is that it can 
‘help the discussion to acknowledge, but also move beyond, local politics and assumptions’ 
(Lorusso et al., 2025, p. 12). The impact of involving professionals from various roles is that it 
mimics the complex reality of the diversity of actor groups engaged in policy processes. Important 
to note is that each of these actor groups can have their own language and assumptions about 
policy, making meaningful policy dialogue across groups difficult without considerable translation 
(Cairney, 2015). For example, in a PPCM, the government-based education officers who develop a 
curriculum policy, the teachers and teacher educators who enact that policy with students and 
pre-service teachers, and the professional association directors who advocate for aspects of that 
policy and/or who develop supplementary resources for the policy, may each see and hear from 
the perspective of the other. It is through this interprofessional dialogue that many important 
policy realities can be observed; the gap between intended and enacted curriculum policy being 
one example. The transformative impact of interprofessional border-crossing in policy-focused pro
fessional learning has also been described by public policy scholar Cairney (2015), albeit limited to 
the pairings of policy academics and civil servants (i.e. government policy analysts). Cairney suggests 
that academics often have enough distance from the practice of policy to develop broad and gen
eralisable policy knowledge, while practitioners who engage with policy in a hands-on manner 
develop in-depth expertise.
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Second, the staggered schedule of the PPCM means that borders of time are crossed. The trans
formative potential of policy-focused professional learning over a sustained period (rather than a 
one-off session) is recognised in the literature on university public policy programmes as essential 
if learners are going to be able to integrate challenging understandings of the complexity of 
policy (Radaelli, 2024). Additionally, engaging in collaborative professional learning over time can 
allow for rapport and familiarity to be built amongst the members of a learning community, 
which is critical for open discussion and the development of shared understandings (Parker et al., 
2022).

Third, the connection to policy theory in the PPCM means educational professionals engage in 
the crossing of disciplinary borders. The transformative potential of policy literature, particularly 
for those not engaged in the discipline, has been articulated by public policy scholars Weible and 
Carter (2024): 

Despite the challenge theoretical [policy] lexicons present, they are also one of the greater substantive assets 
that theories offer. We frequently have practitioners say that they had long recognised one or more theoretical 
[policy] concepts in their professional experience but not had the language to talk about it … [and that policy] 
theory helped highlight why the phenomena had stood out to them in a clearer manner than had been pre
viously possible. Thus, through their lexicons, theories affect what we notice and how we think. (p. 80)

In other words, the PPCM’s connection to policy theory can be ‘useful to challenge the assumptions 
one holds about policy and prompts one to ask different questions’ (Lorusso et al., 2025, p. 12). 
Additionally, it is worth noting that most policy theories are interdisciplinary and underpinned by 
theoretical insights from multiple fields such as psychology and sociology.

Through the cross-border learning of the PPCM, all groups of professionals may learn from one 
another and begin to co-construct shared policy understandings. As such, the transformative 
impact lies in this mutual reframing – where differences in context, language, assumptions, and 
roles are not only negotiated but leveraged to create more coherent and responsive policy practices.

While, as mentioned, the PPCM is a recent innovation, it has been formally and informally trialled 
in a series of HPE initiatives – each with subtle differences (i.e. in length, participant number and 
location, structure, focus [i.e. policy work type], initiation [i.e. organic vs. invited], formality [i.e. 
empirically investigated vs. utilised solely for professional learning], and framing [i.e. with vs. 
without the PPCM title]) – which provide preliminary evidence of the above-described transforma
tive impact (e.g. Baker et al., 2025; Lorusso et al., 2022A; Lorusso et al., 2022B; Lorusso & MacPhail, 
2024A, B, Scanlon et al., 2021). For example, in the earliest iteration, Lorusso et al., 2020 described 
how their four-person group (i.e. HPE teacher, teacher educator, education officer, and policy 
researcher), who were located across three national contexts (Canada, Scotland, and the United 
States), communicated regularly about policy over a six-month period through videoconference 
and email. In those communications, they shared stories of (a) their initial and continuing motivation 
for engaging in a particular form of policy work: entrepreneurship, and (b) what their policy entre
preneurship looked like in practice, notably how the theory of Multiple Streams Analysis (Kingdon, 
1984) applied to those stories/experiences. Although not empirically investigated, the group 
reflected that the process of ‘engaging individuals from across policy spheres in sustained, 
theory-guided reflection can be powerfully generative’ (Lorusso et al., 2020, p. 162). Some of the 
specific transformative benefits they described included (a) realisation of narrative privileges: ‘e.g. 
coming to appreciate that we may view a particular policy differently because we are ‘in the 
know’ by virtue of our privileged positions’ (p. 163), (b) generation of enthusiasm: ‘e.g. becoming 
motivated by our team members’ various stories of policy success’ (p. 163); (c) challenging of 
assumptions: ‘e.g. how best to unpack and interpret [H]PE policy processes’ (p. 163); and (d) illumi
nation of new perspectives on policy: ‘e.g. becoming aware of terminology in policy theories that 
better describe the policy actions we had already been carrying out in practice’ (p. 163; for sum
maries of other examples see Lorusso & Scanlon, 2025).
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Given the argued and early empirical promise of the cross-border professional learning strategy of 
the PPCM, it is not surprising that HPE professionals identify such policy-focused learning commu
nities as one of the key facilitators for the development of policy preparedness (Lorusso et al., 
2025). Policy-focused learning communities of this kind arguably contribute to addressing the 
gap that Lambert and O’Connor (2018) have raised regarding learning about policy within HPE 
(although expressed specifically in relation to teacher education): ‘teacher educators do way too 
much telling of policy to their students; we keep giving the “what” of policy to pre-service teachers, 
rarely do they get the “why” (the emotions, attachments) and always what they crave for is the 
“how”’ (p. 166).

In this paper, we share a subset of our authorship group’s experience utilising the PPCM to 
transform our policy preparedness. Specifically, we asked: What practical/transformative policy 
learnings can be drawn (for ourselves and others) by engaging our group of diverse HPE professionals 
in sustained, reflexive dialogue on our lived policy experiences in relation to policy process theory? This 
paper relates to the aforementioned previous PPCM initiatives in that it is the most organically 
initiated formation, has occurred over the longest time period, was open to reflection on any 
form of policy work, involved systematic data gathering and analysis, and is otherwise standard 
in terms of number of participants and diversity of their locations and roles. In the following sec
tions, we describe our group and methodological process in more detail and then share and 
discuss our findings.

Research design

Our group

Our authorship group came together organically in late 2021 when two group members were dis
cussing their shared interest in policy and decided to reach out to other colleagues (whom they 
knew were also interested in the topic) about the potential of starting an informal policy-focused 
learning community. This resulted in our group of eight1 HPE professionals – including three aca
demics based in Ireland (Jenna and Dylan), one academic based in Wales (David), one academic 
and one government curriculum officer based in Australia (Laura and Chris), one government curri
culum officer based in Canada (Kellie), and one secondary school department head based in England 
(Muhammad)2 – beginning monthly discussions via videoconference. These introductory and 
rapport-building discussions (as not all members were known to one another at the outset) included 
such topics as one another’s policy experiences, definitions, favourite readings, and, importantly, 
questions and interests. After approximately six months, the group decided to continue to meet 
as a large group for these broad discussions but also split into two subgroups to focus on action 
more closely related to their particular interests. Specifically, Kellie, Chris, and Muhammad formed 
a subgroup focused on their interest in unpacking and informing their past and present practical 
policy experiences. Their motivation related to the lack of guidance available to them regarding 
their policy work and their corresponding feelings of limited policy knowledge, know-how, and 
confidence. After a few months, they felt as though they were having interesting dialogue but 
desired a more structured and purpose-driven approach. Thus, they enlisted Jenna for procedural 
and theoretical support, given her experience with the PPCM and policy literature. Both subgroups 
reported back to one another in the broad discussion meetings at regular intervals for an additional 
level of critical friendship (MacPhail et al., 2024). Relevant to note is that, as this project was borne 
organically out of the authors’ own professional learning and involved reflections only on their own 
practice, ethical approval was not sought.

1One group member left the group early on due to a change in professional role and, consequently, availability and thus is not 
listed as an author.

2These were our locations and roles at the time of the research, some of which have since changed.
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Our PPCM process

The subgroup met online every two to four weeks for 1.5−2 h for approximately one year (∼June 
2022-January 2023), with each meeting audio-recorded. In the first few meetings, the practitioners 
shared policy challenges they had or were experiencing and wished to better understand. Then, each 
practitioner selected one of these challenges to focus on and wrote it into a short ‘case’ (there were 
no boundaries on the case format, which averaged ∼1,500 words each) in our shared Google Doc.

In brief, the cases were as follows. Muhammad, the department head based in England, shared his 
experience of eagerly advocating to his Senior Leadership Team (SLT) to modernise his school’s tra
ditional HPE programming. Despite providing extensive evidence, his proposal was rejected, and he 
was at a loss to understand why. Kellie, the curriculum officer based in Canada, described her experi
ence of being newly charged with leading the reform of her province’s HPE curriculum. She was 
facing challenges related to: (a) how to achieve a radical but evidence-based change to the existing 
curriculum (i.e. to take a models-based practice approach), and (b) instituting a policy development 
process not typically utilised in her government department (i.e. a consultative process with diverse 
stakeholders). Finally, Chris, the curriculum officer based in Australia, was struggling with his recent 
transition into the role after a long teaching career. Charged with the task of rolling out a new cur
riculum, he struggled to understand the gap he witnessed in relation to the curriculum he saw as 
intended in the document and the reality as enacted by teachers.

The next three meetings were each dedicated to one case. Prior to each meeting, all subgroup 
members read the case and posed comments and questions via Google Docs, with the case 
author adding responses or detail as needed. This helped the case author unpack case details and 
assumptions and facilitate the eventual meeting discussion. At this time, Jenna, the invited aca
demic, utilised her policy research expertise to suggest readings that employed a policy theory 
she felt relevant to that case. This process was collaborative and involved negotiation with each 
case author via email. That is, Jenna presented 2–3 reading options for each case, each tackling a 
different element or theoretical angle of what she interpreted to be the policy problem(s) in that 
case. The case author then selected the reading/theoretical approach they considered most relevant 
and wished to pursue with the group. Once a reading was selected, all group members read the 
text(s). Given that Muhammad’s case was about his failed attempt at advocating for policy 
change, the theory of Multiple Streams Analysis was chosen as it explains both policy change and 
stasis, with the former being dependent upon the convergence of the problem, policy, and politics 
streams in a window of opportunity (Kingdon, 1984). Cairney’s (2018) article utilising the theory was 
selected given its focus on the role of policy entrepreneurs, such as Muhammad, in facilitating the 
coupling of these streams. For Kellie, given that a key part of her case was about the challenge of 
how to approach the involvement of stakeholders in curriculum policy development, the theory 
of Deliberative Policy Analysis was chosen as it frames policymaking as a participatory process in 
which relevant stakeholders are engaged in dialogue to explore policy issues, deliberate over 
trade-offs, and inform collective decision making (Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003). Li’s (2019) article on 
the theory was selected, given its focus on the practicalities of utilising the approach. Finally, 
given that Chris’s case centred on the gap between intended and enacted policy, readings were 
chosen that captured the notion of enactment or policy as a process, rather than a text, emphasising 
how it is interpreted and translated by actors into their local contexts (Ball et al., 2012). Specifically, 
Connelly and Connelly’s (2013) chapter was selected as it expresses this notion in a framework of 
curriculum policy types, including formal (official written specifications), implicit (other influential 
works like resources or textbooks), and prudential (the practical wisdom and knowledge educators 
use to adapt formal and implicit curriculum policy to their local contexts). Additionally, MacLean 
et al.’s (2015) article was selected, as it contextualises the construct of enactment within a HPE case.

Each case-focused meeting followed the same format (facilitated by Jenna, who also contributed 
her views, but only after all others had contributed): (a) asking questions to clarify understandings of 
the case; (b) noting parallels and disconnects between each other’s experiences; (c) considering what 
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might be learned from the case, particularly asking ourselves: ‘What do we know now that we wish 
we had known earlier?’; (d) considering what the reading(s) did and/or did not offer our understand
ing of the case; and (e) a roundtable of takeaways.

The two meetings that followed were for collaborative analysis. To prepare for this, each of the 
three ‘case interrogation’ meetings was transcribed, and each group member conducted an inde
pendent reflexive thematic analysis of all the transcripts as well as of our shared Google Doc (∼90 
pages). To do so, each group member agreed to independently engage in the following process, 
guided by Braun and Clarke (2021): (a) become familiar with the data by reading and re-reading 
them; (b) develop initial codes by assigning labels to the smallest units of meaning in the data 
(e.g. ‘the complexity of policy’); and (c) group initial codes into initial themes, with particular atten
tion to what might be considered transformative ‘lessons learned’ across cases (e.g. ‘the complexity 
of policy can be helpful’). At this stage, the group held a first collaborative analysis meeting in which 
each group member presented their initial themes with examples of the data coded within them. In 
doing so, it was clear that the group was aligned in terms of the content of the three largest initial 
themes/lessons learned, despite varying in articulation (e.g. ‘the complexity of policy can be helpful’ 
versus ‘I can use what I know about the messiness of policy to be more effective in my policy work’). 
As such, in this meeting, the initial refinement of themes began. In the subsequent collaborative 
analysis meeting, themes were further refined by developing a point-form paragraph describing 
the central organising concept of each theme, identifying key associated data excerpts, and creating 
working titles. Jenna and Kellie then drafted the findings, with Chris and Muhammad reviewing and 
prompting further refinement, followed later by Dylan, Laura, and David. To capture a sense of the 
transformation in action, these themes/lessons learned are shared and discussed in the following 
section narratively and enriched with quotations from the data.

Our transformative lessons learned

Transformative lesson 1: embracing the complexity of policy expands engagement 
possibilities

A transformative lesson we learned about policy was that there are different ways to understand or 
view it. That is, Kellie, Chris, and Muhammad described that, while they had never thought policy was 
simple, they recognised now that they had entered the PPCM experience with a view of policy pro
cesses as largely text-based, ordered, rational, and top-down (see Figure 1). As the PPCM progressed, 
they felt they were coming to an understanding of policy as more process-based, messy, unpredict
able, and multidirectional (see Figure 2). While this complex view of policy felt overwhelming at first, 
it eventually became comforting as it reflected the reality they were experiencing and, with that 
knowledge, they felt more prepared to manage their expectations and act accordingly.

Kellie’s case exemplifies this realisation. She wrote about how excited she was to leave her long 
career of HPE school and university teaching and enter government to develop a new provincial cur
riculum. Having recently completed her PhD on the enactment of pedagogical models, she felt her 
practical and theoretical expertise provided her with an evidence-based vision of how to redesign 
the outdated curriculum. She described envisioning a rigorous, but relatively straightforward, 
process of research, consultation, development, implementation, and evaluation. What she was 
experiencing, however, was very different. In case meeting 2, she explained, ‘I feel pulled in many 
directions. The perceived or real expectations of my [government] department … the teachers …  
my own beliefs … the students … the evidence-base in the literature’, to name a few.

Kellie was struggling to make sense of why she was experiencing such difficulty until reading and 
discussing the concept of bounded rationality in the Cairney (2018) article that was assigned to 
Muhammad’s case. Bounded rationality describes the reality that individuals’ ability to make and 
implement decisions in policy processes is bounded or limited, rather than comprehensive, in mul
tiple ways. That is, policy actors never have unlimited time, perfect information, complete control, 
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Figure 1. A tale of two policy stories, © Lorusso & MacPhail, 2024B used under CC-BY-NC.

Figure 2. A tale of two policy stories, © Lorusso & MacPhail, 2024B used under CC-BY-NC.
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unanimously agreeable stakeholders, and so on in the policy process, nor are they able to completely 
extricate their values and beliefs from the process. As such, it is both rational and irrational factors 
(e.g. evidence and logic as well as emotions, instincts, beliefs, and routines) that influence a policy 
actor in the policy process, which is one reason that incremental, rather than radical, change is 
the more likely outcome of such processes. In response, Kellie described feeling both relieved and 
motivated to act: 

There are many things out of my control … I wish I had known some of Cairney’s work about the ways policy 
development actually happens [rather than ideally happens] so that I could have worked within and around 
that … Perhaps then I wouldn’t have put the same pressure on myself to “get it right” … There is no “getting 
it right” but we can use our understanding of how policy happens to influence it (Google Doc).

Chris’s case similarly triggered a shift towards more complex policy perspectives amongst the group, 
yet this time as related to policy enactment rather than development. When describing his new gov
ernment curriculum officer role to support teachers’ implementation of a newly-released curriculum, 
Chris wrote in his case: ‘I realise I have to serve in closing this gap [between what is written in the 
curriculum and what happens in schools]’. Following the group’s reading of the associated article 
by MacLean et al. (2015), Chris’s remark was met by written comments from the group, such as: 

Is this a “pipe dream”? Is it achievable that curriculum will be enacted as intended by teachers given differences 
in their experiences, expertise, understandings, philosophical stance, context, expectations by the school com
munity (admin, colleagues, parents, students), etc.? … In other words, what can/should be expected of you, and 
should you expect of yourself re: other people’s actions? (Kellie).

Kellie, Chris, and Muhammad’s interaction with the new (to them) policy sociology concepts in 
MacLean et al.’s (2015) article prompted shifts in their thinking which were then expanded 
through dialogue about their experiences. For instance, the article introduces the notion of policy 
as discourse or as ‘a process, rather than a text, a moment or an event’ which ‘helps to capture 
the interaction between policy constructors and practitioners’ (p. 81). The article goes on to quote 
Horrell et al. (2012) and elaborate that: 

the policy cycle is … more a case of cycles within and between contexts and any attempt to consider a policy 
trajectory in terms of originating solely from the context of influence moving into production and then into prac
tice is a simplistic reading (Original emphasis; p. 167).

Because those charged with implementing a policy must interpret it to translate it into practice, 
there will inevitably be differences from the intentions of those who constructed it. As such, teachers 
are not ‘technicians carrying out prescribed policy’ but ‘professionals mediating flexible policy frame
works’ (MacLean et al., 2015, p. 82). During case meeting 4, these concepts first prompted reflections 
about Kellie and Chris’s past experiences as teachers and then translated into realisations about their 
new efforts as government education officers. For example, Kellie shared: 

Before this group, I never viewed myself as a teacher as a curriculum enactor. And now, I look back … and I think 
I’ve been enacting policy for years. I have … pushed back on policy for lots … of years. I just never realised all the 
ways in which I was doing that before now … I guess an ‘aha moment’ [in reading this article and case] was all 
the ways I was engaged with policy as an actor before [joining government].

Kellie, Chris, and Muhammad’s newfound recognition of their own previous role in the ‘gap’ between 
intended and enacted curriculum policy reframed their thinking about what is possible in relation to 
the enactment of curriculum and, as such, what they should expect and do in this regard. For 
instance, during case meeting 4, Chris shared: 

I wish I had known what could be described as “policy as process” … It would have empowered me to shift my 
attention more quickly to operating within the system, instead of looking for avenues to change it … I am now 
comfortable with working in that tension space … between the intended and the enacted because, as the article 
reflected, I absolutely now realise there are far too many influences at play that would ever see the removal of 
that gap.
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Importantly, the group members’ subsequent comments about what is even desirable with respect to 
intended and enacted curriculum began to reflect curriculum policy scholar Priestley’s (2010) posi
tive view of so-called iterative refraction: the notion that when a policy migrates from one setting to 
another, its intentions can become altered as it is interpreted and reconstructed by enactors. Chris 
shared: 

I’d now conceptualise it from the perspective of a question: Would we want to see the gap totally removed? 
Because, now, I think the answer would be no … Schools should have autonomy to deliver the curriculum in 
a way that best suits their students and that would absolutely straightaway create a gap … I’m now comfortable 
with the fact that it’s really around putting processes in place that can support teachers to have a smaller gap 
and ensure the quality of what students are getting is reasonable (Case meeting 4).

Kellie similarly offered: ‘I think it’s a good thing … if teachers were to think of themselves as policy 
actors and … that curriculum can be thought of as policy and that they can push back on it in posi
tive ways instead of just negative ways’ (Case meeting 3).

To summarise, through this process we learned a fundamental lesson about the complexity of 
policy, which shifted our perspectives and expanded our view of policy engagement possibilities.

Transformative lesson 2: the importance of clear and tailored policy problem framing and 
a well-prepared solution

A transformative lesson we learned about policy relates to how to be more effective in our policy 
advocacy: to have a clear and tailored policy problem and well-prepared solution.

Muhammad’s case exemplifies this learning. In his case, he wrote about re-evaluating his depart
ment’s HPE programming after becoming Head, which was largely inherited from the previous Head 
and/or replicated from previous experience. Upon re-engaging with the academic literature, 
Muhammad realised he was ‘only scratching the surface of what good HPE practice could be’ 
(Case). He noticed the programming reflected a traditional, multi-activity, HPE-as-sport technique 
model. He saw, instead, the potential of including more diverse movement forms, a non-medical 
model of health, and introducing the use of pedagogical models such as Teaching Games for Under
standing (TGfU). He felt invigorated by the evidence-based vision he had developed, which already 
had positive feedback from students and staff, and was excited to present it to the SLT, some of 
whom were HPE-trained. The SLT’s response, however, was quite negative: ‘This curriculum seems 
more like for primary’; ‘As an all-boys school, we should primarily be concerned with competitive 
sport; how great would it be to win a borough competition’; and ‘This curriculum is inadequate 
and incoherent’. This response raised unexpected emotions of ‘hurt, disappointment, and disempo
werment’ for Muhammad; he wrote: ‘it was a real shock for me. I really didn’t expect the lack of 
understanding or negativity considering the evidence’. In sharing his case, Muhammad included 
the PowerPoint presentation he had used to pitch his proposal, which sparked the group’s discus
sion and the lesson that follows. This lesson can be considered in three parts – the importance of 
a (1) clear and (2) tailored policy problem framing and (3) a well-prepared policy solution proposal 
– each of which will be discussed in turn alongside excerpts from the Cairney (2018) reading which 
prompted them.

Clarity of policy problem framing
A key reaction of the group to the detailed and well-referenced PowerPoint was that it was impress
ive, but diffuse. Muhammad had included multiple problems that his proposed new programme 
would solve, including that the existing programme did not function to alleviate but rather could 
contribute to inequalities; was out of step with contemporary HPE approaches; was not sufficiently 
aligned with inspection standards; among other problems. For example, during that case meeting, 
Kellie remarked: 
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Was the problem that you gave them too much information? There’s a lot in your case around feeling misunder
stood and I wonder if that’s why? … What I take from Cairney is no one’s gonna adopt anything if it’s not clear to 
them and sometimes it’s about simplifying and leaving things out.

Cairney (2018) describes effective policy entrepreneurs as those who do not fall for modern 
‘romantic stories of “evidence-based policy making”’ (p. 200) that ‘seem to be built on renewed 
hopes for comprehensive rationality’ (p. 210–211). Instead, these individuals accept the constraints 
of bounded rationality and, rather than being discouraged by them, use their knowledge of this 
reality to their benefit. That is, they recognise busy decision-makers can often ‘only pay attention 
to one of many possible ways to understand and seek to solve problems’ (p. 203). As such, they 
are careful not to overwhelm policymakers with endless amounts of information to try to convince 
them, as they recognise it can have the opposite effect. Instead, they understand ‘agenda setting – or 
problem definition – is about ‘framing’ issues, or drawing the highest attention to one image [of the 
policy problem over others] by accentuating some facts and omitting others’ (p. 204). As Cairney 
explains, ‘if you simply bombard policymakers with evidence, they will have little reason to 
[engage with] it. If you win the “framing battle”, policymakers will demand evidence on your 
problem and solution’ (p. 211).

Kellie’s remark prompted Muhammad to reflect that ‘I guess I didn’t have to tell them every detail  
… I needed to be clear on what and why change was needed’. When trying to articulate the lesson 
learned of this element of Muhammad’s experience, Chris offered: ‘the “strikezone”, to use an 
analogy, is really small in terms of being able to pitch policy change’ (see Figure 3). This analogy 
loomed large for the group throughout their PPCM experience and was frequently returned to. In 
this instance, the message was: if you want someone to hit a ball you are pitching (i.e. accept 
your policy problem framing), one careful pitch is likely better than launching 10 concurrent balls 
in hopes that they hit one, as the overload may result in them hitting none at all.

Tailoring the problem framing to the target audience
The second part of lesson 2 builds on the first. That is, when deciding which policy problem framing 
you should narrow to, you must privilege your target audiences’ biases ahead of other factors. For 
example, Cairney (2018) argues that effective policy ‘entrepreneurs focus on the beliefs of their audi
ence more than their assessment of the evidence’ (p. 211). Additionally, the framing most suited to 
your target audience may or may not be the framing you are most keen on personally. To extend the 

Figure 3. The ‘strikezone’ of pitching policy change, © Lorusso & MacPhail, 2024B used under CC-BY-NC.
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strike zone analogy, your pitch must be within a range/repertoire that your audience can reasonably 
receive. For example, if your audience prefers fast-pitch, it is probably not wise to send them a slow- 
pitch, even if that is your ‘best’ pitch or the one statistically most likely to be hit. Cairney (2018) makes 
this point by explaining that ‘agenda setters build on issues “already in the back of people’s minds”’ 
(p. 203; as cited in Kingdon, 1984, p. 103). Chris’s series of questions to Muhammad during the case 
meeting reflects Cairney’s point: ‘I wonder if there was an element of you assuming the SLT would 
appreciate the pitch given they were HPE-trained? What do you think shaped their viewpoint? Is this 
important to consider?’ In response, Muhammad noted that, upon reflection, the HPE-trained 
members of the SLT could be considered: 

A little bit “old school” and not really engaged in the recent literature … I was shocked they didn’t know TGfU 
and called it “new research”, but it’s like 40 years old … I guess it’s important not to make assumptions. The 
phrase “assess not assume” is something I wish I’d adhered to … I may need to go slowly if everyone isn’t 
running at the same pace.

Muhammad added that he later learned from colleagues that the message the SLT had taken away 
from the presentation was that he was saying ‘competitive sport is dead and we should completely 
get rid of it at our school, and our school shouldn’t compete because we’re not good enough’, which, 
of course, was not his intention. In effect, Muhammad’s PowerPoint critique of traditional HPE 
models, which include competition as a key feature, appears to have been what the SLT focused 
on, perhaps given their traditional training and interest in winning borough competitions, and 
may have even offended them, given their previous competitive HPE teaching practices. Muhammad 
reflected: ‘I’m thinking now, wow, I tried to completely change the [philosophy and] policy of a 
school in the space of a 10-minute PowerPoint … when you look at it like that, what was I thinking?’

At this stage, Kellie was curious to know what, if anything, Muhammad would do differently if he 
could do it all over again. At first, Muhammad described being hesitant to ‘lose his values’ or ‘water 
down what I’m talking about and not actually change anything’. Kellie pressed: ‘But what about the 
reason you were doing all this?’ This seemed to change Muhammad’s thinking: 

The reason I’m doing this is for my students, cause … the research tells me that the sports-technique curriculum 
doesn’t cater for all and so forth … .but if I want to get the SLT onside, then yes, I’d tone it down and change 
what I present … I could play to their narrative which is “look at the sports teams, look how well we’re doing in 
the borough blah blah blah, look at how many finals we will make”. I could have even said “we’ll make more 
finals this way” … I guess it’s about having the skills to navigate [your audiences’ preferences] but still maintain 
your integrity … that’s the biggest skill I think anyone could learn in trying to develop change: to not feel like 
you’ve lost yourself but still bring people with you.

After the meeting, Muhammad added the following postscript ‘lesson learned’ to his case, which well 
summarizes this aspect of the lesson: ‘any curriculum [policy] innovation needs to be presented as 
working within the current system and not against it’.

Well-prepared policy solution
Just as the Cairney (2018) article goes on to indicate that ‘problem definition is only one part of the 
puzzle, a necessary but insufficient condition for major policy change’ (p. 205), so did the group’s 
dialogue. That is, the conversation turned to the notion that ‘timing matters’ and it is essential to 
‘develop technically and politically feasible solutions [in advance] … and wait for the right time to 
present them’ (p. 201-202). This third and final part of lesson 2 is aligned with the practitioners’ new
found appreciation for policy complexity, as Cairney explained, ‘instead of viewing agenda setting as 
one stage in a linear [policy] process in which problem definition is followed by [policy] formulation  
… Stages should be viewed instead as relatively independent streams coming together in a mess of 
activity’ (p. 205). Muhammad recognised the need for a concurrent policy problem framing and sol
ution himself during the case meeting: 

I didn’t go in with like a whole key-stage curriculum from beginning to end, like here’s how it’d be assessed and 
so on … so I didn’t have the full package … I realise now you can’t just say to people you’ve got all these plans 
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and then you haven’t really got anything tangible, concrete for people to hang their hat on. I think I expected …  
they would trust me … but I realise it’s not about mistrust, it’s just that if they aren’t able to document it, show it 
to other stakeholders, it’s not enough.

Muhammad explained he found this to be true when, months after the pitch, he presented the same 
SLT with a detailed programme plan based on the same principles presented in the PowerPoint and 
their response was entirely different: 

If I had a scheme of work with sequencing … so week 1–12, this is what we’re doing … Year 8 advances to Year 9  
… and so on, I think I’d have ticked a lot of boxes. And I know that, because I started to create that document 
after the [presentation failure] and I shared it with them … and the feedback I got from the new document was 
“yeah this is perfect, this is what we’re looking for”.

Taking the group’s baseball analogy one step further: you cannot toss the stitching, the leather 
cover, and the core of the ball separately, or even in some partial combination, and expect 
someone to be able to hit a home run with it. The ball (i.e. the policy solution) needs to be packaged 
neatly at the time of the pitch if there is going to be a chance of success.

In sum, through this process we translated our newfound understanding of policy complexity into 
specific lessons about how to best engage in policy processes. In this case, we learned about how to 
best communicate in policy processes, which entails having a clear and tailored problem framing 
and a well-prepared solution.

Transformative lesson 3: how to learn about policy: the motivational and confidence- 
enhancing value of cross-border professional learning

The most transformative lesson we learned was how to learn about policy in ways that enhance all 
competencies of policy preparedness (Lorusso & Scanlon, 2025). That is, we learned that engaging in 
forms of cross-border policy-focused professional learning, like the PPCM, enhanced not only our 
policy awareness, knowledge, and know-how, but our motivation and confidence to engage in 
policy work and learning.

This sentiment was expressed increasingly frequently as the PPCM progressed. For example, in the 
first collaborative analysis meeting, Kellie described: ‘The biggest or broadest finding … [is that] the 
catalyst for any of [our] realisations … was getting in a [diverse] community of learners that collabo
rated and shared about policy and literature. Without that, I don’t think any of the [lessons] can 
follow’. She went on to express that what she wished for others to take away from this lesson is 
that ‘there are ways to engage in learning about policy that I think really enrich the ways we can 
then engage in policy work’. Chris put this sentiment slightly differently and, in doing so, articulated 
more clearly that the way this type of learning can enrich policy work is by enhancing motivation and 
confidence to engage in further policy work and learning about future policy problems. He explained: 

It’s really the process rather than the outcome … [I’d] recommend others to focus on immersing [themselves] in 
the dialogue and the process, rather than being fixated on “this is what we want to solve”. Because … I don’t feel 
that I’m now equipped with the tools to solve every policy problem, but I’ve now got the confidence to be able 
to engage with policy … a process to pursue upskilling on whatever problem … [and] increased willingness to 
engage in policy conversation (Case meeting 3).

The notion that the value of cross-border professional learning on policy, like the PPCM, lies not in 
the outcome of solving policy problems, but in learning the process and engaging in it, has been 
argued anecdotally in the public policy literature, to which these findings add empirical weight. 
For instance, in describing the value of his seminars where academics and civil servants discuss 
the latter’s lived policy experiences through theory, Cairney (2015) explained this: 

may not necessarily help develop detailed or universal toolkits, but the interaction may produce new ways of 
thinking … [and] help build the confidence of practitioners to address [policy issues] – particularly when they 
learn from the literature [and each other] that the issues they face are universal (pp. 33–34).
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In a recent chapter in the Handbook of Teaching Public Policy, St. Denny and Cairney (2024) critiqued 
prevalent models of policy training that focus on ‘what to learn’ and, instead, advocate for those that 
emphasise ‘how to learn’: 

Helping [practitioners] to learn and manage may frequently be more realistic and effective than telling them 
“what to do”, yet we often overlook these approaches to practical policy problem solving in our teaching  
… [We can provide learners] with the necessary heuristics to tackle [policy issues] themselves – no matter 
what shape they take in their later professional practice (p. 268).

One of the ways this learning was summarised by the group was by likening it to the adage ‘Give a 
man a fish, he eats for today. Teach a man how to fish, he eats for a lifetime’ (Jenna, analysis meeting 
1). Chris spoke directly to the idea that border-crossing professional learning processes are about 
more than the development of toolkits: 

In many professional learning opportunities … you are provided with takeaways and, in our case, the takeaways 
might be these specific lessons learned … If you’re just given that without that opportunity to connect, dialogue, 
unpack, share experiences, look for connections of how it looks in practice, it’s really meaningless.

Additionally, Cairney (2015) and St. Denny and Cairney’s (2024) point about instilling the motivation 
and confidence to engage with policy and in learning about future issues is captured well by 
Muhammad: 

This group helped me to come through my confusion about my case and my day-to-day practice and to make 
sense of it … to give me an explanation as to why some of these things might be happening and why I might be 
feeling these ways … .Some of those critical incidences I had, now don’t [seem] as shocking … they don’t carry 
the [same] emotional burden … because I feel like I have an understanding that these things can happen … and 
when they happen, [you can do something about them] … It kind of gives me confidence to continue …  
because I feel that these barriers are always possible to [work through] … The barriers are just part of … that 
whole kind of space of curriculum and policy.

The affective nature of policy engagement that Muhammad spoke to has, as mentioned in the intro
duction, been raised by HPE scholars Lambert and O’Connor (2018) in their research on their policy 
enactment as teacher educators. In that work, they describe that ‘policy [work] is personal’ (p. 175) 
and ‘hinges upon the individual dispositions of the policy actor’ (p. 168) and, as such, there are 
important ‘affective, emotional, and structural factors which may facilitate or hinder enactment in 
education settings’ (p. 177). Our transformative lesson 3 suggests their point cannot be understated. 
Returning to the policy preparedness framework (Lorusso et al., 2025), the utility of policy awareness, 
knowledge, and know-how competencies is somewhat limited if you do not also have the motiv
ation and confidence to apply them.

Conclusion

Using the PPCM – an innovative professional learning strategy that crosses geographical, pro
fessional, disciplinary, and temporal borders – our group of HPE stakeholders transformed our 
policy preparedness. In particular, Kellie, Chris, and Muhammad described transforming from just 
an awareness of the importance of policy, to a deeper understanding of what policy is, how to 
engage with it, and their identity and initiative as policy actors. That is, when the process facilitated 
them to appreciate and eventually embrace the complexity of policy, they felt more prepared to 
manage it successfully and to identify strategies to maximise effectiveness, such as how to best com
municate in policy processes, all of which enhanced their motivation and confidence for further 
policy engagement and learning. As such, we argue that the border-crossing inherent in the 
PPCM offers a productive framework for transformative policy-focused professional learning, oper
ating across both strategic levels of policy engagement and deeper perspective-shifting develop
ment. Importantly, engagement in the PPCM can produce tangible, practice- and evidence- 
informed outputs – such as the practice cases and theory-informed lessons captured in this paper 
– that can extend beyond the borders of the group involved and function as a translational research 
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mechanism to support the transformation of other educational professionals’ policy preparedness. 
All of this points to the significance of the PPCM, which is further underscored when its contribution 
to addressing persistent gaps in the HPE and broader education and public policy fields is con
sidered, including the infrequent translation of complex policy scholarship into practical lessons 
for practitioners (Weible & Cairney, 2021), the limited empirical research on how to develop policy 
preparedness (St. Denny & Zittoun, 2024), and the scarcity of policy training opportunities 
(Cameron, 2022).

At the same time, important questions remain about the PPCM that warrant further investigation 
if its potential is to be fully realised. For example, future research could examine issues of feasibility 
and scalability, including whether the PPCM might be condensed temporally to better accommo
date the busy schedules of HPE stakeholders without undermining its depth or transformative 
intent. Further work might also explore questions of access and participation. Given the intention 
that PPCM groups span multiple locations and roles, how the formation of such groups might be 
practically facilitated? Relatedly, how interested participants might gain access to facilitators with 
the appropriate expertise given the relatively small HPE policy research community? From a peda
gogical perspective, research could also attend more closely to facilitation, including facilitators’ 
experiences, challenges, and lessons learned, as well as how facilitation might be enhanced. 
Finally, future studies could examine how the value of PPCM participation might vary according 
to the level of participants’ prior experience with policy theory and intentional policy engagement.

We close on a personal note by responding a final time to one of the key prompts utilised in our 
PPCM process, that is: What do we know now that we wish we had known earlier? Our response is 
simple yet, for us, significant. We wished we had known earlier the transformative value of engaging 
in border-crossing policy-focused professional learning.
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