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Abstract

Background/purpose. This study explores the different ways in which
critical friend roles are conceptualized. The critical friend role is
adaptive by nature, with significant ambiguity surrounding it, which
has resulted in disjointed and fragmented literature. This study
sought to provide insights into the varied and potentially boundary-
spanning roles that critical friends may need to draw upon when
supporting school-based improvement work.

Materials/methods. A focus group methodology was adopted to
examine the type of role that experienced critical friends anticipated
that they would be required to undertake as part of a longitudinal
school improvement program. A semi-structured interview protocol
guide was used to uncover the participants' prior experiences when
undertaking the role of a critical friend.

Results. This study analyzed the work of five critical friends whose
primary role was to support principals to lead improvement in
improving teaching and learning in mathematics. The results show
that critical friends defined four key archetypes they anticipated to
utilize during the professional learning program.

Conclusion. The study highlighted that the role of the critical friend
in supporting improvement is quite varied. The critical friend role
can differ depending on the context, level of trust in the relationship,
and the core work that is to be undertaken.
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1. Introduction

As described by Schleicher (2012), the fundamental role of school leaders is to establish a vision
for the school community and to enhance its capacity to achieve it (OECD, 2012). Studies have also
identified key leadership practices used by principals, such as setting a vision, understanding and
developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing teaching and learning programs
(Leithwood et al., 2020). This takes place within a complex educational landscape, where schools are
influenced by advances in science and technology, changes in demography, globalization, and
pressure on the environment (Mulford & Edmunds, 2010).

Schools do not become high-performing in the absence of strong leadership. However, it is also
apparent that single-point accountability for principals to improve teaching and learning is a heavy
burden (Riley et al., 2021). Thus, principals are increasingly encouraged to cultivate support networks
to assist them through key improvement initiatives. While there are various approaches principals
can draw upon for support (see the principal supervisor role, Community of Practice, etc.). Another
recognized mechanism for principal support is the use of a critical friend.

A critical friend is espoused as a highly adaptable form of support for the leadership of school
improvement (Gurr & Huerta, 2013). Due to the adaptive nature of critical friends, there is a
significant ambiguity surrounding their role.

As critical friendships continue to gain traction in educational settings, further research is needed
to deepen the understanding of this multifaceted role and develop practical strategies for cultivating
effective critical friend relationships. The aim of this study is to explore the perspectives experienced
critical friends about the diverse roles they have played while undertaking the critical friend role.

The data presented in this study were derived from the first year of a longitudinal professional
learning partnership between the Faculty of Education (FoE) and 45 primary school leadership teams.
The professional learning program sought to build knowledge and capabilities related to improving
mathematics. The 45 primary school leadership teams participated in 10 professional learning days
over two years that were facilitated by FoE academics. In addition to professional learning workshops,
school principals had access to a critical friend who would support their improvement throughout
the duration of the program. The critical friend would visit each principal at their school twice every
academic year to support the contextualization of the improvement work they were undertaking in
mathematics. The critical role was conceptualized in the design of the program to offer customized,
job-embedded support for principals as they navigated the school improvement work they would
undertake as part of the longitudinal professional learning program.

Prior to commencing the critical friend role in the project, educational consultants were invited
to be part of a focus group. The intention of the focus group was to clarify the types of roles that
experienced critical friends anticipated they would play as part of the improvement initiative. The
primary purpose of the focus group was to collaboratively conceptualize the critical friend role to
ensure consistency in how they intended to support principals with the improvement program. The
secondary purpose was to establish the way in which experienced critical friends conceptualize this
important yet ambiguous role.

2.Literature Review

The concept of critical friends has emerged as a valuable approach for fostering professional
growth, critical reflection, and collaborative learning among educators. A critical friend has been
defined as ‘a trusted person who asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined through
another lens, and offers critique of a person’s work as a friend’ (Costa & Kallick, 1993, p. 50). This has
been extended to include helping schools make decisions, challenging expectations, playing a role
that is interpretive and catalytic, helping shape outcomes but never determining them, alerting the
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school to issues only half perceived, and being sympathetic to the school’s purpose (Doherty et al.,
2001). Although broad definitions that allude to aspects of the role have emerged, there is still
considerable debate about how to capture the concept of a critical friend best.

Despite efforts to clarify the role, ambiguity persists in the literature, with researchers
acknowledging the inherent tensions involved in the adaptive nature of balancing support and
critique. Curry (2008) highlighted the potential for coercion or complacency to arise, diminishing the
freedom to share ideas and provide honest feedback. Schuck (2011) echoed these concerns, noting
the challenges in reconciling the friend and critic roles, which can hinder the effectiveness of the
critical friend role.

Recent studies have further explored the adaptive and context-dependent nature of critical
friendships as a means of addressing these challenges. For instance, Capobianco et al. (2024) found
that critical friend groups enabled student teachers to leverage diverse expertise and perspectives
within their groups, facilitating their development as both teachers and researchers. The authors
emphasized the importance of trust, open communication, and a willingness to challenge one
another as key factors contributing to the success of these critical friendships.

The adaptive and contextual nature of critical friendships is further exemplified in the study by
Kenigs et al. (2023), which explored the implications of a critical friend's involvement in reshaping
pedagogical leadership practices within a school. The authors found that the critical friend's
continuous questioning and facilitation of collaborative reflection processes enabled the school's
leadership team to reexamine their beliefs and practices, ultimately contributing to the development
of a professional learning community within the school.

Collectively, these recent studies underscore the adaptive and context-sensitive nature of
undertaking the critical friend role. Wepner et al. (2024) highlighted that as collegial sources of
support, critical friends help leaders reflect on their practices, address their stressors, and ultimately
boost their job performance and satisfaction. While challenging assumptions and providing feedback
are crucial for fostering growth and reflection, preserving trust, empathy, and a positive relationship
is equally important. Achieving this balance requires critical friends to be responsive to context,
where critical friends continuously navigate the inherent tensions of their role, adjusting their
practices to meet the evolving needs of their colleagues and the specific contexts in which they
operate.

The critical friend role is viewed as adaptive, as it is crucial to be aware of and respond to the
specific context of the individual(s) they are working with to determine the extent to which they move
across the continuum from ‘support’ to ‘critique’ (MacPhail et al., 2024). An effective critical friend is
one who can be quite fluid with support or critique, depending on what the context requires at any
point—highlighting that this role is not static and may vary extensively from context to context or as
the relationship evolves. It may not necessarily be sequential or linear as a critical friend moves from
support to critique over time. Different aspects may be prioritized at different times as the context
requires.

Arising from the ambiguous conceptualization of a critical friend is a lack of guidance on the exact
tasks a critical friend should be expected to fulfill, their competencies, or the skills and behaviors that
should guide their work (MacPhail et al., 2024). Differences arise due to the contextual needs of a
given situation (Swaffield & MacBeath, 2005), and there does not appear to be one universally
accepted definition, perception, or role for critical friends in supporting and enhancing professional
learning and development. This has led to disjointed and fragmented literature, which is challenging
to synthesize and advance, and it is suspected to be replete with individuals in critical friend roles
without calling them as such (MacPhail et al., 2024).
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It has become increasingly clear that a critical friend must be fluid and adaptive to be effective.
In terms of the role of the continuum of support to critique, there is still a lack of specificity. This
study sought to provide insights into the varied and potentially boundary-spanning roles that a critical
friend may need to draw upon when supporting a principal on an improvement initiative. This is
achieved by analyzing the work of five critical friends whose primary role is to support principals in
leading improvement in teaching and learning in a longitudinal mathematics professional learning
program.

To undertake the study, a theoretical framework that can effectively allow for the generation of
novel insights was necessary. Grounded Theory and Constructivist Learning Theory are two
prominent theories that can be applied to this study. The grounded theory approach provides a
robust theoretical framework for qualitative case study research (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). Grounded
theoryis aninductive methodology that allows theoretical concepts to emerge from and be grounded
in the data itself (Charmaz, 2014). When applied to focus group methods, grounded theory enables
researchers to construct theoretical propositions through cycles of data gathering, coding,
categorizing, and comparing findings across multiple focus group participants (Eisenhardt, 1989;
Charmaz, 2014b). The depth and richness of case data, coupled with grounded theory's systematic
yet flexible guidelines, allow for generating novel theoretical insights grounded in real-world contexts
(Wiesche et al., 2017). Significantly, a grounded theory approach necessitates a theoretical sampling
of cases based on their potential for illuminating the emerging theory (Urquhart et al., 2013).

Constructivist learning theory complements the Grounded Theory approach by emphasizing the
active role of participants in constructing their own understanding and knowledge through
experience (Dennis, 2014). In the context of articulating the core practices and roles of a critical
friend, constructivist principles encouraged participants to construct knowledge through dialogic
discourse with their peers.

3.Methodology

A focus group methodology was adopted to examine the type of role that experienced
consultants anticipated that they would be required to undertake as part of the improvement
program. Focus groups are particularly useful for discovering new insights (Gould et al., 2008) and,
therefore, appropriate for examining critical friends’ perceptions of the types of roles they anticipate
will be required as part of the professional learning program. Their perception was based on their
previous experience working as critical friends, coupled with their understanding of the professional
learning program they were about to engage in. The focus group methodology is suited for obtaining
in-depth responses (Morgan et al., 1998), which in this context means that the thoughts and diverse
experiences of critical friends would be effectively surfaced. Focus groups also allow the researcher
to seek clarity and ask participants to verify their statements (Krueger, 1998). Hence, if the critical
friends lacked specificity, additional clarification was requested to ensure that the researcher’s
understanding of the role matched the critical friend’s description. The focus group’s intention was
to generate themes that could be transformed into explicit descriptions of the role of critical friends
when supporting principals in improvement work.

Critical friends were purposely sampled based on their previous experience in this type of role.
The five critical friends in the focus group interviews had a minimum of 4-years of experience working
with school leaders in this role. Two 90-minute focus group sessions were held over a two-week
period. The focus group included five critical friends, a researcher, and a research assistant. Following
standard focus-group guidelines (Morgan et al., 1998), both 90-minute sessions consisted of the
same five participants as the research assistant to capture the discussion, and the researcher
undertook the role of the group facilitator to guide the conversation and ask clarifying questions.
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Both researcher and research assistant had extensive experience as educational consultants who
have supported school improvement efforts.

The focus group began with a prepared introduction consisting of the study's purposes, types of
guestions to be asked, and rules to ensure that the process was as effective and transparent as
possible for the five participants. The introduction is based on Morgan et al.’s (1998) rules for
facilitating focus groups. A semi-structured interview guide was created based on the literature and
prior experiences of the researcher and research assistant when supporting school improvement
initiatives. Introductory questions about the consultants’ experience of working with principals on
school improvement work were used to facilitate group interaction and reflection, which has been
successfully used in other focus group studies (e.g. Durand-Bush et al., 2004; Gould, Collins, Lauer, &
Chung, 2007).

Once the five consultants were engaged in the discussion, core research questions were posed
to the group. The two main questions were, “What are the core roles you have played as a critical
friend to support principals with improvement initiatives?” and “Can you outline any differences
between the critical friend role you have undertaken in different contexts?” The group facilitator’s
role was to probe further when clarification was necessary, or the discussion warranted it. It was also
the role of the facilitator in attempting to establish a consensus between the groups when key points
of discussion arose. It was important for the group to be part of the consensus-building process to
ensure that their views were part of the knowledge-building on how the critical friend was
conceptualized by five experienced consultants. Moreover, the research or research assistant was
free to probe points that were not in the interview guide, provided that the main research questions
were covered in the allotted 90 minutes. Notes were collected by the research assistant to capture
the discussion. They were reviewed by all five participants who affirmed or contested these summary
notes at the end of the session as a mechanism to ensure the credibility of the data generated by the
focus group (Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In general, critical friends agreed with the
accuracy of the notes taken by the investigator and offered only minor corrections.

Drawing on the data analysis framework designed by Gould et al. (2008). Using focus group
session notes, patterns of meaning were categorized using content and constant comparative
analyses (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). This list was generated by initially undertaking a vertical analysis to
establish what each individual participant had stated during the two focus group sessions. After the
vertical analysis was completed, a horizontal analysis of the data was conducted to establish themes
across participants (Kuckartz & Radiker, 2019). The researcher reviewed the transcripts and created
a master list of themes from each focus group session. The research assistant then independently
undertook the same process to establish a list of key themes. The thematic analysis included direct
or paraphrased quotes reflecting a particular thought from the groups relative to the major questions
posed to ensure that the themes could be connected back to the data generated from the focus
groups. The two researchers then jointly verified all identified themes and organized them into
categories of similar themes, creating hierarchical categories of greater generality. This process
resulted in dimensions (i.e., the types of roles and why they were viewed as important) and
subcategories (i.e., the characteristics of these roles and the type of support they offer principals).

Differences in labeling themes were discussed until a consensus was reached by both the
researcher and the research assistant. This debriefing process enhances the trustworthiness of
interpretations (Creswell, 1998) and reduces the likelihood of researcher bias (Gerdes & Conn, 2001).
Potential biases were identified by openly discussing the interpretations made by each member; at
times, interpretations were challenged. The final step involved counting the number of themes in
each hierarchical level and connecting them back to the individuals, which indicated this thematic
finding. This was to ensure that the themes generated were not solely reliant on one individual in the
focus group but were reflective of consensus from a range of critical friends participating in the focus
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group. For example, a theme mentioned by all focus group members or mentioned in a recurring
manner throughout the focus group provided evidence of its importance within an expert focus

group.
4, Results

The results are presented first by detailing the focus groups’ overall experiences working as
critical friends and then clear distinctions within how the critical friend role is conceptualized
differently based on their work context. That is, the lived experience as a critical friend focus group
began by asking participants about their general experiences as critical friends responsible for
supporting principals on school improvement work. Through an analysis of the transcripts, the critical
friends felt that there were varying ways to achieve positive outcomes as critical friends (mentioned
by all critical friends). Reflecting on an agreement in the focus group that the critical friend role is
varied and can evolve, critical friends explored their understanding of the role along a continuum
from support to challenge. This aligns with MacPhail et al. (2024) findings, “it is apparent that critical
friend relationships are not stagnant; they are growing and evolving’ (p.6).

The focus group sessions enabled the five critical friends to highlight the key aspects of how they
conceptualized the critical friend role. The discussion was closely aligned with the MacPhail et al.
(2021) dual-continuum model, where one axis captures the extent to which there is support or
critique, and the other axis represents the variance or similarity between expertise and experience
within the critical friend relationship (figure 1). That is, how the critical friend role could be described
when it is based on support to one that is based on critique, while at the same time, understanding
experience and expertise also play a role in defining critical friend relationships.

Varied
Experience

Level
&

Support =+ t + Critique

L]
Similar
Experiance
Level
Figure 1. The dual-continuum model to conceptualize the roles and tasks of a critical friend

(MacPhail et al., 2024)

Following the focus group interviews, the data were analyzed to identify patterns in how the
critical friend role was conceptualized by experienced consultants working as critical friends with
school leadership teams. From these patterns, four archetypes were derived to make sense of and
provide insight into the range of experiences experienced consultants have had with the critical friend
role to date and how they consider the diverse roles they may be required to undertake. Archetypes
have been successfully used in education to describe educators' nuanced roles (Dunn, 2023).
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Workshop participants confirmed that the archetypes reflected the varying beliefs, attitudes, and
behaviors required for a critical friend to support school improvement.

The four key archetypes the critical friends anticipated they would utilize during the professional
learning program and the working definitions they established are:

1. Mentor (high support)

A professional relationship in which an experienced person (mentor) supports and encourages a
mentee to develop specific skills and knowledge to maximize their potential and improve their
performance. Mentorship can be defined as an intense interpersonal exchange between a more
experienced mentor who provides advice, counsel, feedback, and support related to personal
development within the broader improvement initiative (Noe et al., 2002). The role was not solely
focused on the functional elements of leadership but also included emotional and psychological
support. One of the key behaviors associated with this role is encouragement, where the critical
friend nudges and affirms bolster confidence (Coppola et al., 2021). Critical friends identified the
mentor relationship as primarily about supporting the principal in developing their ability to lead an
improvement agenda at their school. While the interaction may be centered on organizational
improvement, the role was conceptualized as mainly a one-to-one relationship, where the critical
friend worked closely with the principal to develop leadership practices.

2. Challenge Partner (high challenge)

The challenge partner’s primary role was to offer constructive feedback to the principal
regarding the improvement initiative. This role differed from the mentor’s, as it was considered
broader than advice for the individual principal to evolve and develop. The challenge partner role
included advice and feedback on a range of elements of the organization that may enhance or hinder
improvement efforts. This included organizational culture, team processes, decision-making,
leadership for learning, and instructional practices. This role was articulated as critiquing current
operational practices and guiding future possibilities within identified areas for improvement.

This role was underpinned by the deliberate and intentional goal of evaluating how the school
operates. There was a consensus that the role was not supervisory and about evaluating principal
performance. Although feedback on their practice could be part of this role, it was more about
identifying key levers that the organization could address to improve performance. As such, the role
included more evidence analysis and insight development than some other roles that were more
conversational in nature. The challenge partner aligns with Swaffield and MacBeath’s (2005)
conceptualization of the role where the critical friend has undergone transformation by acquiring
knowledge, skills, and experiences from outside the community. Critical friends present contrasting
and enriched perspectives to develop practices, structures, and processes within the community
from the known and accepted to the scrutinized and challenged (Fletcher, 2019).

3. More Knowledgeable Other (high expertise)

A more Knowledgeable Other refers to someone with lived experience and understanding of how
to work through issues with which school leaders might grapple. The lived experience was used to
support the current implementation strategy. The key behaviors linked with this role were to advise,
recommend, and coach. The role was conceptualized as more directive than other roles, where
critical friends worked at the coalface and explicitly influenced practices linked to the improvement
initiative. Continual feedback was viewed as a key practice associated with the More Knowledgeable
Other (MKO), and the key purpose was to develop the principal’s specific skills and knowledge to lead
a specific improvement agenda.

The MKO role is task-oriented and centered on the concept that the critical friend supports the
principal through a process they have encountered previously. It was acknowledged that context is
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an important consideration and that adaptations will be an essential part of the improvement
process; however, it was generally agreed that the critical friend played an active role in leading the
principal through the process of improvement.

4. Knowledge Broker (strong professional networks)

A Knowledge Broker is an intermediary who seeks to develop relationships and networks to
support school improvement. In the context of a critical friend, a knowledge broker connects school
leaders to each other. This might be a school leader who has led similar improvement work or
embarked on a similar journey. The knowledge broker role centered on the idea that the best support
could be connecting the school principal with other colleagues who have embarked on a similar
journey. Interestingly, while there was consensus with the group this was a distinct role; there was
no consensus on how to nurture the relationship they were ‘brokering.” Some saw this as simply
connecting key people together and letting them develop a relationship, whereas others continued
to be a conduit for the relationship to develop.

5. Discussion

Schools do not become high-performing in the absence of great leadership. There is an empirical
link between school leadership and improved student achievement, and there is substantial evidence
that principals are critical for school success (Hattie, 2015; Leithwood et al., 2020; Robinson, 2007).
A critical friend relationship aims to provide practical social support to the individual they work with.
This is alighed with research on social facilitation, where it has been found that people improve their
task performance when they are in the presence of others than when they are alone. Social
facilitation is a concept in social psychology that refers to the influence of others’ presence on an
individual's performance. Social facilitation subsumes changes in behavioral performance associated
with the passive or active presence of another person (Szymanski et al., 2017). This phenomenon has
been widely researched and found to have a significant impact on a variety of settings, from sports
to work in educational contexts (Guerin, 1999). However, in the context of being a critical friend, the
social support required may be dramatically different depending on the expertise of the leader or,
perhaps, the specific phase of the improvement work they are leading.

Critical friendship is a flexible and potentially powerful approach to support leadership and
school improvement, as illustrated by the diverse conceptualization of the role of experienced critical
friends. Evidently, the critical friend role varies and is fluid in its application. Critical friendships are
generous yet rigorous relationships that can create a more emergent, formative quality of coaching
and mentoring (MacKenzie, 2015). As Coghlan and Brydon-Miller (2014) point out, a critical friend is
an advocate for the success of the work and takes time to fully understand the context of the work
presented and the outcomes that the person or group is working toward. This highlights the need for
nuances in their role based on the identified contextual factors.

While the role is nuanced in its application, it was apparent in all four archetypes that the
relationship is underpinned by mutual trust between all involved in the relationship. What can also
be inferred from the way in which the role was conceptualized is that each critical friend understands
the significant investment of meaningful time to create a critical friendship (MacPhail et al., 2024). It
was clear that friendship is viewed as fluid and that an effective critical friend will be responsive to
the context in which they are working. It was also apparent that the relationship tended to be
longitudinal, with trust and reciprocity deepening over time. As Macphail et al. (2024) noted,
“extended and ongoing professional relationships that invested in, with, and for each other continues
over time, long after the initial project that prompted the critical friendship” (p.12).

The various conceptualizations of critical friendship roles described in this study suggest that the
process is specific to the context and identified needs of the individual or team they support.
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Underpinning this is the idea that critical friendship is developed through practical and voluntary
partnerships rooted in a common task of shared concern (Campbell et al., 2004). While not part of
this study, it is evident that key decisions about how to most effectively support leaders are
undertaken in the initial stages of defining the work to be supported. A critical friend engages in a
reciprocal relationship to establish the work to be undertaken while concurrently conceptualizing the
optimal supportive role they could assume for the context within which they are working. Critical
friendship is characterized by trust, provocative questioning to enhance reflection, and the challenge
of assumptions through the provision of helpful critiques of participants’ practices and viewpoints
(Costa & Kallick, 1993; Swaffield & MacBeath, 2005).

While this study confirms that a critical friend role navigates a continuum of support (friend) to
critique (critical) and identifies insights into specific roles within this continuum, future research could
explore the decision-making process that critical friends utilize to establish the role they will
undertake. In addition, it explores how the relationship evolves over time to fluidly move from one
role to another as the relationships deepen in varying contexts. By examining the processes and
nuances within the practical application of the critical friend role, there can be greater clarity on how
this role can be utilized to support school improvement work.

The various conceptualizations of critical friendship roles described in this study suggest that the
process is specific to the context and identified needs of the individual or team they support.
Underpinning this is the idea that critical friendship is developed through practical and voluntary
partnerships rooted in a common task of shared concern (Campbell et al., 2004). While not part of
this study, it is evident that key decisions about how to most effectively support leaders are
undertaken in the initial stages of defining the work to be supported. A critical friend engages in a
reciprocal relationship to establish the work to be undertaken while concurrently conceptualizing the
optimal supportive role they could assume for the context within which they are working. Critical
friendship is characterized by trust, provocative questioning to enhance reflection, and the challenge
of assumptions through the provision of helpful critiques of participants’ practices and viewpoints
(Costa & Kallick, 1993; Swaffield & MacBeath, 2005).

6. Conclusion and Implications

This qualitative study explored the diverse roles experienced by critical friends who anticipate
undertaking support for principals in leading school improvement initiatives. Employing a focus group
methodology guided by grounded theory, data were gathered from five critical friends with extensive
experience in this domain. The four key archetypes that critical friends anticipated adopting directly
answer the research questions by illuminating the varied and context-dependent roles a critical friend
may need to fluidly navigate when supporting school leaders.

While previous studies acknowledged the inherent adaptivity of critical friendships (Swaffield &
MacBeath, 2005), this study offers novel insights into specific role conceptualizations along the dual
continuum model outlined by MacPhail et al. (2024). Based on the findings, recommendations can
be made regarding the need for critical friends to develop strategies for continuously (re)negotiating
roles based on contextual considerations. Building trust and establishing processes for adjusting
supportive stances as relationships evolve over time is also recommended.

While this study confirms that a critical friend role navigates a continuum of support (friend) to
critique (critical) and identifies insights into specific roles within this continuum, future research
should explore the decision-making process that critical friends utilize to establish the role they will
undertake. In addition, future research could explore how the relationship evolves over time to fluidly
move from one role to another as the relationships deepen in varying contexts. By examining the
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processes and nuances within the practical application of the critical friend role, there can be greater
clarity on how this role can be utilized to support school improvement work.
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