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Abstract 

This research investigates three aspects of school improvement, a movement that dominated 

schooling in England in the last quarter of the twentieth century and the early years of the 

twenty-first: its history (origins and evolution), how it has worked, and its impact.  

Two main methods are used: a survey of scholarly and grey literature and semi-structured 

interviews with over 30 distinguished leaders, policymakers and researchers in the field.  

There is an element of autoethnography, using the author’s lengthy experience of school 

improvement research and practice to triangulate the evidence gathered. 

The thesis attempts a thorough analysis of the factors contributing to the rise of 

improvement, classifies them into those from within education and those from the febrile 

socio-econo-political environment of the time, and shows how they worked together with the 

new knowledge of school effectiveness to drive improvement.  An explanation is offered for 

the speed with which relevant research, legislation and practice burgeoned.  

The literature concerning the ‘what’ of improvement is more extensive than that concerning 

the ‘how’.  The largest section of the thesis is devoted to the views of interviewees concerning 

how improvement is brought about, particularly how it is led.  This analysis leads to the 

development of a new model for school improvement; most existing models are predicated 

on the turnround of a failing school in a challenging setting, whereas this model emphasises 

the sustained improvement of schools in various contexts. 

Analysing the impact of the 50-year history of school improvement is made difficult by the 

elusive nature of some data.  The thesis highlights the neglect in the literature of underlying 

or fundamental improvement in schools (their improvement as inclusive, humane places for 

young people to learn in) and contends that Ofsted’s potential to promote school 

improvement has largely been lost through changes in inspection methodology. 

As well as contributing to practice through the development of a new model of improvement, 

the thesis clarifies how school improvement evolved and how leaders bring it about. 

 

Key terms: school effectiveness; school improvement; improvement model; leadership for 

improvement. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

“Schools try so hard for their pupils now.  We feel responsible for them, enjoy their company 

and joyfully celebrate their successes ...  None of that was true in my day …. Today’s 

adolescents are welcomed at the gate by staff who enjoy the relationship they have with 

them.   We are at ease with our students … and they with us.   ‘Respect’ now forms a better 

and more lasting foundation for learning.” (Interviewee JJ 1)2 

Start-point: a personal reflection 

I believe schooling in England to be considerably better than it was 50 years ago.  I was beaten 

by teachers, and by prefects aged 17, for trivial offences such as running in a corridor.  Radio 

4’s Justin Webb describes his secondary school in the 1970s as “not a place of kindness and 

inclusivity … for the vulnerable, a hellhole” (Webb, 2022, p.132), “torture both physical and 

mental” (ibid, p.130).  Corporal punishment was abolished in maintained schools in England 

in 1986. 

Current teachers strive to meet the needs of individuals: “students3 who sit in the same 

lessons do not make the same learning gains” (Allen, Evans & White, 2001 p.48).  My 

secondary school had a preparatory department which I, in common with half of my class, 

had not attended; prep school ‘graduates’ had studied French for three years; I had done 

none.  My first French lesson began with the teacher dictating French words which we were 

to copy.  The first was le crayon, which I could both spell and understand, but next came a 

word for which I could do neither but nonetheless tried to copy.  I now know it to have been 

virgule; since it separated each word in the list, I guessed it meant ‘comma’, ceased to write 

it down and crossed out my earlier attempts, thereby making a mess of the first page of my 

new exercise book.  Half the class was bored stiff; my half was mystified.  My first music lesson 

was also my last: the teacher called each pupil out and required us to sing the notes he played 

on the piano.  I was labelled a ‘groaner’ and sent to the back with the quarter of the class who 

also groaned.  For the remainder of that school year, he spoke not a word to us, engaging only 

with non-groaners; we did nothing.  Because I was in the top stream, I was not taught art, 

 
1 A key to the anonymised initials of interviewees, with a one-line c.v., appears as Appendix IV. 
2 When a quotation is in italics, it is from an interviewee; when in plain text, it is from literature. 
3 The term ‘pupil’ is used generically for all young people in school; ‘student’ is used specifically for 
those of secondary school age. 
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music or technology after age 12.  Since the 1990s, the study of a broad curriculum until 16 

has been mandatory.   

Teamwork is an important skill for young people to acquire.  In seven years of secondary 

schooling, I was never asked to carry out a classroom task with another pupil: tasks were 

conducted individually and in silence.  Teaching almost invariably took the form of dictation, 

copying from the blackboard or answering questions from a textbook, including in four 

foreign languages. 

When I went to university in 1963, I was one of 4% of the nation’s school leavers to do so, the 

proportion rising to 14% by the end of the 1970s.  In September 2019, the BBC website 

headline reported “The symbolic target of 50% at university reached” (BBC, 2019). 

I taught the General Certificate of Education (GCE) O level, targeted at the top 20% of the 

ability range (roughly the grammar school population), and the Certificate of Secondary 

Education (CSE), introduced in 1965 to enable the next 40% of the ability range to leave school 

with some qualifications.  Nothing was designed for the lowest 40%, with all the inaccuracies 

and potential biases that figure represents.  In 1985, O levels and CSEs were merged into a 

single examination, GCSE; in 2022, around 94% of all 16-year-olds took at least five GCSEs 

(Ofqual, 2022). 

The education system’s disregard for less-able pupils had for many years been widespread.  

The D stream in my highly selective, four-form-entry grammar school was generally deemed 

ineducable.  There must be a last carriage on the train.  “It wasn’t until 1970 that disabled 

children – previously classed as being unable to be educated – were given a right to 

participate in education”  (Mencap, n.d.). 

School leaders when I became one were trained only by apprenticeship.  One of my 

interviewees said: 

“My experience was probably that of most.  I became a senior teacher, deputy and head 

without any systematic preparation for the roles.  What I knew about leadership was 

based on the various deputies and heads for whom I had worked, and most were poor 

role models.  I learned on the job and made many mistakes.” (NN) 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1970/52/enacted
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1970/52/enacted
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Only in the 1990s did the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) programme 

provide systematic preparation for headship, followed by programmes for senior leadership.   

I could go on: working in partnership with parents in the best interests of pupil and family; 

removing gender bias in the timetable (woodwork for boys, home economic for girls), 

increased concern for pupils’ safety and wellbeing.   

Whether some of these changes constitute ‘improvement’ may be argued: grade inflation in 

examinations has been debated for many years, as has whether 50% of school leavers truly 

benefit from university.  But there can be no doubt that the previous low rates of qualification 

and progression to university represented a huge waste of talent and a considerable bias in 

favour of more affluent, white students.   

Has everything improved?  Perhaps not: extra-curricular provision was arguably wider when 

I was a young teacher.  Behaviour in schools may well have deteriorated; as I drafted this text, 

teachers at a school in Wales were on strike because of the apparent inability of the school’s 

leaders to control the violent, abusive behaviour of some pupils.  In March 2024 it was 

reported that 15% of teachers had recently been sexually harassed, and nearly 20% assaulted, 

by pupils. 

I have come to this research very late after a lengthy career in education: teaching, leadership, 

administration, governance, inspection and consultancy.  I began this study because that 

career had led me to the conviction of improvement described above, and yet arguments 

raged about whether schools had truly improved: “Much of what is claimed as school 

improvement is illusory” wrote Coe (2013, p.i) in a lecture titled “Improving Education: a 

triumph of hope over experience”.  When I looked behind the opinions, I found a lack of clarity 

about what school improvement meant and a narrow focus on one or two measures, 

especially examination results.  The types of ‘improvement’ I describe above were rarely 

referred to, hence my title: ‘Improvement in What?’ 

 

‘School improvement’ is a term rarely encountered before the 1980s but one which has 

dominated schools since.  It can be said to have its origins around 1970, a time of growing 

disquiet about education in England: the replacement of grammar and secondary modern by 
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comprehensive schools, high-profile school failures such as William Tyndale School, and 

concern over so-called ‘progressive’ teaching methods all shook public confidence in 

education.  Prime Minister Callaghan’s Ruskin Speech (Callaghan, 1976) initiated the 

education ‘Great Debate’, opening schools, their curricula and classrooms, to public scrutiny 

for the first time.  

It will be shown that school improvement was born out of the earlier concept of ‘school 

effectiveness’, which had a clear beginning when two key publications in 1979 (Rutter and 

Edmonds) demonstrated that schools have a significant effect on outcomes for their pupils.  

Subsequent studies, such as Mortimore et al. (1988), analysed the attributes of effective 

schools (those which achieve better outcomes for their students than others with similar 

intakes, Goldstein 1997), and ineffective schools (Stoll & Myers, 1988; Reynolds, Potter and 

Chapman, 2003).  It is now argued that, in the words of one interviewee, *school effectiveness 

has been done, completed”, and the characteristics of such schools broadly agreed upon.  It 

is also true that “We have learned much about how to improve individual schools” (Hopkins 

et al., 2014, p.257), the wave of effectiveness research having evolved seamlessly into studies 

of how those attributes could be used to bring about improvement (Reynolds, 1993).  

Eventually, detailed practice manuals were produced, ‘how to do it’ guides to school 

improvement (Marzano et al., 2014).  And yet schools still struggle and are judged by 

inspectors from the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) to require improvement or 

special measures. “Individual schools improve but system-wide improvement is lacking”, said 

an interviewee. 

My experience and a preliminary literature survey led me to identify gaps or contradictions in 

accounts of school improvement.  First, my research is predicated on the widely held view 

that improvement dominated the school agenda in the period between, roughly, 1980 to 

2020: that proposition had never been tested. 

The burgeoning of improvement activity was remarkable for its pace and breadth: within 20 

years of the Rutter and Edmonds papers, associated research had extended throughout 

Europe, North America, Australasia and East Asia, in schools of all types and departments 

within them.  Legislation responding to effectiveness research had been enacted in several 

countries, notably England, where there were significant education acts on average every two 

years from the late 80s to the early 2000s.  Just why this research resonated so widely and 
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catalysed pressures for change from within education and from wider society is a story only 

partially told: although many sources list the changes and identify some causes, none provides 

a comprehensive analysis and classification of the factors at play, nor an explanation of the 

exceptional speed at which the changes and the spread took place. 

School effectiveness literature is clear: although articulated slightly differently by different 

researchers, the principles are broadly agreed.  Were it simply a matter of ‘brute sanity’4, 

school improvement would also be ‘complete’, which it manifestly is not.  This study therefore 

concerns itself with the gap between brute sanity and lived experience, between the known 

‘what’ and the lesser-known ‘how’ of improvement. This includes identifying what 

researchers, administrators and leaders understood by ‘school improvement’.  I have long 

sought to understand the meaning of ‘consistency’ in effectiveness and improvement 

literature, a term widely used, rarely defined and the impact of which is disputed.  This is the 

thesis stage of a doctoral programme which began with a series of assignments: two of mine 

were devoted to aspects of consistency and form the basis of parts of the current work.    

The pace of education legislation slowed from about 2012.  The focus of improvement 

expanded, with issues concerning pupils’ health, wellbeing and safety gaining greater 

prominence.   

The choice of the period 1970 – 2020 to attempt an account of the evolution and impact of 

school improvement was driven by: 

 the frame created by the publication of the Black Papers (Cox & Dyson 1969-74), a key 

event in the disquiet leading to the period of rapid improvement, and the pandemic5, 

beginning in 2020, which changed so much in society 

 the fit with my career in education 

 the neatness of a fifty-year period. 

I converted these apparent gaps or questions into five research questions: 

 
4 Bernard Shaw’s phrase describing the tendency of those seeking to bring about reform to overlook 
complexity 
5 The Covid-19 pandemic of the early 2020s 



6 
 

1. To test the extent to which improvement dominated educational thinking and action in 

the period. 

2. To ascertain why this was the case: what combination of external (socio-econo-political) 

and internal (educational) factors led education to be dominated by school improvement 

during the period?  

3. To analyse and explain the rapid evolution of the school improvement ‘paradigm’, 

identifying how it related to the effectiveness ‘paradigm’.    

4. To identify what key groups of educators (school leaders, policy makers at local and 

national level) have understood by ‘improvement’, and the actions taken as a result. 

5. To identify the impact of fifty years of school improvement, and implications for the 

future. 

 

I believe the study has the potential to add significantly to existing knowledge and practice in 

the improvement of schools, self-evidently an important topic, by bringing clarity to the 

evolution of improvement, and analysing its contribution and especially its processes through 

a new school improvement model based on the views of interviewees and the author’s 

experience. 

I am well positioned to undertake the study because of three dimensions of my professional 

experience.  First, breadth: leading a large secondary school, being head of school 

improvement in a local authority (LA), leading inspections for Ofsted and the Department for 

Education (DfE), acting as school improvement adviser to governments and over 100 schools, 

and as governor in primary and secondary schools.  This breadth has therefore spanned the 

roles of creator (research for the DfE leading to multi-academy trusts (MATs)); evaluator 

(inspector/reviewer for Ofsted and DfE); implementer (in schools and the LA); and 

interpreter/adviser (as school improvement consultant).  And finally, the long period of my 

influential work coincides with that of intense improvement activity: improvement 

dominated school thinking from 1980 until the 2010s; I became a senior school leader in the 

mid-1970s, and a senior leader in the local government of education ten years later.  Latterly, 
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I have spent over 20 years as education consultant/adviser/inspector to schools and 

governments, local and national, dwindling into semi-retirement from about 2015.   

If not uniquely, I contend that this experience positions me distinctively well to undertake this 

study which, because it is for a professional degree, contributes to practice as well as to 

knowledge.  My aim is that the findings will point to how, were I back in school or LA 

leadership, the job could be done better. 

At the outset, I recognise two limitations inherent to the study.  First, its philosophy mirrors 

that of the research it analyses: it is inductive, in that conclusions are drawn from examples 

and case studies; and interpretivist, in that different researchers might interpret the data 

differently.  These approaches have inherent strengths, mainly the ability to draw conclusions 

and explain patterns, enabling a measure of prediction; and weaknesses, chiefly the potential 

for inaccuracy through incompleteness.  Although 32 is a significant sample and, I will argue, 

a rich one, a different sample might yield different results.  These issues, with an account of 

attempts at mitigating the risks, are examined in the Methodology chapter.  Second, although 

the literature reviewed is sourced globally, the study relates to England only. 

A third limitation derives from the research design: many interviewees are people I know.  It 

was important to achieve a rich sample, so I sought known expertise, while accepting the 

recommendations of trusted interviewees to introduce others.  I have been scrupulous in 

seeking divergent opinions to offset this potential problem (Methodology chapter). 

This preliminary analysis will be revisited in the Conclusion, both to review how the known 

limitations affected the study and to extend the list.    

 

The thesis is set out conventionally: following this introduction are four major chapters: 

2. Literature Review: a survey of current knowledge about effectiveness and improvement, 

including an analysis of gaps and contradictions. 

3. Methodology: an explanation and justification of research design decisions, including the 

roles played by semi-structured interviews and autoethnography. 

4. Findings: the themes (major recurring facets) emerging from analysis of the 32 interviews 

that constitute my research data, with data extracts to substantiate each theme. 
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5. Discussion: each section analyses the contribution of one of the themes in the Findings, 

first to answering the research questions and second to educational knowledge. 

The final chapter (6) is the Conclusion: a high-level summary of what the study set out to 

achieve, its key findings, their implications and contributions to knowledge and practice.  An 

evaluation of the limitations of the research and suggestions for further study are offered.  

The appendices mainly concern the interviews: interviewees, the information and consent 

form they were sent, and a list of the topics discussed. 

 

When practitioner-led review blends personal narrative with scholastic analysis, the result 

can be compelling (for example Pring & Roberts, 2016; Brighouse & Waters, 2021); this thesis 

will aim to bring the same blend to a specific study of school improvement, its evolution, 

process and impact.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW    

The review is structured as follows: 

2.1  Introduction:  purpose of the review; relevance of the thesis theme. 

2.2 The process of conducting the review; criteria for selection of sources. 

2.3 Definitions of school effectiveness and improvement. 

2.4 Testing the basic assertion (research question 1).  Underpinning the thesis is the assertion 

that the period of 50 years from 1970 has been one of intense activity related to 

effectiveness and improvement, in schools, in government policy and legislation, and in 

research. This section sets out evidence to test this assertion. 

2.5 Review of the literature concerning the evolution of school effectiveness and 

improvement (research questions 2 and 3, linked): to ascertain the causes of the surge in 

effectiveness and improvement activity, some from within education, others from a 

social, political and economic contexts; and to explain the rapidity of evolution of the 

effectiveness and improvement paradigms.   

2.6 Conclusion: key points from the analysis in 2.3 – 2.5 above to inform the research. 

The literature provides some evidence toward research question 4, but its nature (what key 

groups of educators understand by improvement and the actions they took as a result) means 

that most evidence will come from interviews.  The final research question reflects on all 

evidence gathered.  Links between the research questions and the literature reviewed are 

summarised in Table 1, p.10. 

The review approach is therefore thematic and, since there is a focus on change over time, 

chronological within themes.  

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

A literature review is both a summary and a critical evaluation of current knowledge in the 

subject and how it evolved (Hart,1998; Rowley and Slack 2004; Galvan & Galvan 2017).  By  
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Table 1: Research questions and Relevant Literature 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS RELEVANT LITERATURE 

To test the extent to which school 
improvement dominated 
educational thinking and action in 
the period. 

 

How frequently the themes of school quality and pupils’ 
standards feature in research journals and government 
policy/legislation, pre- and post-1970.  

As well as ‘school effectiveness’; and ‘school improvement’, 
relevant search terms include ‘school quality’ and ‘pupils’ 
standards’.  

To ascertain why this has this been 
the case: what combination of 
external (socio-econo-political) and 
internal (educational) factors led 
education to be dominated by 
school improvement during this 
50-year period?   

How major texts on the social history of late 20th century 
England, including the history of education, link 
developments in education with wider social trends. 

Mutatis mutandis, do meta-reviews of school effectiveness 
and improvement research seek explanations beyond 
education? 

To analyse and explain the rapid 
evolution of the school 
improvement paradigm, identifying 
how it related to the pre-existing 
school effectiveness paradigm.    

Education research journals, especially those devoted to 
school effectiveness and improvement. 

To what do meta-reviews of school effectiveness and 
improvement research attribute the rapid rise and evolution 
of the paradigms? 

To identify what key groups of 
educators (researchers, policy 
makers at local and national level, 
school leaders) have understood 
by ‘improvement’, and the actions 
they have taken as a result. 

Most evidence will come from interviews.  Compilations of 
the reflections of practitioners (Brighouse & Waters, 2021, 
Pring & Roberts, 2016) plus passim references in the texts 
referred to above. 

Grey literature, especially that from government and its 
agencies such as Ofsted. 

To identify the impact of fifty years 
of school improvement, and 
implications for the future. 

Meta-reviews. 

Hard data from inspection reports and test/exam results. 

 

 

identifying gaps and inconsistencies in the findings of previous research, the review justifies 

subsequent research and ensures that it builds on, rather than repeating, earlier work.  

Reviews aim for breadth of reference while recognising that completeness is impossible; 

hence reviews distil the main ideas (Rowley & Slack, 2004; Galvan & Galvan, 2017).  Distillation 
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implies selection of sources, which in turn requires criteria to ensure that those used are of 

the highest relevance, quality and reliability, including representing a broad spectrum of 

opinion.   These criteria are detailed below [pp.12-13].     

The field of this research is school effectiveness and improvement, paradigms which, 

according to the literature, developed from about 1980.  Chapter 1 made clear that my 

involvement in the field began at much the same time and has continued to the present, 

spanning an era of near-continuous change and drive for improvement in schooling.  I defined 

the research period from 1970, roughly the beginning of my career and the date of publication 

of the so-called ‘Black Papers’ (Cox & Dyson, 1969-74), one of the earliest manifestations of 

disquiet with British schooling; to 2020, when the pandemic marked a further set of major 

societal changes.  The sense of history is an important theme in this research, as it seeks to 

analyse and explain this distinctive period, its causes, evolution and impact.   

I contend that the research has significance because the topic of improving schooling has 

been the subject of lively, continuous debate for more than 50 years.  Having been of sporadic 

political interest in England for the first three-quarters of the twentieth century, education, 

and specifically the quality of schools and schooling, was of continuous political interest from 

the mid-70s to the early 2010s.  The debate has not been only at government level: in the 

press and around dinner tables as well as in academic circles, the state of our schools and the 

achievements of pupils have been of widespread interest and concern.  The stakes are high 

for the pupil, several studies having established that those from ‘good’ schools out-earn those 

from less good (Betts, 1995; Card & Kureges, 1996; Sahadewo, 2023); and for the family, a 

study of the link between school quality and local house prices having found: 

“House prices … near the 10% best-performing primary schools are 8.0% higher than in the 

surrounding area. Near the 10% best-performing non-selective secondary schools, house 

prices are 6.8% higher.”  (DfE, 2017, p.3) 

[A headteacher interviewee whose school was judged by Ofsted to have slipped in quality, 

reports a parent saying to him “there goes my house price!”]6 

 
6 I have included a small number of relevant, illustrative anecdotes from my experience within the review, but 
have highlighted them by bracketing and insetting them. 
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Education during the period has ‘enjoyed’ greatly-increased public involvement: the then 

prime minister’s Ruskin Speech (Callaghan, 1976), the first major speech on education by a 

serving British prime minister, inspired the opening of schools, classrooms and the curriculum 

to scrutiny; many of the policy developments of the 1980s and 90s sought to involve the 

public directly in the choice of school for their children, in the governance of schools and, 

latterly in sponsoring and creating free schools and academies (Montacute & Culliane, 2018; 

DfE, 2022). 

The theme of improving schools remains not only one of interest and debate, but also of 

contention, within both the education community and society at large.  As the review will 

show, there are authors (Coe, 2013; Allen, Evans & White, 2021) who cast doubt on the 

outcomes of improvement and the effectiveness of its processes [p.39].   

The theme remains high on the socio-political agenda: the Education White Paper (DfE, 

2022b) is shot through with references to ‘raising standards’, ‘world-class schools’ and ‘world 

class teaching’ (ibid, pp. 8-10).   

 

2.2 THE PROCESS OF COMPILING THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

The criteria used for the selection of sources are relevance, breadth and quality.  To be 

‘relevant’, the source must bear upon the research questions.  ‘Breadth’ means diversity of 

viewpoint: attempting to hear all voices and present a balanced account.  School 

effectiveness is a well-established concept but there is great variety of opinion concerning 

improvement, including whether it is ‘real’: the voice of the small but vocal group of 

‘improvement deniers’ mentioned above must be included here.   

Sources vary in ‘quality’: although stimulating ideas are found in sources like newspapers, 

greater weight is given to authoritative sources. These are identified by having key 

researchers as authors, by frequent citations and by appearing in peer-reviewed journals.  

However, the impact on schools and education practitioners of government grey literature 

(White Papers, manifestoes, legislation; Ofsted’s inspection frameworks, school and annual 

reports) provide important evidence of the steer government gives to the concept of 

improvement.  Currency applies only partially as a criterion: although recent sources have 
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greater perspective by benefiting from earlier work, the differences in analysis at different 

points in time are illuminating. 

Authoritative analyses of publications on the theme were located in two ways: a key word 

search using school effectiveness, school improvement, education reform; and the 

identification of a bibliographic analysis of the field.  The work of Hallinger & Kovacevic (2019) 

proved valuable; their research scanned 22,000 peer-reviewed articles in the field across the 

period of my research and used science mapping to document the evolution of research, 

identifying the main journals and authors involved.  Key journals specifically devoted to 

effectiveness and improvement were major sources; the starting point for much of the review 

is the journal School Effectiveness & School Improvement and the more recent Improving 

Schools. The focus was on articles dealing with the UK and on those with an international 

perspective.  Key researchers, major figures in the field whose work has an international 

reputation, were identified and followed, such as Ball, Chapman, Fullan, Harris, Hopkins, 

Reynolds, Stringfield, Teddlie.  Hallinger’s & Kovacevic’s work was also valuable here. 

The circle was then widened to engage with research journals of similar standing but not 

improvement-specific, such as the BERA journal.  Meta-reviews of school effectiveness and 

improvement, both in the journals above, such as those in the special edition of School 

Effectiveness and School Improvement (2004) devoted to state-of-the-art reviews of 

effectiveness and improvement; the more recent version by Mitchell et al., (2015) proved 

especially valuable. 

Intersecting quality journals, key authors and meta-reviews enabled a high degree of 

relevance in start-points.  The bibliographies of these works formed the next field for 

research. 

The social, economic and political contexts of educational change during the period are only 

glancingly referenced in the sources listed to date. This field is less familiar to me, so I used 

History Today as a starting point to identify key articles; and the work of distinguished social 

and political historians such as Victor Bogdanor to identify authoritative texts charting the 

social history of late twentieth century England 
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I acknowledge the extraordinary website Education in England (Gillard, 2018) which provides 

the full text of every act of parliament relating to education, and of major reports such as 

Warnock and Bullock, and of significant speeches, such as Ruskin.  

 

2.3 DEFINITIONS 

The meanings of key terms in the field are ostensibly straightforward: effectiveness poses the 

question “what makes a good school?”, while improvement asks “how can a school be made 

better” (an improving school), or “how can more schools be made good?” (an improving 

system).  

“Educational effectiveness can be defined as the degree in which an educational system 

…. achieve[s] specific desired goals and effects.  Since in the context of educational 

systems goals and effects are represented in terms of achievement, an educational 

system that contributes more to better student achievement is considered more 

effective than others”. (Burušić, Babarović & Velić, 2016, p.10).   

The terms ‘outcomes’, ‘aims’, ‘goals’ and ‘achievement’ are all open-ended: defining them is 

hampered by the lack of agreed purpose(s) for education.  Trends in government thinking 

about purposes, and their implications for schools and leaders, are discussed below [p.119].  

Though discussion is age-old, the impact of uncertain aims on school leaders is rarely 

considered [p.122]. 

Effectiveness research seeks to identify the attributes of those schools which achieve better 

outcomes for their pupils than others; this pursuit of ‘correlates with effectiveness’ is 

examined in detail below [p.31].  Distinguished authors in the field, among them Reynolds 

(1993) and Sammons (2007), use the term ‘paradigm’ to describe school effectiveness, but do 

not justify its use: this minor gap in the research is reviewed under Discussion [p.116 et seq.]. 

   

Effectiveness can be seen as a static concept, improvement as dynamic: improvement 

research evolved from effectiveness and investigates how schools achieve better outcomes 

for pupils over time.  The correlates generated by effectiveness research are applied by school 

leaders to bring about improvement.  In a major conference speech, Reynolds claimed that 
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“our knowledge of school effectiveness is extensive… (but) improvement is the weak link in 

the chain” (Reynolds, 2023), highlighting the problem explored throughout this thesis: how 

effectiveness knowledge can be used to bring about improvement. 

Some definitions of improvement are broad, such as “efforts to make schools better places 

for pupils and students to learn in” (World Bank, 2005), which might reasonably include 

installing air conditioning; the theme of underlying improvements of this kind are largely 

absent from research literature, a point referred to in Chapter 1 and explored in Discussion 

[p. 149 et seq.].   

Other definitions are tangential, such as “School improvement is how schools create an ever-

better climate for the individual and groups of teachers to do their job” (Brighouse. foreword 

to NAHT, 2020).  Although flawed as a definition because it does not describe benefit to 

pupils, the approach is mirrored in the proposed school improvement model [p.136 et seq.].   

Most definitions of improvement resemble that provided for its schools by the Welsh 

Government, highlighting experiences as well as outcomes for pupils: 

 “The overarching purpose of school improvement is to help schools give learners the best 

possible learning experiences and outcomes, whatever their background or circumstance, 

in order to achieve high standards and aspirations for all” (Welsh Government, 2022). 
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2.4 TESTING THE BASIC PROPOSITION 

Central to this work is the assertion that effectiveness and improvement came to dominate 

the discourse of schooling from around 1980 until the 2010s.  The evidence used to test this 

assertion comes from three sources: the volume and content of government education 

policies; the themes of education research; and later, in Chapter 4, from the views of 

interviewees.  Anticipating those findings, in summary, all agreed with the proposition that 

their thinking during the period was dominated by quality and how to improve it; all referred 

to key events reinforcing the dominance: regular inspection by Ofsted, the annual sets of test 

and examination results, their publication in league tables, and the annual cycle of self-

evaluation and re-drawing of improvement plans.  

An authoritative account of the volume of research related to school effectiveness and 

improvement comes from Hallinger & Kovacevic (2019).  Their systematic review of over 

22,000 peer-reviewed articles from between 1960 and 2018 used science mapping to 

document the growth of different research themes, identify high-impact scholars and 

documents, and illuminate the “intellectual structure” of the field of educational 

administration research (within which they locate effectiveness and improvement). 

Their study identifies a sharp increase across the period in the number of articles relating to 

the field, with four themes showing particular growth, one of which was effectiveness and 

improvement (ibid, Tables 2 & 3).  In common with authors of meta-reviews noted above, 

they identify the rise of effectiveness and improvement research as a paradigm, and 1979 as 

the point of paradigm shift.  This contention is examined below [pp.116-117]. 

They identify the 20 leading scholars (based on volume and citations) within the field of 

education administration and leadership in the period; six of them (Hopkins, Reynolds, 

Sammons, Fullan, Harris and Bryk) are listed as effectiveness and improvement scholars; their 

work is referenced extensively throughout this study. 

Finally within the evidence from research, it is noteworthy that three of their 22 source 

journals (ibid, Table 1) are devoted specifically to effectiveness and improvement research: 

School Effectiveness and School Improvement (began 1990), Improving Schools (1998), Journal 

of Educational Change (2000).  Other journals devoted specifically to the themes now exist, 

including the Journal of Effective Schools around 2000 and Effective Schools in 2019. 
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Although its universal significance and the amount of public money invested in it7 might 

suggest that education would be a constant political priority, the reality has been different.  

For much of the twentieth century, there was near silence from government in terms of major 

educational legislation.  The first ever education White Paper was issued in 1943: entitled 

’Educational Reconstruction’, it presaged the 1944 Act’s creation of a three-tier secondary 

education system.  Between then and 1992 there were only three schools-related White 

Papers, the first themed around quality in 1985: ‘Better Schools’.  Since 1997, there has been 

an education White Paper on average every two and a half years, with quality-related titles 

such as ‘Higher Standards, Better Schools’ (2022) and ‘The Importance of Teaching’ (2010). 

There were innumerable pieces of education legislation in the twentieth century, some of 

considerable social significance such as those controlling employment of children, but very 

few affecting the national architecture of education.  In the period 1900 –1919, there were 

two major Acts; 1920 - 39, one; 1940 - 1959, one; 1960 -79, also one.  Then, in the period of 

this research, acceleration: between 1980 and 1999, there were six major Acts, and a further 

six since 1999, although with a distinct slowing in the second half of that period (data from 

Gillard, 2018).  

Even more significant to the key assertion is the nature of that legislation: until late in the 

twentieth century, the role of the national government in schools was limited to control of 

overall expenditure and to “ensuring that there were enough school places for all children 

and enough teachers to teach them” (Pring & Roberts, 2016, p.4).  Legislation mainly 

concerned the structure of schooling, such as the school-leaving age and the powers of 

different types of school.         

The Prime Minister’s Ruskin College speech (Callaghan 1976) marked a genuine watershed.  

Only 20 years later, prime-minister-in-waiting Tony Blair, in his launch of the Labour party 

manifesto for the 1997 election, acknowledged that “nothing matters more [than education] 

… to the future prosperity of this country” (Blair, 1996b); hence his policy mantra “education, 

education, education” (Blair, 1996a).   

The origins of the Ruskin Speech and its place in the history of school effectiveness and 

improvement are considered in a subsequent section of this review [p.39]; it marked the first 

 
7 5.5% of UK government expenditure in 2020 (World Bank, 2021). 
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incursion of government into schools and classrooms, and was followed over the next two 

decades by a flurry of legislation aimed at circumscribing the leadership of schools, their 

performance and accountability for it, and their curricula.  Key dates include open publication 

of the inspection reports of Her/His Majesty’s Inspectors (HMI) (1983); the establishment of 

a National Curriculum (1988), a national system of tests and examinations at 7, 11, 14 and 16 

(1988); the publication of those tests and examination results in public performance tables 

(1993); the establishment of a national school inspection body, Ofsted, with its system of 

regular inspection of all schools with the reports made public (1992).  Roberts expresses this 

revolution in the role of the headteacher:  

“whilst school leaders were given much greater control over financial and organisational 

matters, the educational objectives which they had to achieve were now largely dictated 

through the curriculum, public accountability measures and inspection regime.” (Pring  

Roberts, 2016, p 59).   

[A headteacher in my LA put it more pithily: “yesterday I could teach what I like but 

couldn’t spend more than a few pounds; today, I am told what to teach but have control 

of almost the whole of a multi-million-pound budget”.]   

One final point securing the assertion that improvement dominated schools during the period 

was the requirement under the Education & Inspections Act 2006 that all schools should be 

allocated a trained and qualified adviser; the significance being that s/he should be called a 

‘school improvement partner’ (SIP). 

 

2.5  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE CONCERNING THE EVOLUTION OF SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS 

AND IMPROVEMENT 

 The remainder of this review examines the state of knowledge concerning the development 

of the concepts of effectiveness and improvement, in particular their rapid evolution in the 

1980s and succeeding decades.  As 2.4 shows, there was a surge in debate, research and policy 

during this period, in the UK and more widely in the western world: many authors (Reynolds 

et al., 2014; Hopkins et al., 2014; Pring & Roberts, 2016; Ball, 2021) describe it as a period of 

wide-ranging reform: the urgent need to improve a system must arise from some 
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combination of disquiet with the current situation and changes in the social context or the 

market served.  My hypothesis is that the period of rapid change was brought about by both 

sets of factors: dissatisfaction with aspects of education (push factors) interacting with 

changes in the wider social, economic and political environment (pull factors): causes are 

analysed in 2.5.1, while 2.5.2 analyses the response, the changes and improvements in 

schools.  

2.5.1 Causes of the surge in school effectiveness and improvement activity. 

It is ironic that the organised demand for school improvement began at a time when the 

prevailing research zeitgeist was that schools have no effect: attempting to improve the 

effectiveness of schools which allegedly have no effect is paradoxical and demonstrates that 

the ‘no effect’ paradigm had by that stage become stretched. 

Albeit a generalisation, the twentieth century was, for most of the UK population, a period of 

improved living standards: across the century, national per capita income, index-linked, 

increased more than five-fold; life expectancy rose from the mid-40s to the late 70s as a result 

of improved nutrition, housing and health care; maternal death rates reduced by a factor of 

79 (Horrell 2000, p.62).  In the early years of the century, nearly two-thirds of Britain’s 

population died before the age of 60; by its end, only 12% did so.  Owner-occupation of 

houses rose from 10% of the population to nearly 70% (House of Commons, 1999). 

Mechanisation in both the workplace and the home reduced grinding physical work.  Overall, 

disposable income increased, accompanied by some increase in leisure time (Horrell, 2000, 

p.63) to enjoy it.  As late as 1964, three million British households had no bath, inside toilet 

or running hot water; ten years later, half of homes had central heating, half had a telephone, 

70% a washing machine (Benson, 1994, p.72). Although prime minister Harold Macmillan’s 

statement in 1957 that the country had “never had it so good” became a music-hall joke, his 

expansion of it into “prosperity such as we have never had … in the history of this country” 

(Macmillan, 1957) was pretty accurate.  The expectation that ‘things improve’ had been 

established.   

In education in England, the first half of the twentieth century was undoubtedly a time of 

more: compulsory primary education was extended to secondary, initially to age 14 under the 

Education Act 1918, to 15 (1947), 16 (1972), 17 (2013) and 18 (2015) (Gillard, 2018).  When I 
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went to university in 1963, I was one of about 4% of the nation’s school leavers to do so, the 

proportion rising to 19% by 1990 (ibid). 

In the 1960s, questions began to arise about whether more necessarily meant better: the late 

1960s and early 1970s were a time of growing public and political disquiet about education.  

This will be a repeated theme: internal pressure for change within education is supported or 

driven by external pressures from the economic, social and political environment.  The 

literature tends to separate these factors; very few sources attempt a comprehensive account 

of factors, showing how they interact: Section 2.6 identifies this as a gap which the current 

research will address.   

The disquiet is analysed by Jones (2003): “the problems of schooling [were seen] as a kind of 

condensation of all the worst effects of post-war history” (p.74).  Both Jones and Ball (2021) 

classify those effects into two: problems in the economy, and the breakdown of order and 

moral values.  Each of these is considered below, the second together with other societal 

changes.  The same disquiet grew in other parts of the world, notably the US: that nation’s 

Commission on Excellence in Education Report A Nation at Risk cites the same two sets of 

issues, asserting that US education had lost sight of the two key attributes of a good education 

“high expectations and disciplined effort needed to attain them” (NCEE, 1983, p.1). 

The causes of rapid educational reform can be classified into three broad categories: 

economy, society and education itself; each is explored in the following sub-sections. 

  

2.5.1.1 Education and Problems in the Economy 

From at least the late nineteenth century, British education had come under almost 

continuous criticism for failing to prepare young people for current or future jobs.  In his 

introduction to the Wolf Report (2011) into vocational education, Secretary of State for 

Education Michael Gove, wrote:  

“Since Prince Albert established the Royal Commission in 1851 policy-makers have 

struggled with our failure to provide young people with a proper technical and practical 

education of a kind that other nations can boast. 160 years later the same problems 

remain. Our international competitors boast more robust manufacturing industries. Our 
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technical education remains weaker than most other developed nations.”  (DfE, b Report, 

2011, p.4) 

In the mid-nineteenth century, engineer George Stephenson wrote that Britain’s neglect of 

technical education would lead to loss of business to continental competitors, especially 

Germany (quoted in Fores, 1971, p.39).  A hundred years later, a government White Paper 

(Ministry of Education, 1956) describes the same situation as if it were a discovery:  

“it is clear all these countries [US, Russia, Western Europe] are making an immense effort 

to train more scientific and technical manpower and that we are in danger of being left 

behind.” (para. 3).   

Yet again, in 1981, the White Paper ‘New Training Initiative: An Agenda for Action’ re-

discovers the same issue (DES,1981,para.6): “Our major competitors lay much greater 

emphasis on training young people than we do.” 

From the time of the 1957 Russian launch of Sputnik 1, doubt was cast on the assumed 

superiority of western science and technology.  Although utilitarian purposes for education 

had been voiced since at least the time of John Stuart Mill, they came to the fore as a response 

to this failure of competitiveness (Hodge, 2007; Hopkins, 2022), giving rise to an immediate 

surge in the demand for science and technology education in schools (Hopkins et al., 2014).  

Harold Wilson’s speech to the 1963 Labour party conference spoke not only of “the white 

heat of technology”, but also of “the strength, solvency, the influence of Britain … are going 

to depend, in the remainder of this century, … on the speed with which we come to terms 

with the speed of change” (Wilson, 1963).  Not only did he use the speech to point out the 

need for more scientists and technologists, but he also linked this to the waste of talent 

caused by “segregation” of children into grammar and modern schools at age 11, and said it 

should no longer be tolerated. 

Sources are clear that the two specific criticisms of education in relation to the economy 

(failing to provide vocational programmes of a status equal to that of more traditional 

‘academic’ courses, and failure to keep up with the scientific and technological demands of 

the job market) have been repeated consistently for at least 150 years, and that those 

criticisms are widespread, from both government and employers.  Business leaders 

contributing to the 2014 Confederation of British Industry ‘Education and Skills Survey’ 
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“wanted young people to be better prepared for life beyond school”, demanding 

improvements “in careers education and in school leavers’ technological and scientific skills, 

literacy and numeracy” (CBI/Pearson, 2014).  

The extensive literature concerning the changing nature of employment in the second half of 

the twentieth century (Wyatt & Hecker, 2006, especially Chart 1, p.36; ONS, 2019 Section 5 

and Figure 2b) shows the reduction in jobs in primary and secondary industries and the 

startling rise in “professional scientific and technical services including health and education” 

(ibid, Figure 2b): skilled jobs requiring qualifications.  As early as 1956, Prime Minister Eden 

recognised this trend and its implications: speaking at Bradford, he referred to the world-wide 

scientific revolution (and again to the lack of technical and vocational education in Britain), 

adding: " The prizes will not go to the countries with the largest population. Those with the 

best systems of education will win.” (Eden 1956; my added emphasis).  It was not until 1966 

that the term ‘knowledge economy’ first came into common use, in the work of Peter Drucker 

(The Effective Executive, 1966), but the phrase captures Eden’s meaning. 

The literature of social history is clear that the 1970s was a decade of considerable economic 

turmoil and social change in the UK (Jenkins, 1987; Sandbrook, 2012; Ball, 2021).   These 

sources refer to events throughout the decade: the OPEC crisis of 1973 which tripled the price 

of oil; the bail-out of the British economy by the International Monetary Fund in 1976; endless 

trade union disputes leading to power cuts, the three-day week (1973-4) and the so-called 

‘winter of discontent’ (1979); inflation surging to nearly 30% coupled with stagnating wages 

in the mid-decade.  The consensus which characterised British politics in the post-war period 

began to dissolve (Toye, 2013); significant government intervention in the economy, a strong 

welfare state, the nationalisation of major industries and services, relatively high levels of 

taxation, strong trade unions and low unemployment began to be challenged (Dutton, 1997).  

Although the welfare state was initially conceived as provisions for the relief of poverty, in 

the 1940s the concept was enlarged to include a National Health Service and, via the 1944 

Education Act, a national education service.  Most authorities (Bogdanor, 2018; Ball, 2021; 

Brighouse & Waters, 2021) see education until the 1970s/80s as a component of the welfare 

state: a public good.   

The economic turmoil and industrial strife of the 1970s undoubtedly contributed significantly 

to the weakening of the post-war consensus and its replacement by the new politics of 
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neoliberalism; Keynesian economics replaced by the market economics of Hayek and 

Friedman (Friedman, 1955; Ball, 2021, p.2; p.17 et seq.):  smaller government, lower taxation, 

more choice and individualism.   According to Jones (2016, p.2) neoliberalism comprises  

“a free-market ideology based on individual liberty and limited government that 

connected human freedom to the actions of the rational self-interested actor in the 

competitive market-place”.   

Keith Joseph is seen as the architect of what became known as ‘Thatcherism’ (Ball, 2021; 

Bogdanor, 2018; Brighouse & Waters, 2021).  He believed in a smaller role for the state and a 

greater role for the market:  

“because excessive state control and ownership limits the liberties of all citizens as well 

as leading to impoverishment … the blind, unplanned, uncoordinated wisdom of the 

market is overwhelmingly superior to the well-researched, rational, systematic, well-

meaning, cooperative, science-based, forward-looking statistically-respectable plans of 

government.” (Joseph, 1974a)    

Joseph was also one of the major critics of the breakdown in traditional order and values; the 

same speech contains the following trumpet call:  

“Should we not deal with matters which concern the nation; respect for other people and 

for law, the welfare of young people, the state of family life, the moral welfare of all the 

people, cultural values, public-spiritedness or its lack, national defence, the tone of 

national life?” (ibid.).    

Thus the man who was to become the longest-serving Secretary of State for Education of the 

modern era was one of the leading critics of education, for its roles both as part of the welfare 

state and in the breakdown of discipline and order. 

The social context for education was therefore no longer the welfare state but the market.  It 

was into this context of instability, and the social turmoil that accompanied it, that the prime 

minister’s pivotal education (Ruskin) speech, was delivered (Callaghan, 1976).   

2.5.1.2  Education in relation to changes in society. 



24 
 

Educational change in the late twentieth century was also driven by societal changes, 

summarised here under three headings: 

 aspiration and choice: affluence and the increased proportion of the population who 

owned their houses (15% in 1914, 67% in 1996) and who identified as middle class 

 breakdown in traditional order and moral values.  Like the economic issues, the 

breakdown in order in society was laid in part at education’s door: schools were accused 

of lax discipline and a failure to inculcate strong moral values in the young 

 society’s attempts to understand, accept and promote greater diversity and inclusion of 

groups and individuals from different social, ability, ethnic, gender and sexual orientation 

backgrounds, and to close gaps in the attainment of different disadvantaged groups. 

Aspiration and choice: the 1950s and 60s saw a sharp increase in consumerism and personal 

choice.  The rise in ownership of houses and consumer goods has already been described.  In 

1950, only about 15% of households owned a car; by 1970, the proportion had reached 50% 

and by 2020, about 77% (National Transport Survey 2021, Chart 7; earlier data from BBC News 

website, 2017).   

It is understandable that pressure began to be exerted for citizens to be able to exercise the 

same choices in aspects of public service such as health and education.  The proportion of 

pupils attending independent schools, although small, has edged up since the mid-1970s, 

from just below 6% (Bolton, 2012) to the current figure of just under 8%, and 16% of sixth-

from students (ISC Census, 2022, Fig.5 p.8).  Although some parents chose to send their 

children to schools other than the local, the concept of catchment areas persisted until the 

Education Reform Act (ERA) (1988), the terms of which made open enrolment a legal 

requirement and firmly established an education marketplace [p.40 et seq.]. 

Breakdown in order and moral values: Under this heading can be gathered aspects of the so-

called ‘permissive society’.  Best (2009, p1) describes its positive side as “liberation from the 

oppression of laws that stood between individuals and their self-determination and 

fulfilment”: the decriminalisation of abortion and homosexuality, the lifting of censorship, the 

reform of harsh divorce laws.  The permissive society also encompassed ‘the pill’, abortion on 

demand and increases in drug-taking and pornography.   
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The characteristics of the ‘swinging sixties’ do not require detailed analysis here; suffice it to 

use the words of Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite in her book The Decline of Deference, 1968 – 

2000, that this era was one which saw the “rejection of acceptance of and respect for social 

hierarchies, authority and tradition” (Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2018: Abstract).   

The lifting of National Service in 1960, after which young men no longer experienced military 

discipline, was accompanied by the rise of sub-cultures such as teddy boys, mods and rockers 

in the 1950s and 60s.  The student riots and protests of 1968 across Europe and the US added 

to a pervasive sense of unrest.   

Keith Joseph’s powerful attacks on the damage inflicted on the British economy by the post-

war consensus have been noted above; his Edgbaston speech (1974a) described society in 

England as characterised by:  

“delinquency, truancy, vandalism, hooliganism, illiteracy, decline in educational standards. 

Some secondary schools in our cities are dominated by gangs operating extortion rackets 

against small children. Teenage pregnancies are rising; so are drunkenness, sexual 

offences, and crimes of sadism.” (Joseph, 1974a).   

In a later speech in the same sequence (Joseph, 1974b), he asserted that, in addition to 

impoverishing the British economy, the post-war consensus had “destroyed the moral 

foundations of society”, and that the optimism of the previous decades had “crumbled under 

the weight of rising crime, social decay … the decline of traditional values … have we really 

become a nation of hooligans and vandals, bullies”  The collapse of community he attributed 

to “vast factories, huge schools, sprawling estates” (Joseph, 1974b: my added emphasis). 

Thus the Secretary of State for Education, was deeply critical of the social role of schools and 

keen to bring about change. 

Diversity and inclusion.  The final group of external factors pressing for educational change 

came from awareness of the unequal rights and differential performance of sub-groups within 

the school population.   

The British Social Attitudes report on gender roles (Scott & Clery, 2013) shows that whereas 

around half of those surveyed in the early 1980s believed in ‘traditional’ gender roles (men 

go out to earn, women look after home and children), by 2012 only 13% did so (p.115).  
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Whereas the number of men in full-time employment stayed roughly static during the period 

1984 - 2012, the number of employed women increased significantly (ibid, p.118, Fig. 5.1).  

Traditional assumptions about the interests, skills and career paths followed by girls and 

young women were forced to change. 

The ethnic diversity of the school population increased sharply from the mid-twentieth 

century: “The ethnic minority component of the age 5-16 maintained school population in 

England has increased from 16.8% in 2003 to about a third in 2020” (Migration Watch, 2021, 

para. 24 et seq.). 

Throughout the twentieth century, the proportion of children with a learning disability who 

had access to education increased.  The 1918 Education Act provided for handicapped (sic) 

children to be educated but only in special schools or classes; the 1944 Act created a variety 

of special school provision for different types of disability; the 1970 Education (Handicapped 

Children) Act transferred responsibility for the education of severely disabled children from 

health to education authorities (Gillard, 2018: Parliamentary Business, 2006).  The Warnock 

Report (1978) changed the language of learning disability, introducing the phrase ‘special 

educational needs’, emphasising the concept of inclusion and the presumption of access to 

mainstream education for all but a very few children (Parliamentary Report, 2006).  The 1981 

Education Act, receiving all-party support, enacted many of the recommendations of 

Warnock, changing the language and stressing inclusion.  

The emphasis on adapting schools to the demands of increasing diversity, whether by gender, 

ethnicity or ability, initially concerned attitudes, training of staff and resources.  Later, 

especially when performance league tables began to be published in the early 90s, the 

emphasis shifted to differences in performance in tests by different groups.  The phrase 

‘achievement gap’, first used in 1963 in the US to describe differences in achievement 

between ethnic groups (Walker, 1963), began to be applied more widely, to gender and 

ability, as well as ethnic, groups.  In the 1990s, it was realised that difference in attainment 

between children of different levels of social advantage dwarfed those of, for example, 

gender groups; the Sutton Trust, which “aims to improve social mobility and address 

educational disadvantage” was set up in 1997 (Sutton Trust website).  The most convenient 

statistical proxy for the average affluence of a school was found to be the proportion of its 

pupils eligible for free school meals.  From 2011, this proportion was recalculated based on 
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eligibility for the new pupil premium grant, a more sophisticated proxy measure for 

disadvantage (EEF, 2017).   

It is noteworthy that, when the world’s national education systems are rated and compared, 

the index is no longer simply pupils’ educational performance; this forms the x axis of a graph 

whose y axis is a measure of the gap in attainment between advantaged and disadvantaged 

pupils.  Good examples are provided by Knowles & Evans (2012) in the graphs and charts in 

the appendices, which analyse the PISA data for 2009 by attainment and social advantage 

gaps; and especially by Hopkins’s (2022, p.6 Figure 1) use of OECD PISA data to graph the 

quality of nations’ school performance against equity.  

 

In summary therefore, the literature shows that, since the 1970s, education has been under 

pressure to change from at least five external sets of forces: 

 a shift in political ideology which changed the context of education from a part of the 

welfare state to a marketplace 

 a persistent critique that it is not preparing students adequately for the jobs of the future 

 increased scrutiny because education lies at the heart of the knowledge economy 

 part responsibility for the ills of society, whether those be childhood obesity, knife crime, 

teenage pregnancy, poor behaviour in public … Even if responsibility does not equal 

blame, major responsibility for tackling those ills is conferred on schools 

 a more diverse school population and the demand not just for equality of opportunity but 

also for equality of outcome for different groups. 

These pressures argue not only for reform but for improvement: a more relevant curriculum, 

higher standards not just of attainment but also of personal development and behaviour, and 

for closing attainment gaps.   

2.5.1.3  Changes from within education. 

This section deals with internal pressures for change, although it will become clear that these 

overlap with the external set.  An illustration of this overlap concerns the closure of grammar 

schools: although several comprehensive schools had already opened, the main impetus for 

their spread came from Circular 10/65, a message to LAs from Secretary of State for Education 
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Anthony Crosland to “request[s] local education authorities, if they have not already done so, 

to prepare and submit to him plans for reorganising secondary education in their areas on 

comprehensive lines” (DES, 1965, Introduction).  The rationale for this request, in the 

Introduction to the Circular, quotes a motion passed in the House of Commons: 

'That this House, conscious of the need to raise educational standards at all levels, and 

regretting that the realisation of this objective is impeded by the separation of children 

into different types of secondary schools, notes with approval the efforts of local 

authorities to reorganise secondary education on comprehensive lines which will preserve 

all that is valuable in grammar school education for those children who now receive it and 

make it available to more children” (DES, 1965, Introduction). 

Over the following 15 years there was some yo-yoing in policy toward comprehensivisation 

between Labour and Conservative administrations, but comprehensive schools rapidly 

became the great majority: by 1976 they were educating a third of secondary-age pupils 

(Sandbrook, 2012, p.196) and by 2020, of the roughly 3400 secondary schools In England, only 

163 were grammar schools, educating roughly 5% of the pupil population (House of 

Commons, 2020). 

Pressure to get rid of selection at age 11 arose from several sources.  There was popular 

disquiet about the finality of separating ‘sheep’ from ‘goats’ at age 11 (Jenkins, 1987, p.267-

8; Sandbrook, 2012, pp.196-7) based on a test whose validity was discredited in the early 70s 

(Joynson, 1989).  Popular literature such as Barry Hines’s A Kestrel for a Knave (Hines, 1968) 

painted a picture of uncaring life in a secondary modern school.  The policy to create 

comprehensive schools met with widespread initial support (Sandbrook, ibid).  Research had 

revealed that “success at 11+ had more to do with class than merit” (ibid p.197).   

However, early enthusiasm for comprehensives waned and public opinion became 

ambivalent.  The creation of the comprehensive school may have been popular, the closure 

of grammar schools was not.  Not only did grammar school closure dissatisfy many in the 

middle class who saw in it the provision best matched to their perceived social status, but also 

many in the working class, because closure cut off access to the upward social mobility the 

grammar schools allegedly provided, and which matched the aspirational, property- and 

share-owning society promoted by the Conservative governments of the 80s.   
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[In 1987, I was the junior member of a two-person team from the LA at a consultation 

meeting with parents and the community concerning the planned closure of a long-

established grammar school through merger with the nearby secondary modern school, 

on the latter’s site.  A hall packed with local residents implacably hostile to the idea of 

closing the grammar school, subjected us to two hours of verbal battering.  Driven to 

exasperation by the unreasoning, as we saw it, ‘debate’, my senior asked for a show of 

hands of those in favour of the retention of the secondary modern school.  Not a single 

hand went up.  “Then we have a problem of logic” he said.] 

Secondary modern schools were generally unpopular because they symbolised failure: few 

actively wanted to go to them, most ‘ending up there’; many were of poor quality and poorly 

resourced, grammar schools receiving three times the amount per pupil (Sandbrook, ibid, 

p.197), but they represented the inevitable corollary of selection (Partridge, 1965).  

In the public imagination, the rise of the comprehensive school became conflated with the 

growth of so-called ‘progressive’, child-centred methods such as mixed-ability teaching, and 

what was seen as the ‘dumbing down’ of the curriculum, less-demanding courses replacing 

study of, for example, classics.  The report of America’s National Commission on Education 

described the US high school curriculum as a “cafeteria” in which “the appetizers and desserts 

can easily be mistaken for the main courses”, with most students opting for less-demanding 

courses in physical and personal development (NCEE, 1983).  As referenced above, these 

changes in education were blamed, at least in part, for the breakdown in order and traditional 

values in society.   

Dissatisfaction with these trends from within the profession led to the writing of the Black 

Papers (1969-77), a series of articles critical of the changes; the papers’ titles, such as ‘Crisis 

in Education’ and ’The Fight for Education’, contributed to the national sense of disquiet.  The 

authors of the first two papers asked, “How far are we witnessing the progressive collapse of 

education?”.  Notable authors such as Kingsley Amis and Iris Murdoch contributed to the 

series, which spread into a broad critique of the closure of grammar schools, the loss of setting 

by ability and the growth of ‘discovery’ methods, especially in primary schools.   The papers 

were published in the Critical Quarterly, the website of which described them as “... an attack 

on the excesses of progressive education and the introduction by the Labour Party of a system 

of 11-18 comprehensives to replace the grammar school” (Critical Quarterly website).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Progressive_education
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Hunter Davies carried out a detailed study of a large comprehensive school (Davies. 1976) 

and produced a report that told a balanced story; when the BBC Panorama programme 

followed up the report, to demonstrate disorder, young people were shown smoking in the 

school, but it was later revealed that the shots were taken in local flats and the children had 

been encouraged to smoke by the programme’s producers.  Parts of these accounts Davies 

called “sneering, smearing”.  In 1978, BBC began screening Grange Hill, stories from a fictional 

North London comprehensive; in its 30-year run, the series tackled issues including drugs, 

teenage pregnancy, knife crime, sexual assault, child abuse and alcoholism.  Realistic it may 

have been, but the association with comprehensives (no-one made a similar series about 

grammar or independent schools) was unfortunate.  In 1979, Pink Floyd’s The Wall, in which 

the children of Islington Green School sang “we don’t need no education”, was issued.  

The criticisms have persisted, Alastair Campbell describing “bog-standard comprehensives” 

(Campbell, 2001) and Andrew Adonis “secondary modern comprehensives” (Adonis, 2012, 

p.12).  In his introduction to the same book, Adonis says “I saw failing comprehensive schools, 

many hundreds of them, as a cancer at the heart of English society” (ibid xi). 

The popular view of permissiveness and disorder in schools was fuelled by a small number of 

high-profile school disasters.  William Tyndale Junior School and Risinghill Secondary School, 

both in Islington, embraced extreme versions of child-centred education, such that children 

were given the choice of what, and indeed whether, to learn.  Risinghill opened in 1960 and 

closed less than five years later, ostensibly because it was unpopular with parents; 

contradictory views of it are recounted in detail in Berg (1974). Whatever the rights and 

wrongs, the closure of a large, early comprehensive school shook public confidence.  The 

William Tyndale affair achieved much greater notoriety and took place in the era of the Black 

Papers; so high-profile were the school’s problems that a parliamentary inquiry was carried 

out (Auld Report, 1976).  This concluded that the approach to discipline and the curriculum 

gave rise to anarchy in the school.  Eventually, five teachers were sacked and the school re-

organised.  The impact was far greater however: the LAs involved seemed incapable of 

controlling Tyndale and schools like it, leading to a great weakening of confidence in them, 

and to the Inner London Education Authority being first reconstituted (1986) and then 

abolished (1990). Davis (2002) provides a full account.  Other so-called ‘free’ schools in 

Liverpool and Islington faced similar problems and were closed; these incidents contributed 



31 
 

to the weakening of the powers of LAs in the 1980s and 90s (Roberts & Pring, 2012, chapters 

1, 5 and 14).    

 

The final pressure for change and improvement from within education itself came with the 

launch of international comparisons of student performance. The first such tests were TIMSS 

(Trends in International Maths and Science Study), launched in 1995.  In that year, the 

superiority of countries such as Singapore and Korea was striking, and England’s mid-table 

position came as a surprise to many (TIMMS Highlights, 1995).   The best-known test, PISA, 

describes itself (OECD PISA website, 2023) as “the OECD's Programme for International 

Student Assessment. PISA measures 15-year-olds’ ability to use their reading, mathematics 

and science knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges.”  It began in 2000, is carried out 

every three years and has steadily increased both its geographical range (now 90 countries) 

and the variety of the disciplines tested.  Although in 2000 England scored well in science, it 

was mid-table for language and mathematics, bringing further sharp pressure for 

improvement. 

 

2.5.2 Review of the literature concerning the evolution of the concepts of school 

effectiveness and improvement 

Section 2.5.1 analysed the causes of the surge in effectiveness activity; 2.5.2 analyses what 

the literature says about responses to the demand for change. 

Logic would suggest that research into school effectiveness preceded that into improvement; 

most sources therefore begin their accounts of improvement with the beginnings of 

effectiveness research in the mid-to-late-1970s (Fullan, 2008; Reynolds, 2012; Brighouse & 

Waters, 2021).  In summary, effectiveness research established that schools do have an effect, 

sought to quantify it and provided the framework of factors or correlates (what effective 

schools have/do/are) to steer the work of improvement.   This straightforward view of ‘what 

happened next’ in research is provided by both Barber (2009) and Hopkins (2014):  
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“the school effectiveness research in the 1980s … gave us increasingly well-defined portraits 

of the effective school, that led in the 1990s to increasing knowledge of school improvement 

(i.e. how to achieve effectiveness).”  (Hopkins, 2014, p.88)   

The same author confirms the point ten years later: 

“factors associated with the effective school soon led to my involvement in the nascent 

school improvement movement, where we used this research to begin to develop strategies 

and policies for making the school, and later school systems, more effective.” (Hopkins, 

2022, p,2) 

Accounts of the history of school effectiveness reference the work of Coleman, Bernstein and 

Jencks (Fullan, 2008; Reynolds et al., 2014; Brighouse & Waters, 2021, chapter 7; Hopkins, 

2022), who concluded that schools “bring little influence to bear on a child’s achievement 

that is independent of his background and general social context” (Coleman, 1966, p.325).  

This was no passing whim: sources agree that Coleman’s was a major piece of research, and 

when Jencks (1972) re-evaluated Coleman’s data and methods, he came to the same 

conclusion.  The same quotation is frequently used to summarise the thinking of this period: 

“education cannot compensate for society” (Bernstein, 1970).  Even the Plowden Report 

(Plowden, 1967), which achieved the status of holy writ among primary educators, 

emphasised the influence of home and community on children’s prospects, and the marginal 

effect of the school in comparison (ibid para. 76 et seq.).  David Reynolds describes being 

introduced at a conference in 1976 as “’[one] who persists in believing that schools make a 

difference’, after which there was prolonged, thunderous laughter” (Reynolds, 2023). 

Thus the late 1960s/early 70s was a period when the prevailing paradigm was ‘no school 

effect’; thus attempts to increase their effectiveness would be a logical inconsistency.  

Nonetheless, both Hopkins and Reynolds separately (Hopkins et al., 2014) and together 

(Hopkins & Reynolds, 2001) acknowledge earlier origins of improvement.  They point to a 

major early study in the US (Aikin, 1942) and claim that the intellectual underpinning of the 

improvement movement lies in the organisational change management work of Lewin in the 

1930s and 40s, and of Miles (1967) work on ‘organisation health’ (p.459).  Miles investigated 

schools’ ability to cope with change and found them unprepared for change because of 
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professional isolation, likening them to a set of individual classrooms held together by a 

shared heating system. 

[Classrooms in the first school in which I taught were autonomous, sometimes fiercely 

so: when a new headteacher arrived, he announced in his inaugural staff meeting his 

intention to get to know all staff by visiting our classrooms.  The very long-serving head 

of mathematics said “headmaster, the moment you enter my classroom, I shall stop 

teaching.”  What took place in a classroom was a matter solely for that teacher.] 

Such an organisation is not prepared for change, and a wave of change was about to hit 

schools.  Miles’s research recommended school- and team-based in-service training; such 

collective training did not arrive in England until ERA introduced the five statutory training 

days for all schools called, after the secretary of state responsible for the Act, ‘Baker Days’ 

(Education Reform Act (ERA), 1988). 

Further early examples of school improvement effort are provided by the work of Stenhouse 

to promote curriculum and teacher development through the ‘teacher as action researcher’ 

movement (Stenhouse, 1980) and by the numerous curriculum development projects 

developed by the Schools Council (1964 - 84).   

Despite the growing pressures for change, these developments had limited impact because 

they took place at a time when the prevailing Zeitgeist was that “academic achievement was 

related to race, class, gender or genetics” (Hopkins, 2022, Intro p.2).  Effectiveness research 

had yet to create a theoretical framework upon which to build improvement efforts:  

“many of the initiatives associated with this first phase of school improvement were ‘free 

floating’, rather than representing a systematic, programmatic and coherent approach to 

school change” (Hopkins & Reynolds, 2001, p.459).   

The same authors point out that the emphasis of the early work was on organisational change, 

not overtly linked to practice in classrooms or to outcomes for students (ibid).   

[The crudity of some of these projects was caught by Prof Ted Wragg who, in a meeting 

of the National Curriculum Committee, of which both he and I were members, described 

them to me as “‘give ’em a haircut and a homework diary’ models of school 

improvement”.]  
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A later account by Stringfield & Teddlie (2011) describes how Coleman’s conclusions had, by 

the mid-70s, come to be seen as counterintuitive.  In his history of school effectiveness 

research, Reynolds (Reynolds et al., 2014) showed that small-scale studies challenging the 

Coleman conclusion began to appear, such as those by Weber (1971) and by Reynolds himself 

(1976), each of which pointed to a school effect on student outcomes. 

However, all accounts of the evolution of improvement and effectiveness research agree that 

the work of Rutter (1979) was pivotal: this is captured by Hopkins (2022, p.2): 

“This was one of the first major studies to demonstrate unequivocally that schools do make 

a difference and that the school a child goes to, indeed the classroom they join, makes a 

significant difference to their academic progress and subsequent life chances. Rutter and 

his colleagues compared the ‘effectiveness’ of ten secondary schools in South London, on 

a range of student outcome measures, and found that despite similarities in intake and 

socio-economic context, some schools performed better and were more effective than 

others”. 

As well as demonstrating the ‘school effect’, Rutter and his colleagues measured the effect 

size and began the process of identifying those attributes characteristic of the effective 

schools, such as “the degree of academic emphasis, teacher actions in lessons, the availability 

of incentives and rewards, good conditions for pupils, and the extent to which children are 

able to take responsibility” (Rutter et al., 1979, p.178). 

They further identified a multiplier effect: the effect of the factors operating together greatly 

exceeded that of any of them operating alone.  Thus they were able to postulate that 

“individual actions or measures may combine to create a particular ethos, or set of values, 

attitudes and behaviours which will become characteristic of the school as a whole” (Rutter, 

1979, p.179). 

Tim Brighouse, then chief education officer of Oxfordshire, recalls (Brighouse & Waters, 2021, 

p.288) the “emotional excitement” brought by Rutter’s revelations to a group of his 

headteachers.   

[I felt the same: I discussed Rutter’s findings, and how they empowered schools, at an 

interview for deputy headship in 1980.  The phrase ‘school improvement’ was not in 
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common currency, but we could dimly see that the attributes Rutter was describing made 

sense, were accessible, in the sense that we could take practical actions to make them 

happen; and were convincing: they would make a difference.] 

A parallel piece of work was published in the US also in 1979:  Edmonds’s study of schools for 

the poor also challenged Coleman’s conclusions and, like Rutter, identified common 

characteristics of schools that achieved more for their pupils than others:   

“[Edmonds] identified five correlates of school effectiveness: purposeful and focused 

leadership from the principal, a focus on instruction, a safe and orderly climate, high 

expectations on the part of teachers, and frequent monitoring and assessment of student 

achievement.” (Fullan, 2008, p.1)  

What Fullan calls “Edmonds’ … famous challenge” (ibid) does not merely suggest that 

knowledge of effectiveness can lead to improvement, it rather demands that: 

  “We can, whenever and wherever we choose, successfully teach all children whose 

schooling is of interest to us. We already know more than we need to do that. Whether or 

not we do it must finally depend on how we feel about the fact that we haven’t so far” 

(Edmonds, 1979, p. 1; quoted in Fullan ibid). 

As I contend elsewhere in this text [p.117], these works marked a genuine paradigm shift from 

‘no effect’ to ‘significant effect’, a shift that can be dated precisely to 1979. 

The literature describes but does not explain the flowering of research, policy and legislation 

related to school improvement that followed the paradigm shift.   

I now analyse the expansion of activity under three headings: the contributions made by 

research, government policy and Ofsted. 

The contribution of research 

All major sources describe the expansion of effectiveness studies following 1979 as seeking 

to ratify, refine and extend the list of effectiveness correlates.    Fullan (2008) observes that 

two of the most respected such studies were led by members of the 1979 teams: in the UK, 

Mortimore, from the Rutter team, led the junior years study titled, significantly, School 
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Matters (Mortimore et al., 1988), which confirmed the Rutter findings and refined the list of 

effectiveness factors, identifying eleven.  In the US, Lezotte, from the Edmonds team, 

researched his Correlates of Effective Schools (1991), in which he modified Edmonds’ five-

factor theory to seven.  There is considerable overlap between the various lists (Fullan, 2008); 

the Lezotte 7-factor theory provides the substance: instructional leadership, clear and 

focused mission, safe and orderly environment, climate of high expectations, frequent 

monitoring of student progress, positive home-school relations, and opportunity to 

learn/student time on task (Lezotte, ibid; listed in Fullan, 2008, p.2).  Although criticised for 

their naivety (Reynolds, 2023), these seven factors still feature in lists of effectiveness 

correlates. 

In the same piece, Fullan offers the insight that the Mortimore and Lezotte studies lead in 

different directions: Mortimore’s study leads to further effectiveness studies with 

increasingly scientific and nuanced findings, whereas Lezotte is more action-focused, his work 

leading on to improvement.  Fullan therefore suggests a divergence, the European tradition 

pursuing increasing sophistication in effectiveness, the American pursuing improvement. 

Seductive as that argument is, the facts only partially bear it out.  It is certainly true that, in 

the US in the 1980s and 90s, several school reform (Improvement) programmes were set up 

including Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools (1989), Glickman’s Renewing America’s Schools 

(1993) and Slavin’s Success for all (1996) (Reynolds, Potter & Chapman, 2003).  Groups of 

schools working together, with the assistance of a support team, seem more effective in 

bringing about improvement than schools working alone.  Nunnery (1998) posits this view, 

and my own experience bears it out:  when working in support of a number of group 

improvement programmes in the 1990s and 2000s, and when carrying out the field and 

literature research for A Review of Research & Practice (Reynolds, Potter & Chapman 2003), I 

became convinced that the content of the programme, assuming it was not perverse, 

mattered less than the communality of the effort.  Bringing energy and focus to bear on 

improvement; providing some resource; sharing experience within and between schools; 

adding expertise, facilitation and impetus from the support team appeared more impactful 

than the detail of the programme’s content.   
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It is also true that, in the UK and the Netherlands in particular, further effectiveness studies 

were carried out: by the 1990s and early 2000s, adding nuance to the identified correlates:  

• the use of more sophisticated statistical analysis techniques such as multi-level modelling 

(Aitken & Longford, 1986) to isolate school-, department- and classroom-level effects 

• whether a school’s effectiveness varied by subject department (Harris, Jamieson & Ross, 

1995), or by the gender, ethnicity or social class of its students (Kyriakides, 2003) 

• a parallel group of studies emphasised teacher, rather than school, effectiveness, and 

made a strong case for the significantly greater impact of the former (Muijs et al., 2005).  

Analyses of effective teaching techniques in the Muijs study, the work of Rosenshine 

(2012) and Coe (2019) have generated clear guidance to teachers 

• others studied the durability of effectiveness: especially in areas of low socio-economic 

status (SES): whether changes to the school demographic or leadership may lead the 

changes in quality (Bellei et al., 2020) 

• ascertaining whether effectiveness principles are international (International School 

Effectiveness Research Project [ISERP]: Hopkins, 1987) 

• research into differential effectiveness among teachers and departments led to a branch 

of effectiveness research termed ‘within-school variation’, based on the insight that such 

variation dwarfs that between schools (Reynolds, 2007). 

 

It has become fashionable to rail against what authors caricature as the ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

nature of school effectiveness principles:  

“it has been found that rigid and “one-size-fits-all” policies can have a negative effect on 

schools when they leave little space for teachers and school communities to learn, 

innovate, and shape their own improvement strategies” (Giles & Hargreaves, 2006).   

School Effectiveness and School Improvement devoted an entire issue (2019 Vol. 30 Issue 3) 

to the theme.  In it, Scherer & Nilson state: 

“The days of the “one-size-fits-all” perspective on school effectiveness and improvement 

are numbered, as more and more evidence is surfacing that shows how certain groups of 

students, teachers, schools, educational systems, or even countries may not benefit from 

certain educational approaches, programs, or conditions to the same extent”. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09243453.2019.1652191
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I doubt that Rutter, Mortimore and Lezotte ever believed the principles they developed were 

universal and for all time; it is clearly unproductive to start from individual contexts, since 

individuality can only be studied in relation to norms and principles.   

To qualify Fullan’s view [p.36], major studies continued in the ‘opposite’ area: the longest-

running effectiveness study, the Louisiana School Effectiveness Study, is American, and dates 

to 1980 – 92 (Stringfield & Teddlie, 1988); while the High Reliability Schools Project (1995 – 

2000), a highly-structured attempt to apply effectiveness principles to bring about 

improvement in three LA areas, took place in the UK (Reynolds, Stringfield & Schaffer, 2006). 

By the 1990s strong arguments were being made to unite the two disciplines: 

“in their [effectiveness and improvement] orientation to outcomes, input, processes, and 

context in education, they also have much in common. In the theoretical part, different 

orientations have been analysed and combined in a model for effective school 

improvement. Based on this analysis, an evaluation framework was developed for the 

analysis of the case studies of school improvement projects ... The theoretical model and 

the results of the analyses of the case studies were combined in a framework of effective 

school improvement (Creemers, Peters & Reynolds, 1989, Introduction). 

The two disciplines have thus been aligned since the early 90s, the one creating the 

theoretical basis, and therefore the evaluation framework, for the case studies and projects 

of the other.  In interview, a leading researcher expressed the view that school effectiveness 

“has been done” (QQ).  It may be that studies continue to elaborate context-specificity, but 

the general principles have been established: meta-analyses of the field by Creemers & 

Kyriakides (2008) and by Reynolds et al. (2014) tell their story with finality. 

To a degree, the same is true of improvement: in their state-of-the-art review, Hopkins et al. 

(2014, p.257) assert that “we have learned much about how to improve individual schools, 

but successful efforts at systemic improvement have been less common”. System 

improvement lies outside the scope of the current study, but it is important to state that 

governments will clearly be interested in system-wide improvement studies (Fullan, 2008) 

because they help identify the policy levers.  Such became the interest in system 

improvement that McKinsey, the management consultancy, worked with two major figures 
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in school improvement, Michael Barber and Mona Mourshed, to produce a report on high-

performing national education systems, an international system effectiveness analysis 

(Barber & Mourshed, McKinsey, 2007). 

 

Reference is made below [p.44] to UK government-led improvement programmes such as the 

literacy and numeracy programmes of the 2000s.  Research established that these ‘next 

generation’ school improvement projects have common characteristics: 

 “a clear and comprehensive model of reform 

 strong leadership at the regional level 

 substantive training related to the goals of the programme 

 implementation support at the school level 

 an increasingly differentiated approach to school improvement” (Hopkins, Stringfield, 

Harris & Mackay, 2014 p.265). 

The authors list (ibid, pp.263-4) some examples of successful projects with these 

characteristics: in England, Improving the Quality of Education for All and High Reliability 

Schools; in Scotland, the Improving School Effectiveness Project; in Canada, the Manitoba 

School Improvement Program; and the Dutch National School Improvement Project.   

 

This account of research from the 1980s to the 2000s may give the impression of linearity and 

consensus.    It is true that the movement to support improvement in schools through a 

thorough understanding of how quality is built has moved with momentum, but there have 

been dissenting voices.  These come in two groups: those who question the methodology of 

effectiveness research, and those who question the impact of improvement. 

The first group is typified by studies such as Cuttance (1982), who mounted a critique of the 

relatively small sample of schools used by Rutter, and the invalidity of extrapolating from a 

small sample in one area to schools of all types nationwide.  Such cut and thrust (proposition, 

critique, re-evaluation and reaffirmation or adaptation) is the stuff of science and advances 

knowledge.  This study has already mentioned adaptations to the critique of ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

approaches.  Most recently, the drive to close attainment gaps has led to enhanced 

investigations into how the various effectiveness correlates operate in different contexts 
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(Chapman et al., 2011).  Anyone who doubts the venom of argument in effectiveness research 

might study the exchange of papers between Gorard (2010, 2011) and the rebuttals by, inter 

alia, Reynolds et al. (2012), concerning the validity of statistical data analysis techniques.  

Gorard uses the phrase “Numbers are like people; torture them enough and they will tell you 

anything” in the Abstract to his 2010 article. 

A leading sceptic concerning the efficacy of improvement activity is Robert Coe.  The opening 

paragraph of his inaugural lecture as director of the Centre for Evaluation and Monitoring at 

the University of Durham states: 

“standards have not risen; teaching has not improved; research that has tried to 

support improvement has generally not succeeded; even identifying which schools and 

teachers are good is more difficult than we thought” (Coe, 2013, p.1).    

Coe argues that evidence of rising standards is equivocal or elusive and provides a valuable 

check on the problems of grade inflation, especially in GCSE examinations. 

 

The contribution of government policy 

Just as there is a pivotal date in school effectiveness [1979, p.4], so there is in government 

action to reform and improve schools: 1976: Prime Minister Callaghan’s 1976 Ruskin speech.  

Earlier text described the slow pace of major education policy statements and legislation in 

the first three-quarters of the twentieth century and its remarkable acceleration in the final 

quarter; and the shift of policy focus from the organisation of education to reforming the 

processes of schooling and improving the quality of its outcomes.   

Although. as earlier text also explained, there was a significant gap between the Ruskin 

speech and major government action, the serious economic and electoral problems facing 

governments in the late 1970s deflecting political energy away from education, nonetheless 

Ruskin represented a hinge-point.  The early years of the Conservative government, elected 

in 1979 with the most radical neoliberal Secretary of State for Education in Keith Joseph (from 

1981), saw a flurry of education legislation, but little of it directed at school reform and 

improvement: the 1979 Act dealt with the repeal of the requirement for LAs to prepare plans 

for their secondary schools to become comprehensive; the 1980 Act was more radical, 
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including plans for assisted places at independent schools and the growth of parent power on 

governing bodies; and the 1981 Act was mainly concerned with the implementation of the 

Warnock report’s proposals for pupils with special educational needs.  The 1984 and 1986 

Acts introduced the theme of central control over education (such as requiring LAs to earmark 

funds for nationally determined programmes), a theme that was to expand rapidly over the 

next few years.   The second Education Act of 1986 required schools to write and publish their 

curriculum policies and for their governors to report annually to parents on the progress of 

their school: openness and parental influence, prompted by Ruskin ten years earlier. 

 

The direction of travel is clear: the government response to the criticisms and pressures for 

change, and to the growing understanding of school effectiveness, can be seen in the twin 

themes of greater control at the periphery (schools and parents) and at the centre 

(government), with a corresponding reduction in control by LAs.  On the one hand, increased 

local management of schools and greater parental involvement, in line with Joseph’s small 

government, market forces neoliberalism; but on the other, increased government control of 

funding and the curriculum.  The steps at this stage are small: ten years after Callaghan’s 

tentative questioning whether the nation should mandate a curriculum (“It is not my 

intention to become enmeshed in such problems as whether there should be a basic 

curriculum with universal standards - although I am inclined to think there should be” 

(Callaghan, 1976)), very little change had taken place.  Thereafter, change was rapid and, 

following ERA (1988), England had a fully-fledged National Curriculum covering ten subjects 

(plus religious education), applicable to all pupils between the ages of 5 and 16.    

  

Although there was a flurry of significant school-focused legislation over the following ten 

years, two acts of parliament stand out as creating fundamental change in the educational 

model and the placing of improvement centre stage: those of 1988 and 1992.  Their effects 

were to bring market forces to bear on education; to weaken LAs mortally; to put 

headteachers and governors firmly in charge of schools and their budgets; and to apply a tight 

set of accountability measures to schools (a required curriculum, national tests and league 

tables, ubiquitous inspection).    
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Stephen Ball (2021) describes the outcome as: “The state funds and manages the system, 

using performance measures and requirements to ‘steer at a distance’ … with a primary 

concern for global economic competitiveness” (p.21). 

The terms of ERA were skilfully crafted to create a marketplace within which parents could 

choose.  The logic chain ran as follows, with the main clauses of the Act underlined.  To be in 

a marketplace:  

 schools had to be funded such that good schools would attract more pupils and expand 

their budgets: per pupil funding.  Little was said about the corollary that less-good schools 

would dwindle 

 to enable good schools to grow, they had to be able to attract pupils from anywhere, not 

just a notional catchment area: open enrolment 

 almost all the budget, most of which had previously been held by LAs in the form of 

staffing and premises costs, was transferred to headteachers and governors: local 

management of schools.  Schools that wished could apply to leave the LA altogether, 

receive the entire budget and become, effectively, independent schools within the 

maintained sector, so-called grant-maintained schools, the ancestors of academies 

 being in control of their budgets meant that schools would make different choices and 

would vary in style and quality, enabling real choice for parents, the obverse of open 

enrolment for schools being parental choice of school 

 parents must be able to compare schools on a fair basis.  A National Curriculum would 

ensure like-for-like comparison and provide entitlement for pupils 

 schools therefore began to market themselves, including through a mandatory 

prospectus, latterly a website, containing statutory information such as policies and 

examination results, to help parents choose 

 to assist their choice, it was argued that parents also needed hard data on school 

performance, and thus there would be national tests for all pupils at ages 7, 11, 14 and 16 

(GCSE), the results to be drawn up and published by school in its prospectus and in 

government-produced league tables (from 1993). 

 

The final piece in this elegantly crafted legislation to subject schools to market forces and 

increase their accountability was added by the 1992 Education Act, which created Ofsted, 
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which would employ independent inspection teams to inspect all schools regularly to a 

standard framework, and publish each school’s report, including a summary issued to all 

parents.  Key features of the new inspections in relation to school improvement are 

considered below, [p.154 et seq.]. To fund the new inspections, the government withdrew 

money from local authorities.  With another education act (1993) making it easier for schools 

to become grant-maintained, it is unsurprising that LAs were described as “unloved and 

unwanted” by Howard Davies of the Audit Commission (Davies, 1991).  As Ball (2021, p.85) 

points out, the government then gave Ofsted the power to inspect local authorities.  

Underlying these legislative changes are a mistrust of teachers, based on 1970s stereotypes 

of ‘anarchic’ schools, a belief that standards were not high enough, based on data from 

international comparison tests, and that those standards would be raised by a combination 

of accountability measures and competition (Ball, 2021). Just before it lost power, the 

Conservative government published a White Paper Self-government for Schools in which it 

summarised the principles that had guided its work in schools:  

“Over the past decade the Government has introduced a wide range of reforms to raise 

standards … based on two key principles - that parents should have more choice in 

deciding the education they want for their children, and that schools should have more 

freedom to run their own affairs.” (White Paper, 1996, p.iii para.1) 

 

School improvement featured strongly in the agenda of the Labour governments from 1997 

– 2010, following Blair’s “Education, Education, Education” mantra (Blair, 1996).  Ball (2021 

p.91), in a briefing paper to the Labour party conference of 1998, listed no fewer than “47 

education-related policies, initiatives and funding decisions”. 

It has been remarked (Crisp et al., 2009; Ball, 2021) that there was more continuity than 

change between the Conservative government of Major and the Labour government of Blair; 

“a remarkable degree of continuity … reflecting the shift in British politics away from 

traditional left-right divisions and towards a neo-liberal orthodoxy.” (Crisp et al., 2009, p.58).  

Only one element of the changes introduced by the Conservatives was reversed by Labour: 

the grant-maintained programme.  Indeed, in response to Blair’s “education, education, 
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education”, John Major remarked that he had the same priorities but in a different order 

(Major, 2011).  

 

Conservative governments created the framework of the drive to raise standards; the Labour 

government intervened more directly in improvement.  Leading improvement researchers, 

Michael Barber and David Hopkins, were hired as senior education advisers to the 

Department for Education, and David Reynolds led the National Numeracy Strategy.  

   

In a White Paper Excellence in Schools (DfEE, 1997), published within two months of taking 

office, the new government committed itself to place education at the heart of government, 

raise standards for the many, not the few, and to put standards before structures.  A 

Standards and Effectiveness Unit was established under Michael Barber. 

  

Policy developments to deliver these objectives can be summarised under four main 

headings: 

 strategies to raise standards across the piece, such as appointing a SIP to all schools (DfES, 

2004a, p.9), and programmes to improve leadership (the National Professional 

Qualification for Headship, NPQH, from 1998) and governance in schools (Ambition 

Institute, 2023)   

 strategies to tackle weak or under-performing schools, such as the academies programme 

(Education Act, 2000), designed to raise standards in areas of long-term, serious 

deprivation and educational under-achievement by creating new, beacon schools; and 

group of initiatives to tackle low-achieving schools. Schools Facing Challenging 

Circumstances, the Improving Schools Programme and the National Challenge were all 

large-scale programmes employing the concept of a floor standard: all schools failing to 

reach an arbitrary standard in either the primary school tests or GCSE examinations were 

entered into a programme of support and challenge and provided with additional 

resources 

 large-scale curriculum programmes, especially the strategies, totalling 14 National 

Strategies Programmes (DfE, 2011a) spanning the age-range from early years to post-16, 

many subjects and aspects such as behaviour and attendance 
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 in part a response to the tragic deaths of Victoria Climbie and others, the Green Paper 

Every Child Matters (ECM) (DfES 2003) formally widened the goals of education to include 

children’s safety, their health and wellbeing and their enjoyment of life and education.  

Chapters 4 and 5 show the great importance attached by my interviewees to this 

document, and the developments like Sure Start Centres that flowed from it. 

 

Labour also committed itself from the outset to close gaps in attainment, the 1997 White 

Paper vowing “to raise the attainment of ethnic minority pupils” (DfEE, 1997). 

. 

The Coalition government which came to power in 2010 signalled its intentions for education, 

and specifically for school improvement, as rapidly and firmly as its predecessor had in 1997; 

within months, policy statements and rapid legislation underlined two beliefs about school 

improvement:  

1. That it is the job of schools rather than government, local or national, to improve schools: 

“the time is right for central government to step back from much of the central 

initiatives that have been developed over recent years and to consolidate resources 

and decision-making at school level, allowing schools to determine their own needs” 

(DfE, 2011. p.3)  

In their later review of school-based improvement carried out for the government, 

Greatbach & Tate (2019) use the phrase “a self-improving school-led system” (p.3) to 

encapsulate the intention.   The change in approach prompted another surge in research: 

Greatbach & Tate based their review on 154 studies, 87 of which took place between 2015 

and 2018 (ibid).  The government based its approach on the early work of Potter (2004), 

Chapman & Allen (2006) on the effectiveness of what were then called ‘federations’ and 

later re-named multi-academy trusts (MATs) (DfE 2016a), with their potential to share 

skilled leadership, expertise and resources. 

2. That standards in English schools were not high enough and measures should be taken to 

drive them up. Secretary of State Gove claimed that the ‘improvements’ of the Labour 

years had in significant measure been the result of ‘dumbing down’ (less challenging 

curriculum and testing) and of ‘gaming the system’ to meet targets such as five or more 

higher-grade GCSEs.  He made it clear that “the fundamental problem with our schools is 

that not enough of them are good enough” (Gove, 2012).   
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In pursuit of the first belief or objective:  

 Several of the then-current requirements were dubbed “regulation and bureaucracy” and 

removed, such as those for schools to have a SIP and to produce a Self-Evaluation Form; 

the National Strategies programmes were abruptly ended.  The Education White Paper, 

published in November 2010 (DfE, 2010a), strongly rejects the interventionist approaches 

of the previous government:  

“Over recent years, centralised approaches to improving schools have become the norm. 

Government has tended to lead, organise and systematise improvement activity seeking 

to ensure compliance with its priorities. …. We think that this is the wrong approach. … 

[it] reduces the capacity of the school system to improve itself. Instead, our aim should 

be to support the school system to become more effectively self-improving. The primary 

responsibility for improvement rests with schools, and the wider system should be 

designed so that our best schools and leaders can take on greater responsibility, leading 

improvement work across the system” (ibid paras. 21 & 22). 

 enhanced collaboration between schools would be facilitated by freeing them from the 

control of LAs: interested groups were enabled to set up free schools, and it was made 

easy for schools to become academies, the right of governors, local authorities or parents 

to oppose academisation having been removed (Academies Act, DfE 2010b) 

 the Labour government’s concept of ‘academy’, in the words of Secretary of State 

Blunkett when launching the programme, was to “break the cycle of low expectations” 

(Blunkett, 2000) in deprived communities.  By the time Labour left office in 2010, there 

were about 200 academies open (Gillard, 2018).  The Coalition/Conservative concept of 

academy was akin to that of the grant-maintained school: a strong school freed from LA 

control, and the intention was that academy status should become the norm.  At various 

times in the 2010s, announcements were made of the intention that all schools must 

become academies.  The strongest were given the power to set up MATs and take on 

weaker schools, becoming responsible for their improvement.  The number of academies 

expanded rapidly, to around 2000 by 2012 and over 10,000 by the end of 2022.  Around 

80% of the secondary school population, and 40% of primary, attend an academy (DfE, 

2022a) 
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 local education authorities were renamed ‘local authorities’ in 2010. 

 

To pursue the second belief or objective: 

 the performance of UK schools was compared, especially through PISA, with the highest-

achieving school systems such as Finland and Singapore.   The opening paragraph of The 

Case for Change (DfE, 2010a) refers to international comparative studies and to the 

influential McKinsey study (Barber & Mourshead, 2007) to prove that the previous 

administration’s strategies had not worked, and that change was needed:  Secretary of 

State Gove reinforced the point in his speech (2012) to the Spectator Conference. 

“Over the past 15 years, a number of major studies have examined systematically how 

well students perform in literacy, mathematics and science in different countries of the 

world at different ages. These studies have begun to expose how well different education 

systems are doing – and have cast the education debate in this country in a wholly new 

light. In the latest round of tests of 15-year olds (PISA), England was 17th in reading, 24th 

in mathematics and 14th in science – ahead of countries like Spain, the USA and Italy, but 

still well behind, for example, Finland, Hong Kong and Canada” (DfE, 2010a, para.1) 

 the phrase ‘world-class schools’ came into frequent use, such as from the Prime Minister’s 

introduction to the White Paper The Importance of Teaching (DfE, 2010c, p.3), 

accompanied by ‘policy-borrowing’ from nations deemed to have world-class systems, 

such as from Singapore and Shanghai for mathematics   

 making the argument for school-based improvement: The Case for Change focuses 

significantly (para. 61 et seq.) on the way countries successful in PISA tests have shifted 

their national education policies away from central control towards improvement 

programmes controlled by schools themselves: 

“the top-down approach ….. was seen to be limiting to the further development of the 

system. There is also a significant international trend towards greater curriculum 

autonomy in schools” (para. 64) 

“There is strong evidence that the most effective systems in the world seek to combine 

significant operational independence for schools with effective accountability.” (para. 71) 

The paper also (para. 79) uses evidence from the English academies programme to show 

that autonomous schools perform better academically 
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 focusing relentlessly on under-performing schools, increasing the power of government 

to direct such schools into MATs which would bring about their improvement or closure  

 closing attainment gaps, especially that between disadvantaged pupils and their peers, 

particularly through the introduction of the Pupil Premium Grant in 2011 

 emphasising a knowledge-based curriculum through a thorough revision of the National 

Curriculum in 2015.  The purpose, as described in the consultation document (DfE, 2013 

para. 1.1), would be to: “ensure that the new National Curriculum embodies rigour and 

high standards and …. to ensure that all children are taught the essential knowledge in 

the key subject disciplines”.  Tests and examinations at both primary and secondary levels 

were made more demanding, with nine levels replacing the previous eight grades at GCSE 

 emphasising the importance of subject content and knowledge through the introduction 

of the English Baccalaureate (EBacc), a virtual qualification achieved by gaining good 

passes in each of English, mathematics, sciences, history or geography and a modern 

foreign language 

 for the first time, determining acceptable pedagogy, such as the requirement to teach 

synthetic phonics and promoting ‘mastery’ programmes, especially in mathematics.  

Through innovations such as the Education Endowment Federation and Oak Academy, the 

government promotes targeted research and development to improve classroom 

practice, especially to raise the standards achieved by disadvantaged pupils 

 building the means of system improvement.  The Labour government had introduced the 

National Leader of Education (NLE) in 2006, high-quality leaders of high-quality schools 

who wished to help increase the leadership capacity, and thus to help raise standards, in 

other schools.  The Coalition built on this programme by enhancing leaders’ roles and 

adding further components to system leadership:   

- National Leader of Governance (2012) to play a role for governance analogous to that 

played by NLEs in school leadership 

- professional leadership qualifications for senior and middle leaders 

- Teaching Schools (Academies Act, 2010), a network of outstanding schools which 

would provide high-quality training and development to school staff and support to 

schools and teams in difficulty 
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- Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs): from early in the history of academies, some had 

worked together, taken over weaker neighbours or cloned themselves.  Research 

within the DfE Academies Division (Potter 2004) pointed to the success of a number 

of such school federations in turning round weak schools.   Federations became 

academy chains and then MATs and have become the government’s preferred 

delivery model for the improvement of weak schools.  Schools which are deemed 

inadequate are compulsorily converted into academies and placed with a MAT chosen 

by government (DfE, 2016a). 

The contribution of Ofsted 

Before the creation of Ofsted in 1992, school inspection was haphazard.  In my 18 years in 

teaching, none of the five schools in which I taught was inspected.  The annual inspection of 

all schools, established in the mid-nineteenth century, was abandoned in 1902, and for the 

next 90 years schools had been inspected, if at all, by a small national force of HMI, or by LA 

inspectors, to individual and mostly unpublished standards (DES, 1970; 1982).   

Although under the terms of the Education Act 1944 the Secretary of State was charged with 

the duty to “cause inspections to be made of every educational establishment … at 

appropriate intervals” (Ministry of Education, 1944, p.56, Sec.7(2)), the force of HMI who 

carried out these inspections was too small to inspect every school (DES, 1970).  When schools 

did receive a full HMI inspection, the criteria for judgement were unpublished and 

inconsistent between schools, and the reports were confidential and unpublished until 1983.  

The Education Act 1992 mandated frequent, systematic inspection of all maintained schools.    

Ofsted brought standard, published criteria for judgement; standard formats for inspections 

and reports; a regular cycle of inspection; published reports, including a summary sent to all 

parents; and a requirement for action plans to be written by the school to respond to the 

issues raised by the inspection, also made available to parents.  Schools were categorised on 

a 5 (later 7) point scale.  Inspectors were required to report when they judged schools to be 

‘at risk’: either as having ‘serious weaknesses’ (weaknesses so serious that the school is 

unlikely to escape from them unaided) or ‘requiring special measures’: failing to provide its 

pupils with an acceptable standard of education and not possessing the capacity to make the 
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necessary improvements (Ofsted, 1995).   Between 1992 and the first inspections in 1993, 

Ofsted produced its Handbook for Inspection, the manual for inspectors and schools laying 

out the purposes and conduct of inspections; this contained the Framework for Inspection, a 

statement of the content of the inspection and the report, the judgements to be made and 

how they were to be arrived at, and a summary of such law as related to each area.  The 

Framework has been modified frequently in the subsequent 30 years, often in detail, 

sometimes, such as in 2005 and again in 2019, radically. 

Ofsted’s engagement with school improvement has varied: the 2022 version of the Handbook 

does not refer to the aims of inspection, while earlier versions did: in the 2013 version (Ofsted, 

2013, p.4), one of the three purposes of inspection is listed as to “promote the improvement 

of individual schools and the education system as a whole” (the other two purposes are to 

provide information to parents and to parliament) and goes on to explain how it “drives and 

supports” (ibid) school improvement: 

 “raises expectations by setting the standards of performance and effectiveness 

expected of schools 

 provides a sharp challenge and the impetus to act where improvement is needed  

 clearly identifies strengths and weaknesses  

 recommends specific priorities for improvement for the school and, when appropriate, 

checks on and promotes subsequent progress  

 promotes rigour in the way that schools evaluate their own performance, thereby 

enhancing their capacity to improve.” (Ofsted, 2013a, p.4) 

As Rosenthal (2004, p.143) notes, “The general philosophy of [Ofsted’s] approach is well 

described by its motto: “Improvement through Inspection”.  This strapline was only in use for 

a small part of Ofsted’s life, being replaced by “raising standards, improving lives”. 

As Reynolds et al. (2012) note, from quite early in its life, Ofsted based its criteria around 

educational effectiveness research, in particular commissioning a review of research leading 

to a composite set of ‘school effectiveness criteria’ from Pam Sammons (Sammons et al., 

1995). 
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Research evidence of the impact of inspection on school improvement is varied, cautious and 

not strongly positive: the National Audit Office (NAO, 2018) began its report by saying that 

“The ultimate measure of the value for money of Ofsted’s inspection of schools is the impact 

it has on the quality of education, relative to the cost”, and concluded that:  

 “Ofsted does not know whether its school inspections are having the intended impact: 

to raise the standards of education and improve the quality of children’s and young 

people’s lives” (para. 20).   

However, “There is some evidence that inspections are helping schools to improve” (ibid para. 

22), a judgement based only on the perceptions of headteachers.  Rosenthal (2004, p.143) 

claims the opposite but is cautious: “there exists a small but well-determined adverse, 

negative effect associated with the Ofsted inspection event for the year of the inspection.”  

The report into inspection commissioned by Ofsted from NFER (McCrone et al., 2009) was 

more positive: “Inspection was generally perceived to have achieved a direct positive impact 

on school improvement in terms of assessment and, to some extent, quality of teaching, and 

to have contributed to improved attainment” (p.iv).  Case, Case & Catling (2000) deliver a 

bitter attack on Ofsted’s impact on primary teachers, concluding that:  

“Despite the evident intensity of the Ofsted experience, teachers in our study uniformly 

indicate that, one year after inspection, it has had no lasting impact on what they do in 

the classroom” (Abstract, p.605) and that “Ofsted is stage-managed public 

‘accountability’” (ibid).  

Most evaluations of the impact of Ofsted, like those cited above and that by Scanlon (1999), 

focus on the impact of inspection itself on schools and teachers; it is unsurprising that teacher 

perceptions tend to the negative.  A much greater impact comes from schools’ close attention 

to Ofsted’s criteria in editions of the Framework and in inspection reports, and adapting to 

changes therein.  Following race riots in the north of England in 2001, the government 

introduced a legal duty upon schools to promote community cohesion; Ofsted was required 

to monitor and report on how effectively they did so (DCSF, 2007).  Ofsted removed this 

criterion from its schedule in 2010, since when I have seen not a single mention of community 

cohesion in any of the several dozen school improvement plans I have read. 
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A much larger-scale example of how Ofsted criteria drive school priorities relates to the 

curriculum.  Earlier versions of the Framework placed the curriculum as a ‘contributory factor’ 

(Ofsted, 1992) and later as one aspect of leadership and management (Ofsted, 2015, p.12).  

In 2019, Ofsted announced a major revision of the Framework, arguing that: 

“the main thrust of the typical inspection conversation has come to be about recent 

outcomes, assessment of current ‘pupil progress’ and expectations of future progress. 

Schools have responded to this with workload-intensive management models that focus 

on data and prediction….. We accept that developments in our inspection practice over 

time have contributed to this imbalance in the accountability system.” (Ofsted, 2019b, 

p.3) 

This acceptance that the Ofsted process had contributed to a distortion in school practice, to 

schools being obsessed with the collection and analysis of pupil performance data, led Ofsted 

consciously to re-focus schools on what is taught and learned: Ofsted believed that “a focus 

on substance, on the knowledge and skills that we want pupils to acquire, is often lost” (ibid 

p.4).  The subsequent focus in schools on ensuring that subject leaders can articulate the 

intent, implementation and impact of their curriculum is ubiquitous.         

  

2.6 SUMMARY: KEY ISSUES ARISING FROM THE REVIEW; THE STATE OF KNOWLEDGE IN 

THE RESEARCH FIELD; LINKS WITH THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The key ideas to emerge from this review together summarise the state of effectiveness and 

improvement research. 

1. It is argued, including by Reynolds (2023), that school effectiveness research is 

“complete”: barring minor refinement, we have a secure understanding of what 

characterises an effective school, one that produces better outcomes for its students than 

other schools with similar intakes. 

2. Reynolds (ibid) further suggests that school improvement, the implementation of the 

known principles, is a “weak link”.  The ‘what’ is well known, the ‘how’ less so. 

3. Other authors, notably Hopkins (2014), claim that we have considerable understanding of 

how to improve individual schools, but that our ideas of system-wide improvement are 

less developed.   
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4. However, significant research such as that by Barber & Mourshead (2007) clarifies the 

characteristics of effective school systems.  What appears to be missing is therefore 

principles of implementation.   

5. A number of the key ideas within school improvement are not defined with clarity: this is 

partly attributable to the lack of nationally determined aims for education.  As a result, 

improvement is frequently analysed narrowly, generally in terms of test/examination 

performance, and thus it is unclear whether aspects of rising importance, such as young 

people’s welfare and mental health, are included within ‘school improvement’.  

6. Likewise, ‘consistency’ is a term used frequently in the field of effectiveness and 

improvement, but one which is rarely defined or circumscribed: which aspects of 

schooling benefit from consistency is an issue to be addressed.   

7. Because of the narrow focus, school improvement literature neglects what I have termed 

‘underlying improvement’: aspects of schooling that make schools better places in which 

to learn.   

8. Analyses in the literature of the causes of the surge in school improvement activity in the 

last quarter of the twentieth century are partial and piecemeal.   

9. The literature does not provide an explanation for the rapidity with which school 

effectiveness and improvement activity spread and diversified. 

10. There is an ongoing debate about the reality, not of school effectiveness research, which 

is not seriously disputed, but of school improvement: there are relatively few but vocal 

and articulate school improvement deniers. 

 

The following five paragraphs are reflections on the influence of these summary points on my 

research questions. 

The first ‘question’ concerns the validity of the untested underlying proposition that 

improvement dominated educational thinking and action in the period.  Evidence from the 

work of Hallinger & Kovacevic (2019) strongly supports the proposition; evidence from 

interviews is necessary to confirm or deny the proposition. 

The second research question asks why this was the case: what combination of external 

(socio-econo-political) and internal (educational) factors led education to be dominated by 
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school improvement during the period?  Evidence from the literature review (point 8 above) 

is patchy and not joined up: this research will combine the literature evidence with that from 

interviews, especially with those with a background in social, economic and political history, 

to create a more comprehensive analysis, classifying the causes and showing how they 

combined to drive improvement. 

Point 9 above states that the literature lacks an explanation for the rapid evolution of the 

school improvement paradigm and its relationship to the effectiveness ‘paradigm’.  the 

research will seek an explanation for this, the third research question.    

The largest single component of the research will concern the fourth question: to identify 

what key groups of educators (school leaders, policy makers at local and national level) have 

understood by ‘improvement’, and the actions taken as a result.  Points 1 – 6 above form a 

chain of reasoning suggesting that clarifying how school leaders and others interpret 

‘improvement’, and how they bring it about will lie at the heart of the thesis. Since it would 

be idle to suggest that genuine school improvement (as opposed to apparent improvement 

through outside influences such as a major change in a school’s intake) happens 

spontaneously, the leadership of improvement will be a major theme. 

The final research question, identifying the impact of fifty years of school improvement, and 

implications for the future, responds in particular to point 10, but also engages with 

complexities of definition raised by point 5. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The chapter begins with a restatement of the research questions and an account of the 

structure of the chapter, the bulk of which details and justifies the main research design 

choices (3.2), with an analysis of their attendant problems and limitations (3.3) and of ethical 

consideration (3.4).  Decisions are summarised (3.5).   

 

Table 2: Summary of research questions and methodology 

Research questions Methodology 

1. To test the extent to which school 
improvement has dominated educational 
thinking and action in the period. 

 

Scrutiny of research in both scholarly and 
especially grey literature 
Interviews, especially with school leaders 

2. To ascertain why this has this been the case: 
what combination of external (socio-econo-
political) and internal (educational) factors 
led education to be dominated by school 
improvement during this 50-year period.   

 

Literature review 
Interviews, especially with policy makers 

3. To analyse and explain the rapid evolution of 
the school improvement paradigm. 
Identifying how it related to the pre-existing 
school effectiveness paradigm.    

 

Literature review 
Interviews, especially with researchers 
and policy makers 
Autoethnography * 

4. To identify what key groups of educators 
(researchers, policy makers at local and 
national level, school leaders) have 
understood by ‘improvement’, and the 
actions they have taken as a result. 

 

Interviews, especially with headteachers 

Autoethnography * 

5. To identify the impact of fifty years of school 
improvement, and implications for the future. 

 

Literature review and interview, but 
particularly reflection on all evidence 
 
Autoethnography *  
 
 

 

*  Elements of autoethnography validate and triangulate researched data (explained p.63 et 
seq.) 
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3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN DECISIONS 

Decisions concerning the research design (3.2) analysed and justified here are: 

Research philosophy (3.2.1): “what the researcher perceives to be truth, reality and 

knowledge” (Ryan, 2018, p.2).  When the research questions are addressed to the 

phenomena being researched, which approaches (quantitative/qualitative, positivist/ 

interpretivist; inductive/deductive) are appropriate and why? 

Research strategy (3.2.2): the plan of methods, describing and justifying how the research 

was conducted and the data collected (including the sampling strategy). 

Time Horizon (3.2.3): decisions about the period over which the data were collected. 

Data analysis (3.2.4): the choice of methods explained and justified. 

3.2.1 Research philosophy   

The phenomena studied here are school effectiveness and school improvement; the 

philosophy of this study mirrors that of the research which it investigates.  From data 

generated by sampling the literature of the subject and by interviewing a sample of 

practitioners, I developed theories or models of how schools improve: an inductive approach.  

Research studies into effectiveness and improvement have, over 50 years, also been 

predominantly inductive: samples of schools were studied to ascertain which attributes 

correlate with high performance and theory was developed from the sample. The 

methodology of the LSES is typical: identify a number of schools whose performance makes 

them, over time, positive or negative outliers in their socio-economic group, and research the 

characteristics they have in common.   

I carried out the work in the knowledge that a different sample might generate some different 

data, and that a different researcher might draw some different conclusions: thus this study 

is also interpretivist.  Effectiveness and improvement research is similar, accepting that there 

are multiple versions of reality, and that different researchers and practitioners see the 

concept of school improvement differently, based on their context and experience; thus they 

are also interpretivist. 

School effectiveness studies may be correlative by nature, seeking to identify which attributes 

of schools are associated with high performance, and so involve a measure of quantification, 
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but in essence they are qualitative.   They gather and analyse data about school attributes 

such as values, teaching styles and quality, and leadership, often in the form of opinion.  The 

current study is similarly qualitative. 

 

In detail, however, the journey from the first research question to the last represents one 

from a more deductive/positivist approach to one which is inductive/interpretivist, although 

it remains qualitative throughout.  

The first question takes the hypothesis that the theme of improvement dominated schools 

during the period from around 1970 and “designs a research strategy to test [it]” (Wilson, 

2010, p7), falsifying or corroborating it: a definition of deductive method.  Although not 

quantitative, as such studies most commonly are (Soiterman, 2010), the process drew 

evidence from research literature and the experience of practitioners to test the hypothesis.  

Incidentally, by identifying the period of rapid change and focus on improvement in education 

in England, the response to the first research question also explained and justified the choice 

of research period: 1970 – 1920. 

By association, the same part of the study is positivist in that it pursues a verifiable answer to 

a question.  The questions in question 1 are more susceptible to such answers than other 

parts of this study but, by asking “to what extent”, the question is not liable to a yes/no 

answer but rather one in the form “to a considerable extent”.  The great majority of energy 

and activity in a school is devoted to the maintenance function: the organisation and delivery 

of teaching and care to students.  The margin of time, energy and money left over may, at any 

one moment, in any one school, be devoted to issues such as finance, staffing or safeguarding.  

Answering this first research question positively, as I do, means that, over time and across 

schools, this precious margin of ‘discretionary time’ was spent predominantly on issues of 

effectiveness and improvement. 

The questions associated with question 2, which seeks reasons for the surge in importance of 

school improvement, retain elements of the deductive approach: they relate to the 

development of effectiveness and improvement over time, and parts of the answer are 

historical ‘truths’.  However, the gap in the research literature lies in the identification of 

contextual factors: the range of social, economic, political and educational factors that drove 
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the burgeoning of improvement.  This is not the testing of a theory but the building of one 

from a diverse evidence base: a range of documentary sources with divergent theories of 

economy, society and politics; and evidence from interviews, the views and lived experiences 

of a diverse group of educationists.   The task of creating a coherent and comprehensive 

account of the context is thus inductive, developing a theory; by drawing on a range of views 

and imposing a framework on them, it is also interpretive.   

The questions related to the second question attempt to explain origins (‘why’ questions) 

those around the third seek to explain the rapid evolution of the school improvement 

paradigm: ‘how’ questions.  The journey through this third question to the final two shows 

the increasing predominance of an inductive, interpretivist approach.  Questions related to 

question 4 (what educationists have understood by ‘improvement’) are answered mainly 

through interview, drawing on policymakers’, researchers’ and school leaders’ 

understandings of effectiveness and improvement, how they came to those understandings 

and translated them into action.  The process of eliciting these opinions and crafting them 

into a coherent narrative and theory is fundamentally inductive and interpretivist.   

The final question uses all the evidence from questions 1-4, combined with the author’s 

diverse experience of effectiveness and improvement policy and practice, to evaluate the 

impact of school improvement: again interpretivist. 

As noted, the study researched choices and opinions; I chose interviewees and the questions 

to ask them; I classified data in particular ways to generate hypotheses.  All of these involve 

the researcher in interpreting the field and are thus by definition inductive and interpretivist 

in approach.  This is a study which, by using qualitative data from semi-structured interviews 

and autoethnography as its methodologies, actively promotes the notion that reality is 

shaped by the observer and is therefore liable to various interpretations.  The Saunder et al. 

(2019, p144-145) analysis of research philosophies describes the axiology of interpretivist 

studies as typically involving the researchers in the study; its autoethnographic component 

clearly demonstrates that this is true of the current study, which is necessarily selective and, 

to that extent, subjective.  Both Hudson and Ozanne (1988) and Saunder et al. (ibid) describe 

the ontology of interpretivism as complex, multiple and relative, since such an approach 

treats the phenomena being studied as undergoing revision through interaction with 

researchers’ different interpretations.  Finally, Interpretivist epistemology, how it defines 
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acceptable knowledge, generalises to construct theory from observation. It is subjective in its 

analyses, accepting that researchers will, through their interactions, affect the subjects of the 

research and vice versa.  As a result, reality in this study is necessarily co-constructed (Berger 

& Luckman, 1969). 

Saunders et al. (2019, pp.154-5) describe the strength of induction as its ability to enable 

prediction: generalising from many observations makes it possible to state what is likely to 

happen.  Observing a thousand white cats doesn’t prevent the thousand and first being black, 

but the next cat encountered is likely to be white.  The approach also promotes flexibility, the 

variety of interpretations provided by different researchers strengthening the resulting 

theory.  Effectiveness and improvement studies work this way and have been cumulative; by 

drawing on them, and by working with a sample of interviewees, so is the current study.   

The inherent weakness of an inductive approach is, mutatis mutandis, the potential for 

inaccuracy through incompleteness.  Hume’s challenge to induction was that it lacks a chain 

of reasoning, merely aligning to the Uniformity Principle: what happens is assumed to be the 

same as what has happened before (Hume, 1739, Book 1, part iii, section 6).  Had researchers 

studied other schools or interviewed other leaders, they might have found conflicting data; 

had they correlated different variables, they might have generated different hypotheses.  As 

the sub-section about interviews shows [p.61 et seq.], selecting interviewees and shaping 

conclusions from the analysis of interview transcripts by a process of coding, necessarily 

encounters the Hume challenge inherent in all inductive studies; [p.68] shows how I sought 

to mitigate the problem. 

3.2.2 Research Strategy  

The study uses three methods: scrutiny of documents, both grey and scholarly; semi-

structured interviews and an element of autoethnography.  Each question was investigated 

using all three methods [table p.55], but in different proportions.   

In the case of the first question, the views of school leaders gathered in interviews provided 

an important perspective on what had dominated their thinking and actions, while the review 

of literature provided historical evidence.  Research into the origins of the school 

improvement ‘movement’ (second question) also leaned heavily on literature, while most of 
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the evidence for the third and fourth questions was drawn from interviews.  Findings related 

to the final question are based on reflection on the evidence from all sources.   

The autoethnographic component, my own experience in the field, informs all questions and 

acts to verify or triangulate the researched material.  An account of this experience and a 

justification for its use in the study, appears on [p.67 et seq.]. 

 

3.2.2.1 Documentary review 

Here I categorise the literature studied, and the filtering techniques and search terms used to 

reduce the potential volume to manageable proportions. 

Four types of grey literature are significant to the study:  

 Political papers: major party manifestoes for general elections; education White Papers 

and legislation.  These denote the changing political prominence of education, the 

changing profile of school improvement, and current political thinking about how best to 

bring about and support improvement (especially questions 1, 2, and 4).  

 Educational outcome data (test and examination results, attendance data) track 

improvement (especially research question 5).  The choice of what to measure and publish 

conveys agencies’ concept of significance, what they see quality and improvement to be 

about (research question 4). 

 Evaluation reports: the school inspection reports of HMI were infrequent and had 

restricted circulation.  The fact of universal, published inspection reports since 1993 is a 

major indicator of the rising social and political importance of school effectiveness; that 

such inspections were to be repeated every few years demonstrates that changes in 

school effectiveness over time (improvement) was seen as equally important. 

 Two Ofsted publications were analysed to track changes in the indictors of quality: the 

annual reports of Her/His Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI) and the numerous editions of 

the Framework for Inspection, the inspector’s rule book.  Trends within these two sources 

show how the concepts of quality and improvement evolved (especially research 

questions 3 and 4). 

 

The scholarly literature reviewed falls under two main headings: 

 Effectiveness and improvement literature, the analysis of which enabled the evolution of 

the paradigms to be tracked (research questions 1 and 3).   The sample includes both the 
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flow of new literature, especially in key journals, and meta-analyses summarising the 

evolution of research knowledge.  Major journal websites have a key word search 

function; using the same search terms (effectiveness, improvement, quality, standards) 

to scan consecutive periods enabled analysis of changes in the interpretation of quality. 

 Analyses of social, economic and political change to identify the social trends which, 

together with elements of changing educational thought, provide the context promoting 

the rapid expansion and evolution of effectiveness and improvement.  Although relevant 

ideas from these fields appear in the education literature, it was necessary to go to 

specialist literature and to interviewees to fill in much important detail. 

 

3.2.2.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Interviews with leading practitioners lay at the heart of the research.  Semi-structured 

interviews were chosen to secure comparable data from the standardised interview, and rich 

detail from freer discussion (Adams, 2015).   Hopkins et al. (2016, p.8) define such interviews 

as “using key questions and associated probe questions designed to elicit [the interviewee’s] 

thoughts and feelings linked to the focus areas”. A core of questions (Appendix III) was asked 

of all interviewees, with probing supplementaries which varied with the individual’s 

experience and responses to core questions.  The analysis of semi-structured interview 

technique by Cohen & Crabtree (2006) emphasises conversational, two-way communication.  

They list richness (the ability to go into detail) and the balance between structure and 

freedom, preparation and spontaneity as representing the best of both worlds: reliable, 

comparable data, not just answers but the reasons for the answers, new information and 

‘leads’ for the researcher.  They stress the need to engage sufficient, diverse people to make 

comparisons, emphasising “probing, open-ended questions”; they suggest that semi-

structured interviews are especially appropriate when interviewers “need maximum latitude 

to spot useful leads and pursue them” (pp. 493-494).  As a result of these strictures, interviews 

were designed as follows: 

Questioning 

The seven core questions (Appendix III) were broad and open-ended, allowing each 

interviewee to draw on experience.   

https://sswm.info/content/communication
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Question 5 (Any key moments/critical events in your own involvement with school 

improvement?) differed in style, designed to stimulate vivid memory and contribute to the 

authenticity of the study.  It was placed centrally in the list to disrupt what might otherwise 

have become a linear, convergent sequence of ideas.  The intention was to ‘flip’ the 

interviewee’s thinking, to provide graphic illustration and to re-channel thinking during 

subsequent questions. The questions were usually posed in order, but this varied because 

some interviewees’ response suggested a different order.   

 

I considered the use of focus groups since these can lead to stimulating debate and to the 

ideas of one member triggering ideas in others (Accella, 2011), but decided against, chiefly 

because I judged this potential to be outweighed by that for opening up issues confidential to 

the individual.  With one exception: during the data collection phase, a school I had supported 

during its move from dysfunction to soundness was re-inspected and judged outstanding.  I 

took the opportunity to run semi-structured interviews with members of the leadership team, 

individually or in small groups, touching on the other questions but focusing on their analysis 

of the critical factors underlying continuous improvement sustained over more than a decade.  

Interviewee sample 

Whereas “probabilistic or random sampling is used to ensure the generalizability of findings 

by minimizing the potential for bias in selection” (Palinkas et al., 2015, p.535), such an 

approach is not possible in the context of this study: the concept of a representative interview 

sample of school leaders, who number well over 50,000 (approximately 25,000 schools with 

a minimum of two leaders each) makes no sense; nor does such a sample of researchers or 

government officials.  Neither was a random sample desirable: the purpose of the study was 

not to come to conclusions about the distribution of school improvement, nor its frequency, 

but rather to gain understanding of its processes and effectiveness. 

My interviewees therefore constituted a non-probability sample, selected in a non-

randomised and non-representative way: the sampling strategy could best be described as 

‘purposive’, a technique that involves judgement on the part of the researcher “to select 

respondents that are most likely to yield appropriate and useful information” (Kelly, 2010, 

p.317), and are thus likely to use limited research time effectively (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7932468/#bibr15-1744987120927206
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7932468/#bibr21-1744987120927206
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In purposive sampling, interviewees are selected based on specific characteristics relevant to 

the research questions.  I therefore approached: 

 school leaders who had been successful in bringing about improvement in one or more 

schools 

 government officials, local and national, who had been successful school leader/ 

improvers and whose knowledge had been increased by working to promote and observe 

improvement in a variety of schools across the nation or region 

 researchers whose work made a significant contribution to the study of school 

improvement. 

Accordingly, I used my experience and range of contacts to select interviewees who met these 

criteria and who, in addition, I knew to be thoughtful, analytical leaders in their fields. Because 

of the richness of their experience, I accepted recommendations for additional interviewees 

from these known and trusted sources.   

The sample could be characterised as ‘rich’: as Campbell and his collaborators (Campbell et 

al., 2020) express it “the reason for purposive sampling is the better matching of the sample 

to the aims and objectives of the research, thus improving the rigour of the study and 

trustworthiness of the data and results” (p.652). 

My approach cannot be accused of ‘convenience sampling’, the choice of interviewee based 

on ease of access, on geography.  Such a methodology is advantageous only in terms of speed 

and cost (Give, 2008), criteria not relevant to me. It is true that the interviewees are mainly 

from the southern half of England, but this reflects the criteria of purposive rather than of 

convenience sampling. 

The potential flaw in such sampling is self-evidently its propensity to bias:  the choice of 

respondents by a single agent, albeit from a rich and extensive background, makes non-

randomised samples liable to the charge of various forms of bias (Palinkas et al, 2015).  I 

tested my sample and sampling strategy against the criteria of the fourteen types of bias listed 

in the Palinkas article.  Two stood out as significant risks which I sought to mitigate. 
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In the choice of interviewees, selection bias: reasons for the non-random selection of 

participants have been explained above.   The threat is choosing participants known to have 

convergent views.  Mitigation involved:  

 increasing sample size from the initial group of around 20 to 32, mainly by 

recommendation. especially of individuals identified as holding contrary views 

 the process of asking interviewees to identify others who would make a valuable 

contribution can constitute ‘snowballing’, gathering similar material and travelling in one 

direction: this is emphatically not the process pursued, as I have consistently sought 

divergent views and especially from school improvement deniers, the relatively small but 

vocal group of academics who argue that school improvement is illusory, or even a 

contrivance.  Since I was not able to interview members of this group, I sought their views 

in print especially carefully   

 seeking respondents from a variety of backgrounds, types of school, roles in government, 

to achieve breadth and balance of views 

 likewise, seeking the views of different research ‘schools’: older and newer, those who 

have driven improvement and those who are ‘deniers’8 

 “Making explicit the approach used for participant sampling provid(ing] improved 

methodological rigour” (Campbell et al., ibid), thereby maintaining transparency 

concerning the selection process. 

 

During interviews, confirmation bias, “the tendency to search for, interpret, favor [sic], and 

recall information in a way that confirms one's preexisting beliefs or hypotheses” (Nickerson, 

1998): mitigation here involved: 

 avoiding leading questions: all questions are open, leaving each interviewee to respond 

as s/he wishes 

 actively seeking divergent views, because of the richness, depth and nuance a range of 

views brings to the analysis 

 rigour in trawling interview transcripts to identify different views and represent them. 
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 maintaining what Finlay (2002) terms ‘reflexivity’: frequent checking on my assumptions 

throughout the research process, questioning them and considering alternatives 

 maintaining the same transparency over the collection and analysis of data as was used 

in the selection of interviewees [p.63]: “Clearly documenting and explaining the rationale 

behind the choices made during the research process enhances the credibility and 

methodological rigor of the study” (Campbell et al., 2020b). 

 

The process of asking interviewees to identify others who would make a valuable contribution 

can constitute ‘snowballing’: gathering similar material and travelling in one direction: this is 

emphatically not the process I have pursued because of the rigour in trawling interview 

transcripts to identify different views and represent them.  I have consistently sought 

divergent views, especially from school improvement deniers, the relatively small but vocal 

group of academics who argue that school improvement is illusory, or even a contrivance.  

Since I was not able to interview members of this group, I sought their views in print especially 

carefully.   

Interviews were conducted with 32 individuals, amounting to over 50 hours of discussion.  

The interviewee sample was designed to have a high proportion with school leadership 

experience (around 80%).  The perspective of school leaders, accountable as they are through 

Ofsted, governors and parents, is uniquely powerful in evaluating school improvement.   

The sample layers other perspectives over school leadership, forming a web of varied and 

profound school improvement experience.  Many, including the author, have experience that 

spans most of the categories that follow: the one-line curriculum vitae (CV) provided for each 

interviewee in Appendix IV shows the diversity and richness of their backgrounds: 

 nearly 80% have experience as school leaders, most in more than one school 

 40% have experience of system leadership, working to a significant degree beyond their 

own setting to support the improvement of others 

 a third has experience as CEO or chair of a MAT 

 20% have undertaken research in a field related to effectiveness and improvement, a few 

of them among the world’s most respected researchers in the field 
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 over 20% have experience as the most senior officers of local (education) authorities while 

25% have worked as national government officers and advisers, including two senior 

advisers within the DfE 

 20% have been Ofsted inspectors, half of them lead inspectors. 

While transcribing and analysing the interviews, I found that I had subliminally chosen many 

with experience of leading a school in severe difficulties: all but two of the school leaders 

interviewed (therefore over half of the total sample) have led a school in serious weaknesses 

or special measures.  I challenged myself as to whether this unbalanced the sample and 

rejected the challenge because: 

 all those interviewees had also led an Ofsted ‘good’ school, so the skew is illusory 

 the experience of leading a school living under the Ofsted monitoring regime provides 

valuable insight into what is meant by improvement and how to bring it about in a high-

stakes, urgent and public setting. 

Even more significant to the depth of experience in the sample than whether they have lived 

under a ‘special measures’ judgement is the degree of challenge provided by the school.  

There is an extensive literature (Ofsted, 2018; IDACI, 2020; Ehren et al., 2023) concerning the 

correlation between the level of deprivation and the Ofsted ‘overall effectiveness’ judgement: 

only one of the sample headteachers’ schools placed in special measures served a community 

of average SES and an intake of average prior attainment.  All the others led schools with very 

high levels of deprivation and social challenge; one talked of the straightforward-ness of 

improvement in what he called ‘unconstrained’ schools, where pursuing effectiveness 

principles will generate improvement; and of how much more complex improvement is when 

faced by the multiplicity of factors in ‘constrained’ settings.  Perhaps it is fairer to describe 

‘added constraint’, over and above those experienced by all schools, such as budget, 

recruitment and the pandemic. 

My conclusion was that the sample was rich rather than skewed: the breadth of interviewees’ 

experience, the contrasts among the schools they led and the high-stakes publicity they 

received provided vivid as well as authoritative evidence of the realities of school 

improvement. 
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The list of interviewees (Appendix IV) is anonymised, and I have not noted individuals’ 

genders: the Conclusion [p.169] comments on the skewed gender, ethnic and geographic 

balance of the sample. The protocol papers sent to interviewees appear as Appendices I & II.  

During the interview period, I made two adaptations to the basic pattern: I ran three pilot 

interviews, asked for feedback, and tweaked the process accordingly, such as by adding an 

invitation to reflect on the interview and communicate additions, withdrawals or 

amendments.  In later-stage interviews, in addition to the core questions, I took the 

opportunity to float emerging patterns, to gain interviewees’ perspectives. 

 

3.2.2.3 Autoethnography 

Autoethnography is “an approach to research … that seeks to describe and systematically 

analyse personal experience” (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011, Abstract).  Laslett (1999) asserts 

that it “offers a new vantage point from which to make a unique contribution to social 

science”.  Because of the breadth of my experience, set out in Chapter 1, I found the 

opportunity to make my distinctive contribution appealing, and this study was initially 

conceived to be predominantly autoethnographic but, because of the concerns listed below, 

I reduced that reliance considerably.   

Through original research, inspection, devising policy nationally and locally, observing and 

coaching teachers and leaders, since 1984 it has been my job to help schools improve, 

specifically through: 

 the observation and evaluation of over 5000 lessons 

 critical reads (and writing) of over 200 school self-evaluation documents and 

improvement plans 

 the inspection of nearly 40 schools and Ofsted-standard reviews of around 50 more 

 coaching over 100 headteachers to ‘put their best coat on’ for inspection 

 supporting governing bodies in appointing 30 heads and in moving a similar number on 

 training and coaching over 50 inspectors for the LA and Ofsted, monitoring reports and 

judgements 

 acting as a governor in four schools. 
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While autoethnography provides the ideal vehicle for such a practitioner to reflect analytically 

on a lengthy involvement with effectiveness and improvement, I have four concerns: 

 Plausibility: the key question, posed by Poulos, is “Can I really write about myself?  Does 

that count?” (Poulos, 2021, p.3).  There is a natural reticence about using one’s own life 

experience as either typical or illuminating. 

 Memory: I am concerned that the experiences to which I refer should represent accurate 

rather than convenient memory, and there is copious research on the unreliability and 

degradation of memory. 

 Oppositionality: autoethnography is arguably a manifestation of post-modern rejection of 

dominant theory and conventional method (Richardson, 2000). “By writing themselves 

into their own work as major characters, autoethnographers have challenged accepted 

views about silent authorship, where the researcher’s voice is not included” (Holt, 2003, 

p.2).  The use of the verb “challenged” in this text typifies this opposition to traditional 

methods, described in autoethnographic literature as ‘canonical’ (Spry, 2001; Ellis, Adams 

& Bochner, 2011; Denshire, 2013), a term which I find to have pejorative overtones.   

 Struggle to be heard: the issues addressed by autoethnographers are frequently 

impassioned attempts to give a voice to people and issues that have previously lacked 

one. Such writing forefronts the life experiences of individuals with a strong personal 

relationship to a significant societal issue, providing “pathways for stories of the socially 

marginalized to enter the discourse of academics” (Marx, Pennington & Chang, 2017).  

Thus the experience of those who have undergone abuse, gender ambivalence or adverse 

early-life experiences feature strongly and show evidence of a struggle to be heard in 

academic circles.  While respecting these authors and their views, this thesis does not set 

out to challenge existing approaches to accounts of school improvement; it rather seeks 

to cast new light from the point of view of a practitioner in many roles over a long period.  

The more dispassionate focus of the current work avoids the complex relational ethics 

implicit in much autoethnography (Ellis, 2007), and lacks the focus on “emotional, 

sensitive topics” (Ellis, Kiesinger & Tillmann-Healy, 1997, p.121). 

 Fictive: autoethnographic writing frequently constructs imaginary narratives (Denshire, 

2013; Clough, 1999); ‘fictive’ carries overtones of ‘fabricated’ (Cambridge English 
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Dictionary).  I view a preoccupation with detail and accuracy as essential characteristics 

of sound research.   

 

Given my professional background, it is perhaps inevitable that I am cautious about the ability 

of autoethnographic writing to sustain academic rigour in the study of school improvement.  

By triangulating personal experience with established literature and with the experiences of 

influential education leaders, this study attempts to benefit from the insights of both 

epistemologies: autoethnography’s authentic personal experience and more traditional 

research methods.    

I have therefore sought to optimise the power of autoethnography to bring authenticity and 

vividness in two ways: first, using my own experience to triangulate and ratify ideas from 

interviews and literature, and second, seeing the value of my own recollections, I asked my 

interviewees to do likewise,  inviting them to identify ‘flashbulb memories’, a term coined by 

Brown & Kulik (1977) to describe moments of considerable consequence that endure in the 

memory with particular vividness.  There is substantial evidence (Finkenauer et al., 1998) that 

personal significance (consequentiality) and proximity to the event are factors influential in 

fixing the memory and in sustaining its accuracy for longer periods.  The individual nature of 

the memories creates unique insights that are a strength of autoethnographic writing, and 

interviewees’ flashbulb memories feature occasionally in the text.   

 

3.2.3 RESEARCH TIME HORIZON 

For reasons explained in Chapter 1, the research covers the period from 1970 to 2020.  

Occasional references appear to events before 1970 and post-2020, but the publication of the 

Black Papers (Cox & Dyson, 1969-74), a watershed in the rising disquiet about education, and 

the pandemic, which has changed so much in society, form a frame to the study. 

Although data were collected within a short period and therefore might be seen as cross-

sectional, the data from interviews are based on reflection and provide evidence of the key 

period of rapid change described above; the data collected are thus essentially retrospective, 

describing a dynamic situation. 
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3.2.4  DATA ANALYSIS  

Transcripts of over 50 hours of semi-structured interviews, combined with notes from many 

written sources, generated many tens of thousands of words which, triangulated against my 

personal experience, created a considerable reservoir of qualitative data.  Authors define the 

analysis of qualitative data as “bring[ing] meaning to a data set …. including a wide range of 

materials …. observations, and … interviews” (Lester, Cho & Lochmiller, 2020, p.96).  The 

notion of finding meaning in, or bringing meaning to, such datasets is to be found in all 

definitions of data analysis, meaning construed in this context as contributing to answering 

the research questions.  Patton (1980, p.306) noted that  

“inductive analysis means that the patterns, themes, and categories of analysis … emerge 

out of the data rather than being imposed on them prior to data collection and analysis”.   

Induction also, I believe, implies that the researcher, by re-reading the data, may identify 

“patterns, themes and categories”, but that these are in part characteristics of the data, in 

part a construct of the researcher.  Savin-Baden & Major (2013, p.452) balance the notions of 

patterns existing within datasets with patterns developed from them by researchers; they 

assert that “analysis involves uncovering patterns in data and interpretation involves 

uncovering meaning”.  

The risk remains, even in this perhaps overly neat distinction between analysis and 

interpretation, that data can be forced to fit an emerging theory; I have attempted to mitigate 

this risk by remaining constantly alert to the threat, remaining open to the possibility of 

different interpretations: my initial concept of how schools in deep difficulties were turned 

round by new leaders was a simple one, based on the see-saw model [p.143], but discussion 

with a number of leaders led to a much more refined, varied version [p. 136 et seq]. 

The analysis process used in this study was based on a distillation of authors’ accounts of the 

various types of textual analysis.  Lester, Cho & Lochmiller (2020, pp. 98 – 102) make fine 

distinctions between discourse analysis (analysis of the language used in interviews); 

narrative analysis (what people say when they tell stories); content analysis (what is being 

said); and thematic analysis, the identification of patterns and themes.  The analysis process 

used here is hybrid, acknowledging the significance of the words interviewees use (discourse 

analysis) and the illustrative examples they choose (narrative analysis).  The study draws some 
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conclusions from these, such as interviewees’ consistent use of adjectives like ‘remorseless’ 

and ‘relentless’ to describe the pace of change (discourse) [p.81], and the impassioned 

references of many to their poor experience of teaching when they were at school themselves 

compared with current practice in their own schools (narrative), or to many narratives around 

the impact of deprivation [“twin cities”, p.103].   However, the study concerns itself more 

with their ideas (content analysis) and the identification of commonality and difference in 

their interpretations of events and policies (thematic analysis), including attempting to 

identify what is not being said.     

The analytic process used was drawn mainly from Lester, Cho and Lochmiller (2020 ibid) and 

Miles and Huberman (1994, p.9), and can be summarised: 

 transcription of interviews; their careful electronic assembly and accurate filing and 

indexing 

 editing the transcriptions by removing extraneous chat, digressions, emphasising key 

points, retaining the original phraseology 

 coding the data: affixing “a short, descriptive word or phrase that assigns meaning to the 

data related to the researcher’s analytic interests” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.100).  

This was carried out by thematic analysis (“approaches aimed at identifying patterns 

across qualitative datasets”, Braun et al, 2019, p.844), in stages: 

- light analysis: a complete read-through making marginal notes and underlining 

noteworthy words, phrases, ideas; noteworthy either because they recur in the 

transcripts, and/or because they seem significant.  Since the interviews, and thus the 

transcripts, were organised into my framework of seven questions, this first analysis 

could be described as ‘etic’, a term used by Cresswell (1998, p.96) to describe an 

analysis based on the framework developed by the researcher 

- incipient key ideas were noted: some were very specific, such as ‘watershed 1980’ (the 

point of paradigm shift) or ‘un/constrained schools’; others were broader headings, 

such as ‘school culture’.  These are listed in the second column of the coding tree 

(Appendix VI) 

- the analysis was then re-cast, testing the validity of these incipient key, recurrent ideas 

across the seven questions.  By Cresswell’s (1998) definition, this was an emic analysis, 

one deriving from the views of the participants, identifying ideas raised by them which 
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cross the artificial boundaries of the seven questions.  A process of aggregation joined 

most individual codes into categories; others, such as ‘watershed 1980’ remain 

freestanding, as the third column of the coding tree (Appendix VI) shows.  Some codes, 

such as ‘dominance of test/exam results’ occur in more than one category 

- the codes and categories were gradually, over several iterations of amalgamation, 

reduced into a small set of generalisations: themes which form the final column of the 

coding tree (Appendix VI).  Some of the categories were of greater significance and 

became discrete sub-themes, such as ‘headteacher leadership’. 

In accordance with the evaluation criteria for rigorous qualitative research propounded by 

Anderson (2017, p.127 et seq.), I have sought to ensure that the study has clear audit trails, 

enabling readers to understand the pathway by which conclusions were arrived at.     

    

3.3 METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS AND THEIR MITIGATION 

These were listed in Chapter 1 and throughout this chapter, and are summarised here. 

 Problems inherent in an inductive study: incompleteness and selectivity, exacerbated by 

problems of convergence [p.63] in a modest sample. 

I have mitigated these risks by constant awareness, very wide reading and by consciously 

seeking divergent views, in text and in interviews.  

 The skew in the sample. 

 My concerns over the intellectual rigour of autoethnography, and how I have 

circumscribed its use to validation and triangulation. 

 

 

3.4 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

As well as abiding by the University of Gloucestershire’s regulations concerning ethical 

research (University of Gloucestershire, 2020), I also adhered to the ethical research 

guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018).  Inter alia, this 

included securing written, informed consent from interviewees; ensuring the confidentiality 

of information given; and anonymity throughout the process.  The University of 
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Gloucestershire’s Research Ethics Approval Application Form received approval from the 

University Ethics Board on 22nd September 2022. 

It is worth mentioning that, to qualify to be a member of the sample, considerable experience 

as a very senior leader was necessary.  By definition, therefore, no interviewee could be 

inexperienced or vulnerable (in the sense of being very old, young, frail, sick or mentally 

impaired).  Participation in interview was carefully circumscribed: all participants received the 

information about the interviews in advance, including the areas of questioning, the 

guarantees of confidentiality and anonymity and the right to withdraw, as set out in 

Appendices I and II, and all signed their agreement to take part under the given conditions.  

Participation, it was made clear, was voluntary with a right to withdraw up to one week after 

the interview.  I was the sole researcher conducting the interviews.  These conditions comply 

with the BERA ethical research guidelines alluded to above. 

No potential interviewee declined (though four did not reply to the invitation), none 

circumscribed the use of their views or words, and only one withdrew before interview, 

through illness.  All were asked whether they wished to qualify or withdraw anything said; 

none did.  Because of the potential for interviewees to become ‘carried away’ during the 

discussion, I considered it important to emphasise their right to withdraw, or to decline 

permission for me to use, any statement.  The right to withdraw, in whole or in part, was 

therefore not only included in the letter of invitation (Appendix I), but was also repeated at 

least twice, once at the end of the interview and once in a subsequent email.  I wrote ‘thank 

you’ emails to all interviewees a short while after their interview.  The latter varied in detail 

because of my relationship with the individual and the content of the interview: a sample is 

included as Appendix V.  It will be noticed that the right to withdraw is repeated a third time 

in this message. 

The only significant ethical concern identified was the potential for reputational or 

psychological damage to interviewees.  They are people of high reputation, several 

internationally, from prestigious institutions; it was conceivable that, in the context of a semi-

structured interview, an interviewee could say something which, if quoted, could lead to 

reputational damage. The interviews also had the potential to visit, inadvertently, painful or 

uncomfortable memories for the interviewee.  However, these are people of experience and 

wisdom, so the likelihood is low.  The author is also a person of long experience in highly 
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sensitive settings, well able to spot potential risk and either avoid using that source or 

checking with the interviewee whether s/he is happy for words or ideas to be used.  At no 

point in any interview did the interviewee express concern about either personal or 

reputational damage or discomfort.   

Interviewees were never asked to comment on other institutions or individuals; comparative 

comments useful to my findings occurred twice, and I have identified one other occasion 

when a very valuable comment was made which could cause damage to people or 

institutions.  On each occasion, I have protected the interviewee to a still greater degree by 

removing even the coded initials.  Those data extracts are not attributed, and I have explained 

why in the text. 

Extracts from interviews are attributed to fictitious initials (AA, BB etc); Appendix IV lists these 

initials with a one-line CV (“headteacher of schools both strong and in serious difficulties, 

subsequently CEO of a MAT”).  These are carefully written to render the individual 

unrecognisable.   

To help ensure the quality of interviews, their arrangements, paperwork, content and 

conduct, and to identify potential risk areas, I arranged three pilot interviews which provided 

feedback on all aspects of the process, as well as the opportunity for me to reflect and 

improve.  One change made as a result was to strengthen the ‘right to withdraw’ statements 

as described above. 

 

3.5  SUMMARY OF METHODOLOGY 

 The study is qualitative, concerned with how improvement happens, its origins, impact and 

future, based heavily on evidence from the views and opinions of practitioners.   

 By seeking to develop theory from the sampled evidence, the study is predominantly 

inductive. 

 Because the researcher selected the samples of literature to study and practitioners to 

interview; and because the researcher sought patterns within the evidence collected, the 

study is interpretivist. 
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 My first research question sought to test a proposition or hypothesis and was, by contrast, 

inclined to a deductive and positivist approach, while remaining qualitative. 

 The sources of evidence to answer the research questions were the existing literature, 

scholarly and grey, on the theme of school effectiveness and improvement; the scholarly 

literature concerning the social, economic, political and educational context of the 

research period; interviews with leading practitioners: researchers, government officials 

involved in the local and national governance of education, and school leaders.  

 The author’s long experience as creator, implementor, interpreter and evaluator of school 

improvement means that an autoethnographic component, in the form of validation and 

triangulation of other evidence, is a component of methodology.   

 The accumulated data ran to many tens of thousands of words.  Although the predominant 

method of analysis was thematic, because the identification of patterns of themes was the 

purpose of the analysis, the analysis methods were hybrid, because the precise words used 

by interviewees (discourse analysis), and the illustrative stories they tell (narrative 

analysis), lent not only detail but also authenticity and vividness to the analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the five themes that emerge from the research data, with extracts from 

interviews substantiating each. ‘Themes’ are recurring facets in the data; ‘sub-themes’ are 

notable elements within the organising concept of the theme.  Themes are presented as 

separate entities; links with the literature review and the research questions are stated but 

not elaborated.  The Discussion chapter that follows interprets the themes in the light of the 

literature, comments on their possible significance, and forges links between them.  

The structure of the chapter is displayed in Table 3. 

 

4.1 THE BASIC PROPOSITION 

The first question of this research was to test its underlying proposition: that effectiveness 

and improvement dominated thinking in English schools between about 1980 and 2010.  The 

literature review supported the proposition by confirming that, during that period, three 

relevant developments took place: 

 considerable and rapid expansion of research into school effectiveness and improvement 

 the emergence within educational research of a specialised field of effectiveness and 

improvement, and a group of key authors 

 a considerable expansion of government interest in educational improvement, leading to 

a large volume of fundamental legislation. 

The first two developments provide the context and academic underpinning for change in 

schools; headteacher interviewees, when asked to identify the source of their understanding 

of improvement, rarely referred to academic research; their discourse was dominated by 

references to legislation and especially to Ofsted: 

“although headteachers do not all have a clear knowledge of the principles of school 

effectiveness research, they all know the Ofsted framework” (CC). 

This data extract stresses the importance of the third development: legislation, including the 

creation of Ofsted, added force majeure to the intellectual arguments.  It is a defensible 
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Table 3: Structure of Findings: themes and sub-themes     

 THEME DESCRIPTION SUB-THEMES 

4.1 
 

Testing the basic 
proposition 

This research asserts that school 
effectiveness and improvement 
dominated thinking in English schools 
between about 1980 and 2010.  This 
theme tests that proposition from 
evidence provided by interviewees. 
 

4.1.1 Since around 2010, issues of 
individual pupil welfare have risen in 
importance to, arguably, become the 
new dominant.  

4.2 Perceptions of 
‘what is to be 
improved?’ have 
evolved and 
expanded 

Analysis of interviewees’ perceptions of 
what school ‘improvement’ involves 
show that the concept has both evolved 
and expanded. 
 
 

4.2.1 Improvement goals include 
school actions as well as pupil 
outcomes. 
4.2.2 Despite the expansion of 
improvement aims, test and exam 
results remain the ‘default setting’ 
for school improvement. 
4.2.3 There are divergent views of 
the goals of improvement. 
4.2.4 Some improvement is not real 
but the effect of strategies to ‘game 
the system’. 
 

4.3 
 

Conditions for 
school 
improvement 
 

In seeking to articulate how schools 
improve, interviewees refer to 
‘conditions for improvement’: actions or 
attributes that promote improvement.  
This theme assembles these identifiable 
conditions that promote improvement, 
which are inchoate in the evidence.  
  

The role in improvement played by:  
4.3.1 Ofsted  
4.3.2 self-evaluation and the 
balance between it and external 
evaluation 
4.3.3 consistency of practice 
4.3.4 differences in school 
improvement in ‘constrained’ and 
’unconstrained’ schools 
4.3.5 the processes needed to get a 
school ‘off the bottom’ may not be 
the same as those needed to make a 
sound school, good 
 

4.4 
 

Fundamental 
school 
improvement has 
been neglected 
 

While pursuing the ‘technical’ measures 
of school improvement, evidence of 
underlying improvement in schools has 
been neglected. 

 

4.5 
 

Reasons for the 
rapid expansion of 
school 
improvement are 
not fully explained 
 

Interviewees had patchy, limited ideas 
of the sources of school improvement. 
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proposition that the existence of Ofsted, the inevitability of inspections with published 

reports, and their frequency in weaker schools, is itself a guarantee that quality and 

improvement remained high on headteachers’ agendas.  AA describes the 1990s as: 

“a period when we were heavily focused on results, league tables and Ofsted as public 

measures of our success and accountability.” (AA). 

To explore the interview evidence, I need to clarify the phrase “dominated thinking”.  A very 

high proportion of schools’ resources of time, energy and money is devoted to ‘maintenance’ 

functions: teaching pupils, supporting them and parents, managing resources, especially 

people, and to administration and maintaining the plant.  An analogy is domestic non-

discretionary expenditure, that which must be spent; although efficiencies may be made and 

decisions challenged, this set of activities will absorb a very high proportion of the total 

resource.  There remains (hopefully) a small margin which constitutes discretionary spending, 

a matter of choice for those managing it.  It is this margin of time, energy and money that I 

assert became heavily devoted to the effectiveness and improvement function. 

Because the question “was your time as a headteacher dominated by effectiveness and 

improvement?” is clearly leading, it was not asked directly but explored through discussion 

of the role and its priorities.  The result is that this section draws evidence from answers to 

other questions [Appendix III]. 

Five members of the sample (plus the author) became senior school leaders in the 1980s; 

direct experience of the early days of effectiveness is therefore limited in the sample.  All have 

clear recollections of the excitement brought by the confirmation that schools have an effect, 

and that it could be quantified and analysed.  The literature (for example Brighouse, 2021, 

p.288) gives support to the same idea.  One of these interviewees referred to the stimulus 

provided by the work of Rutter (1979) and Mortimore (1988); s/he described:  

“a clear list of what effective schools do and hence, implicitly, a steer for school leaders 

as to how to make their schools more effective” (NN). 

JJ referred to “schools’ confidence in their own agency” because of the new research.  NN set 

about the improvement of a school in difficulties informed by the newly acquired principles 



79 
 

of school effectiveness, and I referred to the same ideas in interview for deputy headship in 

1980. 

Discussion with the 26 school and MAT leaders was dominated by themes of quality and 

improvement: that this was conditioned in part by the context of an interview themed around 

effectiveness and improvement is unavoidable, but opportunity was provided for 

interviewees to pursue other themes.  They discussed resource and recruitment problems, 

especially in recent years; several contrasted this with the late 1990s and early 2000s: “a 

golden age of priority and funding” (CC); “propitious times for education, a time of vision, 

priority and investment for education” (LL).   

But all those discussions of resource were set in the context of seeking improvements to 

teaching, the curriculum and leadership: “the building blocks of school improvement” (PP).  

In discussing the changing targets of school improvement, an interviewee described the 

relentlessness of improvement goals:  

“from simple academic outcomes, through the goals of Every Child Matters to concepts 

like value-added and gap closing” (GG).   

This evolution of ideas is considered below [p.86 et seq.]; the relevance here is that the 

relentless challenge of changing goals ensured that issues of quality and improvement 

remained uppermost leaders’ minds.  Another interviewee refers to: 

“constant shifts in emphasis: from teaching to learning, management to leadership, raw 

results to progress and gap closing, a focus on outcomes to one on curriculum” (FF).  

The publication of the work of Rutter and Edmonds drove an immediate expansion of 

research and publication on the themes from the early 80s, but the post-Ruskin-speech so-

called Great Debate did not immediately result in great changes in schools.  An interviewee 

described the 1970s as  

“an era of choice for headteachers”, a time when the school could “design a curriculum 

to suit [its] aims and needs” (GG) contrasted with the late 80s and early 90s, “the 

beginning of an age of prescription, inspection and accountability [when] legislative 

change related to school improvement came thick and fast” (GG). 
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Another former headteacher claimed that: “until the late 1970s, education was the sole 

property of educationalists” (NN) and contrasted this with the accelerating pressure for 

improvement from beyond the school in the next decades.  The same respondent contrasted 

the 1970s Schools Council approach to improvement, which s/he characterised as “here’s an 

interesting idea, why not give it a try?”, with the pace and compulsion of the late 1980s and 

90s, characterised by “a focused drive for school improvement” (NN). 

The consensus was that the late 1980s and early 90s were a ‘watershed’, a term used by half 

a dozen interviewees and implied by others.  LL, who worked as a school leader, adviser for 

local and then national government, said the term “‘watershed’ applied across all those 

educational environments”, visible in terms of “the dominance of the agenda by the 

accelerating drive for improvement” (LL).  AA described the 90s in particular as being: 

“characterised by a flurry of change and increasing accountability through Ofsted, the 

National Curriculum, and league tables” (AA). 

Asked to analyse the nature of the watershed, all interviewees pointed to the growing 

panoply of school accountabilities at the time, brought into being particularly by the major 

Education Acts of 1988 and 1992: everyone referred to the advent of universal inspection by 

Ofsted and the publication of inspection reports, most also to the annual sets of test and 

examination results, their publication in league tables, and the annual cycle of self-evaluation 

and re-drawing of improvement plans.  As a primary headteacher interviewee noted: 

“the annual publication of the school’s results was familiar to secondary schools but a 

transformation in primary” (BB) 

S/he explained that primary schools had no equivalent of the school-leaving examination 

(GCSE) until the SATs tests introduced by the 1988 Education Act, nor any tradition of the 

accumulated results achieved by individual children becoming a measure of school 

performance.  S/he argued that the attention of primary school headteachers became, for 

the first time, dominated by performance. 

It is interesting to note that KK, analysing from a position at the heart of government policy 

making, was clear that:  
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“what attracted politicians to school improvement was the clarity and authority of 

school effectiveness research” 

and that effectiveness and improvement came to dominate ministry thinking in education 

from the late-80s onwards. 

Half a dozen interviewees noted that, In the 1990s, the term ‘accountability’ entered the 

educational lexicon, representing most graphically the pressure for improvement.  An analysis 

of interview transcripts reveals that the words ‘relentless’ or ‘remorseless’ (to describe the 

pace of change) were used in two-thirds of interviews, and in three-quarters when 

synonymous phrases are included.  GG, for example, describes “the relentless pace of 

change”.  The language used reinforced this sense of breathless change, of urgency: several, 

such as NN, LL and PP, talked of “driving improvement”.  LL, FF and GG also spoke of “a sense 

of beating past performance, based on continuous self-evaluation” (LL). 

The adjective ‘continuous’ to describe change is also used in nearly half of interviews. 

Little wonder then that improvement-related issues dominated school leaders’ thinking.  

Although many interviewees suggested that the pace of change had been excessive, two 

articulated the damage done: 

“too many interventions with the assumption of rapid improvement: interventions that 

assumed too steep an improvement gradient” (JJ). 

In the same vein, HH declared that “there is a maximum speed that an engine can go”. 

My conclusion from analysis of interview data was that issues of quality and improvement 

were at the forefront of school leaders’ minds through the research period, and thus the 

research project’s basic proposition was justified. 

 

Sub-theme 4.1.1:   The rise of pupil welfare. 

The evidence also made clear that the focus of leaders’ attention shifted, and this became a 

clear sub-theme: interviewees were asked, as a supplementary question, whether they still 

saw improvement as the predominant theme in schools; almost all said that it had been joined 

(some said supplanted) by issues of pupil (and, to a degree, community) welfare.  Interviewee 
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KK described this as “widening the boundaries of school leadership” in the last decade, and 

especially post-pandemic.  The composite list of new and developing foci, drawn from all 

respondents, comprised the following, with the three most-frequently-mentioned placed 

first: 

 safeguarding and child protection which, at the prompting of government and Ofsted, are 

uppermost in schools’ minds: at every staff meeting in one school in which I was a 

governor, the headteacher began with the message that “safeguarding is job #1” 

 issues of pupils’ (and families’) mental health 

 expansion in the numbers of pupils with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), 

and the severity of their needs 

 gang culture 

 drugs and county lines 

 the implications of social media 

 gender uncertainty and transition 

 the expectation of frequent, detailed communication with parents, including feedback on 

their children’s progress, behaviour and welfare.  As a young teacher, I wrote a one-line 

report on my pupils twice a year and met their parents once.  Frequent text messages to 

parents are now the norm. 

HH described “the monster safeguarding” and suggested that “a compliance culture now 

dominates schools, making them risk-averse”.    

It is not surprising, given when the interviews took place, that the impact of the pandemic 

featured strongly in the list of issues headteachers considered dominated their time and 

attention, especially in the evidence provided by serving headteachers.  They described not 

only setbacks to pupils’ progress, especially those from disadvantaged families, but also how 

Covid broke links between school and family, built painstakingly over years, again especially 

with disadvantaged families.  KK described how, in his MAT, “there has been a large increase 

in spending on various forms of pastoral support”.   VV referred to:  

“the growing focus on family welfare during and after the pandemic, signposting 

families to food banks, how to access benefits, the school becoming a centre for mass 

vaccination and the giving of health advice” (VV). 
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The issues in the list above are complex, time-consuming and sensitive: the handling of some 

is potentially damaging for schools as recent events, for example concerning gender 

assignation of school lavatories and searching pupils for drugs, have shown.  Many of the 

issues are ‘new territory’ for headteachers.   

Some were emphatic that this widening of the aims of leadership for improvement is “a 

temporary, post-pandemic phenomenon” (BB).  EE stated: 

“Schools must be secured as places of learning, not therapeutic communities; the focus 

on mental health as a school or headteacher priority must be a temporary, post-

pandemic priority, not a permanent accretion to the role” (EE). 

Others believed “these changes are here to stay” (PP, VV).  What is certain is that the present 

is a time of tension in what is meant by improvement. 

Two of the most telling data extracts came from the head of an inner-city school: “I can either 

work to raise standards in my school or try to deal with the welfare and health issues of the 

community, not both” (BB).  But to emphasise the significance of the pursuit of school quality, 

s/he went on to say: *Ofsted frameworks and local authority briefings come and go, but this 

community lives or dies by what goes on in this school” (BB). 

In summary, the basic proposition of the thesis, that effectiveness and improvement 

dominated thinking in English schools between about 1980 and 2010, is upheld by evidence 

from the literature: 

 considerable and rapid expansion of research into school effectiveness and improvement 

 the emergence within educational research of a specialised field of effectiveness and 

improvement, and a group of key authors 

 a considerable expansion of government interest in educational improvement, leading to 

a large volume of fundamental legislation 

The view from literature is strongly supported by interviews, especially those with school 

leaders, who stated that issues of quality and improvement were at the forefront of their 

minds through the research period. 

From around the year 2000 onwards, the emphasis on issues of pupil welfare and safety 

increased considerably. 
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4.2 PERCEPTIONS OF ‘WHAT IS TO BE IMPROVED?’ HAVE EVOLVED AND EXPANDED. 

Interviewees were asked to reflect on their understanding of what constitutes improvement.   

The key facet of the evidence, recurring in almost every interview, is that the goals of school 

improvement have evolved and expanded significantly over 40 years.  The following text 

develops this theme, identifying four noteworthy elements as sub-themes:   

4.2.1 Improvement goals mainly concern pupil outcomes but also involve actions by the 

school. 

4.2.2 Improvement embraces more than students’ academic outcomes, but the latter form 

the default setting. 

4.2.3 The evidence contains divergent views of improvement goals. 

4.2.4 Some ‘improvement’ is false rather than meaningful and sustainable: such 

improvement is illusory, having been achieved through various forms of ‘gaming the 

system’. 

This section concludes with the paradox that improvement is simultaneously complex and 

straightforward. 

There is a ‘hidden’ sub-theme which turns the practical dilemmas of the theme into a 

philosophical discussion: the difficulty associated with the term ‘improvement’ in the context 

of a lack of consensus regarding purpose(s) for education.  “The nation is unclear what it 

wants from its schools” (SS); “what is school for?” (LL); “what are we educating for?” (UU).  

Although raised as an issue in around half of the interviews, summarised as: “how are we to 

interpret improvement in the absence of agreed purposes for education?” (FF), the evidence 

says little more.  The literature review suggests that a consensus may be emerging; the sub-

theme is explored in the Discussion chapter [p.119 et seq.]. 

Rutter’s original 1979 work took an effective school to be one that promotes both the 

academic and personal development of its students, and almost every interviewee’s first 

response to the question ‘what is to be improved?’ reinforced this.  CC is typical:  

“Improvement is not solely academic, although that is how it is most often measured …. 

not only are personal development, good behaviour, habits of work and manners valid 

educational objectives in their own right but also, unless personal characteristics 

improve, academic outcomes won’t either; or will be limited.” (CC) 
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TT was insistent that  

“improvement is not either/or, it is both/and: it encompasses both exam results and 

the wealth of skills and values that enable students to take the next step in their lives, 

with confidence” (TT). 

Several interviewees (especially GG, FF and AA) claimed that these wider objectives took a 

back seat in the 1990s and early 2000s, when test and examination results, and their 

publication in league tables, took priority.  They further argued that the importance of 

personal development goals was not truly established until 2003.  Many (GG, AA, HH, TT, FF) 

referred specifically to ECM (DCSF Green Paper, 2003) as a sea change or watershed, after 

which: “outcomes for young people other than the academic were validated and ratified” 

(GG); *the improvement agenda was permanently widened” (LL).  HH called it:  

“a key marker in the development of school improvement … the addition of a set of 

measures validating areas of school activity which schools themselves have always 

placed centrally”.   

This Green Paper, prompted by the deaths of children at the hands of those who should have 

cared for them, became the Children Act 2004, codifying what were previously looser ideas 

of personal development into ‘the five ECM outcomes’: at least four interviewees could quote 

the five, twenty years on, that young people should:  

“be healthy, stay safe, enjoy and achieve, make a positive contribution and achieve 

economic well-being” (FF, GG, UU, AA; see also DfES, 2004b, pp.17-18). 

It will be noted that the ECM outcomes overlap personal development with academic success, 

as did several interviewees, who saw:  

“the two aims as inextricably linked”; personal development “is a route to academic 

outcomes, through improving students’ motivation and commitment” (AA).   

Most interviewees went on to discuss the shifts in academic goals, pointing to two problems 

inherent in raw results, first:  

“Although I accept that attainment lies at the heart of what schools are about, the 

inherent unfairness, the far from level playing field, of school intakes  … and hence the 

shift from attainment to value added, to progress, to gap closing and equity” (PP).   
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I have already quoted GG on the same issue [p.79] to illustrate the breathless rate of change 

in these outcome measures; s/he echoes PP’s analysis of the changing goals of improvement: 

“from simple academic outcomes, through the goals of ECM to concepts like value-added and 

gap closing” (GG). 

Both emphasise the need to provide fairness for those who may have had low starting points, 

not reached benchmarks like five or more higher-grade GCSEs, but nonetheless made 

considerable progress.  The measures were also designed to show a school effect, eliminating 

the influence of higher- or lower-achieving intakes, showing instead how much progress 

students made, individually and on average.  

“While the headline measure of school attainment has remained the percentage of 

pupils achieving five or more good GCSEs, the headline measure of school progress has 

changed from ‘value-added’ (2002-2005) to ‘contextual value-added’ (2006-2010) to 

‘expected progress’ (2011-2015) to ‘progress 8’ (2016-)” (Leckie and Goldstein, 2016, 

p.3).   

These increasingly sophisticated measures were adopted by Ofsted as key parts of their suite 

of judgements of school quality. 

The second problem with raw attainment as an improvement measure was the ‘gaming’ 

practised by some schools: this was mentioned so frequently as to become a sub-theme 

[p.90]. 

Almost all interviewees spoke about the theme of equity or ‘gap closing’ as an increasingly 

important attainment improvement goal, with a focus on the gap in achievement between 

the children of socially advantaged and disadvantaged families.  None referred to gaps in 

attainment by gender or ethnicity, which became of government interest in the 1990s.   The 

advantage gap first became a major focus in the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first 

century (Andrews, Robinson & Hutchinson, 2017) and gathered momentum after the 

establishment of the Pupil Premium Grant in 2011, which provided a definition of 

disadvantage.  GG linked the focus on the underachievement of poorer families with the ECM 

agenda of 2003-4:  
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“ECM marks a profound change in the focus of school improvement: not just goals for 

personal development, but social justice for disadvantaged families  …. The change from 

simple academic outcomes to a focus on progress and gaps.” (GG)    

In an analysis of “shifts within the pursuit of school improvement”, FF includes “latterly a shift 

from academic outcomes to progress and thence to gap closing.” 

 

Thus, the meaning of improvement began with pupils’ attainment and their personal 

development.  The latter was crystallised by ECM legislation in 2004: the former ramified, first 

into various means of measuring progress, then into closing gaps in the attainment of 

different pupil groups.  In the annual surveys of student opinion across the large MAT he 

chaired, KK reported that issues of equality and equity consistently came out on top: the 

issues of the age.  More than one interviewee foresaw:  

“a sharpening focus on the attainment of particular groups of students: large groups, 

such as those with English as an additional language or having special needs; and much 

smaller groups, such as those attending alternative provision or who are young carers.” 

(KK) 

Sub-theme 4.2.1: Improvement goals involve actions by the school, not only outcomes 

Although interview evidence shows the core improvement goals were seen to concern pupil 

outcomes, all interviewees referred in some way to improvement involving the school’s 

actions.  Some recalled that, when Ofsted came into being in 1992, their first Handbook 

(Ofsted 1992)  

“distinguished between outcomes for pupils and ‘contributory factors’, such as leadership, 

teaching and the curriculum” (NN).   

Although the term ‘contributory factors’ has been discarded by Ofsted, interviewees 

considered that the concept remains relevant: hence all, without exception, discussed 

improvements to aspects of the school’s work, notably leadership, teaching and curriculum, 

not just as key means, but also goals, of school improvement.  Thus JJ (and NN) saw Ofsted’s  
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“ratification of the difference between outcomes and contributory factors as one of their 

key contributions to school improvement.  Schools saw improvement in both as critical” 

(JJ). 

  

Sub-theme 4.2.2:  Academic attainment is the ‘default’ setting for school improvement 

Given the variety of improvement goals in the foregoing, it is unsurprising that several 

interviewees described the idea of improvement as complex.  However, a clear sub-theme is 

that the system reverts to academic attainment as a default. This reality enabled one 

interviewee to describe improvement as being:  

“at the one time both elusive and obvious, straightforward and complex” (PP).  

Set against elusiveness is one interviewee’s emphatic view that: 

“although the ‘Every Child Matters’ aims underpin the school’s work, as a school, your job 

is to maximise examination results to optimise young people’s chances and opportunities.  

And this is especially true for disadvantaged students” (CC). 

The idea that, despite all the complexity and expansion of goals, academic achievement is the 

default setting for school improvement is very widespread in the data.  UU stated that: 

“the government’s view remains that improvement is about exam results … it remains very 

difficult to do well in an Ofsted inspection if the school’s academic results are not strong” 

(UU).   

On the same theme, AA reflected on the school s/he led:  

“an over-emphasis on personal development and students being happy, and a consequent 

under-emphasis on examination results, was the main reason why my school went into 

special measures” (AA). 

 

Sub-theme 4.2.3:  Divergent views of improvement goals  

The preceding text summarises the interviewees’ majority views; there were in addition a 

small number of divergent views of the goals of improvement.  The first, quite large group 
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(CC, EE, HH, FF, BB, PP and TT), significantly headteachers of schools in very deprived 

communities, considered that their improvement aims included families and communities.  

CC described how s/he had:  

“set about helping families to take part, and interest, in their children’s education, by 

attending plays, events, parents’ evenings….” (CC). 

thereby hoping to increase the students’ motivation and commitment.  Others in this group 

echoed these sentiments and added in the effect of the pandemic which 

“not only lost learning, especially for the most disadvantaged, but also widened gaps that 

had started to close, and fractured home-school relationships” (FF).  

The next variant came from the headteachers of two University Technical Colleges (UTCs), a 

small group of schools with a focus on the STEM (science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics) subjects.  The strapline on their website (UTC Website, 2023) reads “Today’s 

Education for Tomorrow’s Careers”, encapsulating their chief goal: employability.  Their aim 

is to achieve “the best possible career routes for our students” (UU) and “to have all our 

students leave to jobs with training, or to further or higher education, with no-one Not in 

Education, Employment or Training (NEET)” (PP).  Although these aims are familiar to other 

types of school, the focus in UTCs is stronger, and  

“links with employers lead us to focus on improving skills for employability as seen by those 

employers, such as the ability to work independently and in teams, self-confidence and 

creativity” (UU). 

Although many hinted at it, three interviewees (AA, FF, TT) explicitly stated that a rich diet of 

extra-curricular activity is a valid improvement objective.  No doubt others would, if asked, 

have agreed with this aim, but only three saw it explicitly as one they pursued under the 

heading of school improvement. 

Five interviewees consciously rejected school improvement in favour of “doing the right 

things” (FF, YY) or the “pursuit of the good school” (JJ).  Another interviewee’s version of this 

idea is:  

“I interest myself rather in excellence and a great education, arguably a more productive 

strand than school improvement, with which it often gets jumbled up” (RR). 
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These four interviewees are joined by at least six others in believing that the pursuit of 

improvement can lead to narrowing the curriculum and to the types of ‘gaming the system’ 

described below, including ‘win-lose’ approaches.  The Discussion chapter [p.124] pursues the 

important distinction between excellence and improvement. 

 

Sub-theme 4.2.4: ‘Gaming the system’ 

As noted above, a major problem with raw attainment as a school improvement measure was 

the ‘gaming’ practised by some schools: as RR notes:  

“the superficial improvement in five or more higher-grade GCSEs achieved by multiple 

IT courses9 or by off-rolling10 may appear to represent school improvement but 

conflicts with the idea of a great education for all” (RR). 

‘Gaming the system’ is a clear sub-theme in the research data: over half of the headteachers 

interviewed referred to various methods of gaming.  UU believes that “the focus on exam 

results was so total that it is hardly surprising that various forms of gaming took place”. 

Some methods were extreme: one interviewee (identity protected) had been: 

“instructed by the headteacher to remove 12 students from the Year 11 roll before the 

official date11. Parents of students who were likely to achieve badly and who were 

disruptive were asked to remove their children to home education or they would be 

permanently excluded.”   

Another headteacher spoke with passion about the need for improvement to be system- or 

area-wide; neighbouring schools, knowing it had vacancies, excluded weak and badly-

behaved students in the knowledge that they would be “‘dumped’ in my school”.  S/he 

(identity protected) talked about “win-lose improvement: local heads believe that they will 

win if my school loses”.  Some interviewees described the use of what they termed ‘bogus’ 

qualifications which at one point had GCSE equivalence.    

 
9 GCSE Information Technology courses that provided four or five high-grade GCSEs through a portfolio 
approach. 
10 Off-rolling’ is a means of ‘improving’ a school’s results by moving pupils likely to achieve poorly to another 
establishment. 
11 The date on which numbers of pupils become fixed, for the purpose of calculating examination percentages 
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Describing some approaches as ‘gaming’ is contestable: the multiple-GCSE, portfolio courses 

described above, and narrowing the curriculum for marginal students to help them achieve 

five higher-grade GCSEs including English and mathematics, described as “trivialising 

approaches to improvement” by FF, had the merit that they gained more students more 

qualifications, enabled them to go on to college courses and, arguably, raised their self-

esteem and commitment to education.  

Gaming shows that over-valuing examination success can distort the meaning of 

improvement. 

Conclusion: The paradox of simultaneous complexity and straightforwardness. 

PP argued this paradox:  

“attainment is the heart of what school improvement is about, and schools pick up so many 

other things under the umbrella of school improvement” (PP). 

S/he went on to elaborate, saying that its breadth (examination results, ECM, contributory 

factors, safeguarding, gap closing) and its shifting nature as successive administrations and 

Ofsted Frameworks moved goalposts, meant that s/he could describe improvement as “a 

sham or falsehood … every measure of school improvement is a proxy for real school 

improvement” (PP).  S/he concluded by claiming that “The cynical definition of school 

improvement is whatever DfE and Ofsted say needs improving and that changes over time.” 

(PP). 

The same sentiment was expressed by UU: “my understanding of school improvement comes 

directly from what we have to do for Ofsted”. 

In summary, although school leaders have always seen academic and personal development 

as equal and linked goals, test and examination results have generally been the ‘default 

setting’ for judging school quality and improvement.  Measures of academic achievement 

have been refined to achieve greater fairness.  Excessive concentration on narrow measures 

of academic success have led to various methods of ‘gaming the system’.  The boundaries of 

school leadership have expanded to encompass the mental health of pupils and families.   
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THEME 4.3: CONDITIONS FOR SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

Of the seven main interview questions, by far the fullest answers were to question 4: ‘From 

your experience, how do you believe that improvement happens in schools?’.  The volume of 

transcribed answers to this question exceeded that of the combined total of the other six.  

Whereas the literature abounds with references to the ‘what’ of school improvement, it is 

less rich concerning the ‘how’.  The literature often suggests ‘brute sanity’: here are the school 

effectiveness criteria; do more of those things.  All interviewees were profoundly interested 

in how improvement happens. 

“School improvement works by good leaders applying the principles of school effectiveness 

(KK).”  “School improvement is about having systems built around the right people” (DD) (my 

added emphasis). 

These two significant extracts structure this chapter.  Analysis of responses, especially to 

question 4, shows constant allusion to there being conditions for improvement: features of 

schools conducive to improvement.  Four interviewees (BB, LL, NN, SS) used the specific 

phrase, all of them in the sense that the conditions are created, not spontaneous.  All 

interviewees espoused the idea that some features of the school are propitious for 

improvement and others unfavourable. Rather than listing the researched effectiveness 

criteria, the ‘what’ of improvement, interviewees sought to get behind the generalisations of 

those lists, delving into the ‘how’ of unspecific phrases like “purposeful leadership” and 

“consistency among teachers” (Mortimore et al., 1988, pp.250-251). 

The data extracts above suggest four groups of conditions: leadership, principles, systems and 

people; these form this section’s sub-headings. 

 

Sub-theme 4.3.1: Leadership 

Interviewees argued that, since the conditions for improvement are created, the key to how 

improvement happens is the leadership that shapes them, so interviewees’ analyses of the 

attributes of effective school leaders dominated the discourse.  They drew on their experience 

of leadership, personal and through their careers, to outline what they had learned about the 

management of improvement: what each role and each leader they had worked under had 

added, positively and negatively, to their understanding, frequently naming individuals; and 

exactly which piece of learning each had contributed.  LL and EE, for example, both named 
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the same headteacher who had “brought about striking levels of improvement in the school 

by rigorous use of Total Quality Management” (EE).  Although there were many references to 

what those leaders did, much more of the discourse analysed how they went about their 

work.  Tim Brighouse summed this up in conversation: I was briefing him about the 

headteacher conference to which I had engaged him to speak; he asked: “how many 

headteachers do you have in your LA who know the words but don’t know the xxxxxxxx tune?” 

(Brighouse, 1993): ‘tune’ equals ‘how’.   

Almost all the headteachers in the sample had, at some point in their career, taken on a school 

in serious difficulties and turned it round.  A trope in interviews was ‘what I found when I took 

the school over’: “I didn’t realise the depth of the difficulties it was in” (CC).  With passion, 

they described their struggles and reflected on the keys to success. 

AA reported having worked for two weak headteachers, in whose schools “there was no sense 

of corporate effort towards something called improvement”.  Then s/he joined a well-led 

school, with an improvement plan 

“which I had never heard of before …. suddenly there was a sense of purpose, collective 

effort, something around which we could collaborate …. I was made responsible for 

delivering part of the plan and held accountable for it” (AA). 

This sense of individual and collective purpose is echoed throughout the evidence. 

TT was newly appointed to a first senior leadership post:  

“on my first GCSE results day, the leadership team turned up to get the results.  They were 

poor; we didn’t know why; we didn’t know what results the students should have achieved; 

what was most alarming, we didn’t know what to do about it.” 

From the role of leader of a MAT, PP was clearest about the centrality of leadership:  

“all the schools in this Trust were in difficulties, some of them severe, until sound 

leadership arrived in each …. despite all the words about it being a team etc, it is impossible 

to over-estimate the impact of a single, high-quality leader at school or department level” 

(PP). 

From the data, the four attributes central to effective leadership are:  
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 facing up to the need for change 

 setting (often transforming) the culture and values of the school 

 focusing on the right things 

 building teams (overlaps with section 4.3.4, People). 

Facing up to the need for change 

“The school will make no progress until it faces up to the realities of its position” (EF).   

“There would be no change until we faced up to our problems” (FF). 

“The critical decision is to know and accept where the school is: to face up to the facts, 

sometimes brutal, before it can move on” (RR). 

TT's experience is common to those taking over schools in serious difficulties: his/her 

willingness to tackle poor performance encountered challenge from a group of staff who 

reacted to visits to classrooms by taking out a collective grievance.  All radical change 

programmes described to me involved overcoming resistance and challenge; hence 

determination is a pre-requisite.   

KK’s view that “To change something, you have to understand it” introduces both a note of 

caution and the concept of evaluation, pursued below.  

 

Setting (often transforming) the culture and values of the school 

When XX took over a school in long-term difficulties, s/he found a staff whose attitude could 

be summed up “Tell me what to do and I’ll do it” (XX), disempowered and demoralised by the 

contrary directions set by different headteachers and advisers, “if told to stand on their heads, 

they would have done so”.  S/he described a group of people who “turned up to work with 

little sense of engagement or agency”.  The key to turning the school round was the building 

of trust, arguing that  

“Unless there is trust in the leadership, staff will not take the risk to innovate … creativity 

and innovation require a culture that encourages and enables risk-taking.  That in turn 

requires trust and confidence” (XX). 
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S/he set about building trust and confidence through a culture of openness and collegiality: 

budget issues were explained and staff reassured; expectations of teachers were made clear, 

so that lesson observations lost their threat.   

Two of the commonest words used to describe the rebuilding process were “culture” and 

“expectations.”  Almost all spoke of the need to rebuild the school culture.  BB was particularly 

emphatic that this is the key role in bringing about improvement: s/he described taking over 

a “busy school” but one without accountability to a clear vision of what it believed in, and 

without a clear set of expectations.  Reflecting on both schools s/he has led, “there is a 

temptation to see school improvement as a list of jobs, when what really matters is the 

creation of a culture” (BB).  

TT was equally clear:  

“there is no change without cultural change, winning staff over to it or removing them; … 

creating critical mass buy-in … Those who share the vision are drawn into the centre; those 

who can’t are trained; those who won’t are removed” (TT).   

CC’s model of improvement echoes this sentiment:  

*[leaders] set standards and expectations in discussion with staff; hold everyone to account 

to those standards; improve through professional development those who aren’t but can; 

shed those who won’t” (CC). 

Pressed on what they meant by ‘culture’, interviewees referred frequently to consistency, a 

sub-theme (Systems) considered below.  YY said it is “vital that everyone signs up to the 

school’s core values”.  BB described culture as “what it means to work here … a culture is 

something people buy into, creating professional loyalty”.  S/he talked a lot about “re-

booting” and “this school is a place where xxx happens” and goes on to propose that “a well-

articulated culture provides a yardstick by which we hold each other to account” (BB).  At this 

point, my marginal note on the transcript reads: “NB each other, not just top down”.  

“Whether or not they call it vision or culture, everyone, including parents, needs to be able to 

articulate what the school is about” (BB).   
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YY leads a school with remarkable levels of consistency and continuity; the large senior 

leadership team (SLT) is entirely home-grown and has stayed together for nearly a decade.  

S/he speaks of “home-grown staff: we grow their good habits” (YY). 

Different individuals in the sample used different words to describe ‘culture’: thus “schools 

only prosper when they have an agreed ideology, a philosophy, a belief system” (FF).  S/he 

inherited a school in a poor state: “in crumbling buildings, in deficit and in the lowest bracket 

of achievement …I went for a cultural shift: let’s establish who we are, what we’re for”.  This 

cultural shift “established clear values and priorities, written in kid-speak, displayed and 

constantly referred to, to show what we are about” (FF). 

Pressed still further on how the renewed culture would become tangible, many including FF, 

LL, EE, NN, BB mentioned “everyone having high expectations of each other, staff and students 

alike” (NN).  A large number referred to language: *the courtesy with which staff and students 

were expected to speak to and of each other” (FF), and several to inclusivity, which could be 

seen as a corollary of consistency: “including everybody, ensuring that everyone matters and 

is valued” (LL).  Others referred to *ambition, for the whole school community” and to “the 

focus is on the pupils, not the job” (YY).  

EE fixed on “a culture of openness and the absolute need to protect it”, which BB expressed 

as “improvement won’t happen until we are challenging each other, openly and without 

blame” (BB). 

LL’s version is to “sell the story to all staff, get them emotionally involved and so be able to 

change their behaviour”, emphasising the centrality of “continuous professional development 

alongside change, to effect improvement” (LL).  HH’s notion of culture centred on teachers’ 

“lack of agency”: in schools s/he took over: 

“we gave them a belief in the possibility of improvement: things don’t have to be this way.  

… Improvement is intimately linked with institutional confidence” (HH). 

CC describes “a sense of shared purpose”. 

Focusing on the right things 

“My leadership style focused on doing the right things rather than obsessing about outcomes: 

do the right things and outcomes will follow” (FF). 
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AA names “the ability to set and pursue clear priorities within the core business of education” 

as a key attribute of headship, while LL describes the process of leading school improvement 

as “vision first, build the team to it and then focus on teaching”.  TT agreed with this priority 

order, with “leading the improvement of teaching” at the centre.  LL focused on “heads’ 

strategic ability to plan”.  With a dazzling mix of metaphors I can only admire, an interviewee 

summarised focusing on the right things as: “the ability to filter the noise, identify the gold in 

every innovation but not jump on each bandwagon; and retain the baby while ditching the 

bathwater”.   

FF and HH link this ability to focus on key priorities with skill in deploying resources, especially 

money.  DD has been a head in three MATs and said that one, with a national reputation for 

consistency that some interpret as rigidity:  

“spends money and time on the right things; focuses the attention of leaders on teaching, 

curriculum and staff development.  …. Yes, it is competitive but the organisation learns and 

grows by studying performance, comparing schools within it to see what works  …  the 

organisation learns” (DD). 

Identifying ‘the right things’ implies the skills of self-evaluation; the term occurred rarely in 

interviews, with only few mentions such as “the skills to self-evaluate …. at the heart of 

leadership skills” (AA).  I expected interviewees to extol the virtues of self-evaluation over 

scrutiny by Ofsted and other external bodies, but they rarely did so.  However, when I looked 

behind and between their words, I realised that this was because they treated self-evaluation 

as integral to leadership for improvement and the self-managing, self-improving school.  

Much of what they said was predicated on routine self-evaluation: “knowing where you are 

is a necessary condition of improvement” (AA); “what school is going to wait for Ofsted to 

judge it without judging itself?”  (NN).  Instances of allusion to self-evaluation without naming 

it include: 

 the need to monitor against the standards set: LL described “learning from what has and 

has not worked in the school, and reviewing progress against the standards set”; CC 

referred specifically to “observing lessons and scrutinising data to challenge consistency”, 

EE to “systematic lesson observation” as one way to “ensure fidelity of implementation” 
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 FF’s “unwavering focus on lesson quality” implies scrutiny.  BC and CD described the 1000 

lesson observations which took place in a school year to “ensure that expectations were 

met, every time” 

 KK: “to change something, you have to understand it”, describing how the MAT s/he 

chaired “used to employ consultants to tell heads about the quality of their schools”, and 

how they devised a process which “internalised that knowledge by seconding members of 

its own staff, not only to understand the strengths and weaknesses of individuals and 

teams, but also to support and work alongside them to bring about improvement” 

 TT described shock at a new school’s failure to understand a poor set of results, to know 

what those students should have achieved, and what to do about it 

 like LL, PP described the crucial importance of headteachers’ ability to understand not just 

what worked, but why, a skill I have termed ‘the ability to deconstruct success’ and expand 

in the Discussion chapter [p.143]. 

Interviewees thereby asserted the centrality of self-evaluation to improvement.  Ofsted 

reinforced this in its inspections, for example by co-observing lessons with senior staff to 

check the accuracy of the school’s self-evaluation.  From 2006 to 2010, it was a statutory 

requirement for schools to produce a Self-Evaluation Form; although that is no longer the 

case, Ofsted still includes “a summary of any school self-evaluation and/or improvement plan 

or equivalent” (Ofsted Handbook, 2024, para.112) among the papers it asks to see during an 

inspection.  

Building teams 

One of the strongest messages from the evidence was that school improvement is a team 

game.  EE described the building of strong teams of senior and middle leaders as a key role of 

headship, and crucial to the pursuit of improvement “since teamwork is the basis of 

consistency”. PP described how “headteachers build teams, coach them and monitor 

performance”, matching DD’s description of how s/he went about turning a profoundly weak 

school round: “recruit good leaders, give them responsibility for parts of the improvement 

plan, and then coach and monitor how they execute the roles” (DD).  YY involves staff in 

decision-making by distributing leadership across large senior and extended leadership 

teams. 
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In addition to poor performance and unwillingness to be held accountable, TT’s criteria for 

shedding staff included “those unwilling to work in a team”. 

UU and RR, in very similar words, believed that “improvement was impossible during the era 

when the teacher’s classroom was her own domain” (RR).   

{I described earlier the unwillingness of the head of mathematics in my first school to 

allow the headteacher to enter his classroom: he believed in the supremacy of the 

teacher in his domain and that for another adult to enter was an impertinence.  I never 

saw my first headteacher about the school corridors; he certainly never entered my 

classroom.}   

School improvement is impossible in an individual culture: it must be a ‘team game’.   

Sub-theme 4.3.2:  Principles 

These comprise chiefly the school effectiveness criteria, rehearsed in the literature review 

and treated only briefly here.  These principles of improvement lie at the interface between 

leadership and systems; PP believed that: 

“somewhere along the spectrum from ‘one size fits all’ to total context specificity (at which 

point everything is individual to the school) is a set of common-sense principles” (PP). 

Most of the principles of improvement referred to during interviews were references to the 

effectiveness criteria in the research literature.  Hence KK “School improvement works by 

good leaders applying the principles of school effectiveness”, with specific reference to the 

work of Mortimore and Reynolds.  Reflecting those criteria, the centrality of good teaching to 

improvement was frequently mentioned, such as TT’s determination to observe classrooms, 

FF’s commitment “never to waver in the focus on classrooms” and EE’s conviction that “school 

improvement is about pedagogy and practice”. 

Other principles have been referred to under Leadership, above, such as a belief in teamwork 

and in inclusivity, valuing everyone: the earlier reference was not just to valuing all staff, but 

also all students.  Many interviewees (including JJ, NN, LL, FF, RR) referred to the far greater 

attention paid to the needs of students of more limited ability, including those with special 

needs, and how in the past such students had often been under-valued. 

Sub-theme 4.3.3:  Systems 
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Consistency 

A system implies some degree of consistency; since consistency doesn’t occur spontaneously, 

it must be led or, to use AA’s term, “driven”; having clear systems and insisting on consistent 

implementation are widely described in the evidence as major components of leaders’ 

techniques to drive improvement.  If improvement is a team game, games have rules and 

team members should play by them. 

Every interviewee referred to consistency, though not necessarily with the same meaning.  I 

have written elsewhere (unpublished doctoral assignments) that the limits of consistency 

(what it is worth being consistent about) are rarely defined, leaving open the possibility of 

caricature and allegations of straitjacketing. 

Frequent reference will be made in this research to Collins’s (2001) flywheel image: in a book 

about why some companies become ‘great’ while others do not, he envisages an organisation 

as a heavy flywheel; it takes massive effort to begin turning it but, when spun in the same 

direction (consistency) over a sustained period, it spins rapidly with little input of energy, 

highlighting the importance of multiple small actions rather than a few large ones.  I have 

always found this image compelling, and RR referred to it to illustrate the importance of 

momentum and consistency.   

Interviewees such as LL and EE described how they had learned from distinguished 

headteachers who designed consistency into their schools: one who determined the design 

and contents of “the standard classroom at ….School”; another, who developed “the good 

lesson at …. School “; and another who “re-engineered an entire school based on the principles 

of “Total Quality Management” (EE).  S/he acknowledged that the crucial element had not 

been the specific elements of TQM, but “fidelity of implementation” (EE), a phrase much used 

in American improvement programmes and in interviews, including with DD, who stated that 

“what matters is fidelity of implementation [of systems], rather than their exact content”.  This 

echoes other interviewees’ views, summarisable as “it ain’t what you do but the way that you 

do it”. 

Earlier research mainly concerned consistency of actions or behaviours, an interpretation 

used by several interviewees: classroom routines such as taking a register and managing 

behaviour.  CC referred to “routines”, EE to “non-negotiables or SOPs” (standard operating 
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procedures).  However, most discussion of consistency concerned school culture, discussed 

under ‘Leadership’.  This argument featured strongly among the many interviewees who had 

taken over weak schools, some failing dramatically, others “bumbling along” (HH).  FF 

discussed how the school developed “a common language, written in kid-speak, to describe 

who we are and what we will do … and the need to develop consistency of values, not just 

actions.”  HH: “the first thing to do [when taking on a weak school] is change the culture”’.  

NN spoke of “the joy of building a culture around which we built staff loyalty to do the right 

things, consistently”. 

There was a lot of discussion of where consistency becomes uniformity, with the common 

assumption that consistency is desirable, uniformity is not.  When pressed as to the hinge-

point between them, the comments almost always had a pejorative slant: AA described one 

MAT’s rigidity, as he saw it, as “militaristic”; EE asked, “How like Starbucks should we be?” 

and fears “a robotic approach”.  GG referred to some MATs having “improvement in a box” 

or an “engine out, engine in” approach: when a component of one school in the MAT fails, 

the same component is lifted from another school to replace it.   

GG went on to say: “why not clone practice if it works?” and this was the commonly held, 

pragmatic view.  HH: “it is easy to caricature MAT consistency as ‘Big Brother’ but, well run, 

such systems work”.  An insider’s perspective from DD described a MAT, renowned for its 

consistent practice, as having “built strong systems to save time and bring about improved 

outcomes, not consistency for consistency’s sake”.  YY spoke at length about designing and 

refining systems for managing behaviour and for teaching a good lesson “to save teachers’ 

time and effort, enabling them to teach at their very best, every lesson” (YY). 

Although several appeared to hold their noses when saying so, many more interviewees 

espoused a substantial measure of consistency, even uniformity, than expressed doubts.  SS 

asked, “Is there a formula for school improvement and, if so, what does it look like?”.  BB 

provided an answer, saying “I do not believe there is a ‘formula’ beyond the building and 

sustaining of a distinctive culture”, thereby providing a formula! 

Two leaders in particular (RR, BB), perhaps coincidentally the youngest interviewees, were “in 

favour of more prescription, not less” (BB). They lead very different schools, but both argue 

the need for greater uniformity, reasoning that the demand for personalisation of learning, 
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with a rising proportion of pupils with additional needs, means that teachers’ attention should 

focus on tailoring the material to the needs of individuals, not to developing that material. 

The Discussion chapter [p.146] proposes a detailed definition of consistency.  

 

Systems in particular settings: improvement in constrained and unconstrained schools 

The terms ‘constrained’ and ‘unconstrained’ were used in these interviews by SS, and I can 

find no reference in the literature to their use.  S/he was presenting a view that “schools are 

victims or beneficiaries of the houses that surround them”. 

Sensu lato, all schools are constrained by budgets and recruitment difficulties, but SS’s 

meaning was narrower.  Almost all senior leaders interviewed had led schools in difficulties 

almost all of them SS’s ‘constrained schools’.  Assembling their views, there emerges a set of 

schools that serve communities of considerable, diverse disadvantage, with high levels of 

poverty, social problems and/or homes where English is not the first language.  Because 

academic achievement tends to be low and behaviour problems substantial, such schools are 

often unpopular and therefore have spare places and become homes for migrant and refugee 

families as well as for pupils excluded from other schools.    In need of help and support those 

children and families undoubtedly are, but they rarely enhance the school’s academic 

performance, so the spiral continues, and the difficulty of improvement grows.  Several drew 

attention to the considerable difficulty of recruiting staff to such schools, and of retaining 

them: promising teachers are often ‘poached’ by more successful schools with larger budgets 

(CC, DD. HH, SS, RR, LL, EE FF, PP). 

The significance is the greater difficulty of school improvement in constrained schools.  SS 

argues that, in unconstrained schools, “sound leadership that applies the principles of school 

effectiveness will lead to improvement” but that this is not the case in constrained schools.  

DD described the school as “set in conditions inimical to school improvement”.  CC spoke 

passionately about “the depth of the challenge to improvement .… the huge scale of 

deprivation …. the degree to which staff felt defeated”, describing the city which contained 

that school as “twin cities, one of affluence, the other of poverty” with the route to 

improvement much more straightforward in the first than the second.  LL described the same 
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city as “having inequality baked in”.  Interviewees characterised the problem variously as the 

greater distance to travel, the greater height and gradient of the climb, and the friction 

impeding movement (CC, HH, EE, FF). 

Pressed on how improvement methods differed between the two settings, interviewees did 

not point to different actions, systems or processes: they spoke instead about the need for 

stronger leadership (SS, TT), for greater determination (LL, EE) and for greater levels of 

prescription for longer periods (TT, UU). 

 

Systems in particular settings: systems needed to get a school off the bottom differ from those 

needed to make a sound school, good 

Approximately half of interviewees raised this issue, the two most widely held views being 

that “there are well-tried methods to get schools off the bottom“ (RR, also HH), and “it is clear 

that moving a school from inadequate to sound, and thence to good and beyond, requires 

both more of the same and some new elements”. (LL and others).   

RR: “it is not difficult to know what to do when a school effectively needs to start again”.  

Several respondents referred to the need, in such circumstances, to “manage behaviour ….  

provide staff with clear prescription and remove profoundly weak and blocking staff” (RR), a 

sentiment repeated almost verbatim by HH, and in slightly different terms by CC, whose turn-

round model comprised setting standards of practice for all staff to adhere to, “monitoring 

staff against those standards, training those who can’t and removing those who won’t”.  The 

headteachers in the sample with experience of turning around several schools all had their 

own clear models, different in detail but with similar elements: using SOPs to manage 

teaching and student behaviour, setting clear standards, monitoring against them and so on.   

It was a view commonly held within the sample that the adoption of a regime of ‘non-

negotiables’ (a set of actions and behaviours required by leaders of all staff, what AA referred 

to as “a militaristic regime”) is temporary, at the early stage of the improvement process, in 

his words “to get the school out of trouble” (AA).  In Collins’s ‘flywheel’ model, this early stage 

is analogous to the hard labour necessary to get the wheel turning. 
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Eddie Jones (international rugby coach) was asked in a podcast interview whether he 

subscribed to a democratic style of leadership or one which is more dictatorial:  

“When you inherit a team … you want to be at the front of the room, guiding, directing, 

cajoling, setting the standards.  By [the end], you want to be at the back of the room 

admiring what you’ve done…. There’s a progression from a smiling dictator to a fantastic 

democracy.  That’s the evolution of the team that you want.” (Jones, 2023) 

Interviewees described the same evolution: FF “in the early stages of turn-round you insist on 

staff doing the same things; later in the process, you empower successful team leaders to 

adapt procedures to their own needs”.   In one school, weak or failing teams were placed  

“not in special measures but in intensive care: leadership was transferred to a member of 

SLT, we insisted on particular SOPs in the team and maintained a monitoring regime to 

ensure these were carried out and that the team was improving.  Then the intensive care 

was gradually removed” (VV).   

LL, CC, RR and others described this process as ‘earning autonomy’: the power granted to 

effective teams/leaders to express individuality in curricula or teaching methods; basic 

procedures remained inviolate, and autonomy was subject to continuing success.  Chairs and 

CEOs of MATs described an identical process with schools in their chains, those capable of 

self-management and -improvement being granted freedoms denied to the less successful. 

There was a widespread belief in the sample that “a combination of Ofsted and following the 

principles of school effectiveness has resulted in the worst schools being driven out and the 

baseline raised” (FF).  JJ agreed: “Ofsted and school effectiveness … have closed disgraceful 

schools down”. 

PP described the different skills needed by leaders at different stages of the improvement 

process: one school in his MAT had a headteacher “who played a key role early in the process 

by winning the community to the school”; when the need for improvement in teaching and 

curricula became obvious, that headteachers did not have the necessary skills and was 

replaced. 

I reached the conclusion that different stages in the trajectory of improvement did not in fact 

have very different procedures; that the early stages were marked, in Eddie Jones’s words, by 
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a level of dictatorship, smiling or not; and that increasing democracy shifted the role of 

leadership to increased sharing of ideas and coaching of individuals, but the basic principles 

on which the school worked remain unchanged, that Collins’s flywheel is a reality.  YY made 

the point strongly that managing behaviour in his/her school with a tough intake was 

constantly top of the list of priorities: some improvement models suggest that, having got on 

top of poor behaviour at an early stage, the focus moves on to curriculum and developing 

leadership.  YY takes the view, and others including WF, TT, FF agree, that “behaviour has to 

be better than good, because these students need every possible moment to learn” (YY). 

The marked exception to the process of evolving procedures was BB.  RR’s view is that “school 

improvement is predicated on a failing school in a deprived area, not on mediocrity in the 

unambitious suburbs, or a coasting school”.  Moving to his second headship, BB found exactly 

the latter situation, concluding that “it would have been easy, and tempting, to see 

improvement as a set of actions, things to be done by everyone”.  S/he took the longer, harder 

route to “sustainable, improvement, rather than short-term fixes” by changing the culture, 

winning staff over to new ways of talking and thinking about what the school was for, its key 

values  S/he worked on getting leaders “out of ‘fix-it’ mode and into a deeper, more enduring 

understanding of change and the role of the school in its community” (BB). 

Sub-theme 4.3.4:  People 

To paraphrase Collins (2001), having got the driver (leader), get the right people on the bus, 

sitting in the right seats.  DD gave particular emphasis within team building to recruitment of 

staff, especially leaders, describing the care s/he takes to find good people, not relying on 

advertisement and interview but seeking people out, visiting their schools, persuading them 

of the valuable role they will play and the rich experience they will gain.  Because of a different 

school history, YY builds teams from within, recruiting new teachers, developing their skills 

and “good habits” and teamwork through systems which instil consistent practice. 

Two final points in this general section on conditions for improvement. RR referenced the 

relevance of momentum by recalling the Collins flywheel.  The beginning of the process of 

improvement in his/her school took enormous effort, like beginning to turn the heavy wheel.  

When the process has been going for some time, as long as the touches on the flywheel are 
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in the same direction, it spins rapidly with a light touch.  “No single action can necessarily be 

identified as vital, rather the cumulative effect” (RR) of thousands of appropriate actions. 

KK said that “to change something, you have to understand it”; PP developed the same idea: 

“of the many attributes of good leadership, one key one is the ability to understand success 

and how it happened”.  I have termed this skill ‘the ability to deconstruct success’ and expand 

on it in the Discussion chapter {p.146]. 

 

Sub-theme 4.3.5: External support 

One aspect of managing improvement threaded through the data is the role of external 

support.  AA describes one headteacher skill as “organising external support and balancing it 

with within-school action”.  Support is categorised here under three headings: local, national 

government and Ofsted.   

Local support 

References to LA support were made mostly by those who had been LA officers (GG, LL, NN): 

they described LA-orchestrated project groups to support schools in trouble (NN, GG), 

including partnering weak schools with stronger neighbours (LL).  

There were many more comments on the support role of MATs.  SS asserted that “MATs are 

capable of building the conditions for improvement in ways generally inaccessible to LAs”; HH 

elaborated this, saying that “MAT leaders know their schools better than LAs did, and have 

the power to make resource allocation decisions”, an opinion shared in almost identical words 

by RR.  Since the attributes of effective leadership apply equally to MAT leadership, I will not 

elaborate. 

Many interviewees were keen to highlight the value of partnership between schools as means 

of helping constrained schools to improve: pairing of schools, such as in early federations or 

the London Challenge (LL, GG) or in MATs (HH, EE, PP, FF, RR).  In support of partnership, EE 

saw “the improvement journey as one from dependence (on the LA), through independence 

(grant-maintained or stand-alone academy) to inter-dependence (MAT)”. 
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National government support 

This was described extensively in the literature review.  Interviewees, while commenting at 

length on the stress and turmoil of the era of rapid change between the late 1980s and about 

2010, nonetheless acknowledged that the changes did bring about improvement.  Several 

said that it would be hard to envisage a world without a National Curriculum; where 

resourcing, including staffing, decisions were made by the LA; or where there were rigid 

school catchment areas: they were emphatic that these were improvements, not just 

changes. SS referenced the significance of government in “training leaders, greatly 

strengthened since the development of the National Qualification framework” (SS). 

There were a few references to the influence of Secretaries of State: “those who were 

committed long-term to education” (HH) “big beasts, political heavyweights who used 

longevity in the role to convey a vision for education and bring investment” (LL).  LL cites 

particularly the combination of Blunkett and Balls, who together held the role for over half of 

Labour’s time in power from 1997 to 2010, and who provided vision and priority, as well as 

resources, to education.  Others referred to Joseph and Baker, equally influential in the 1980s. 

Support through Ofsted 

“Only Ofsted really improved schools as a whole system, through a combination of defining 

quality and strong-arm tactics” (SS). 

Although there were comments about the stresses caused by Ofsted inspection, such as: “so 

much hangs on an Ofsted judgement: head or governors lose their jobs, the school can close 

or be transferred into a MAT” (UU), many interviewees acknowledged Ofsted’s role in school 

improvement: “a major source of evidence and a motive force for improvement” (NN). 

JJ listed what he saw as Ofsted’s main contributions: 

“Providing a clear definition of quality; distinguishing between outcomes and contributory 

factors and linking the one to the other: inputs linked to outputs; clearing out grossly 

inadequate schools; re-inspecting systematically to track change”. 

Others supported these views: many, including HH, RR and NN, referred especially to the 

original version of the Framework for Inspection (Ofsted, 1992), the so-called ‘buff folder’, as: 
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“a great contribution to school improvement; the legal framework; the definition of a 

‘good’ school; the headings of quality and how they fit together: outcomes and 

contributory factors, and the significance of the different contributory factors”. (NN) 

“Its definition of quality and its demonstration of how variables within a school can be 

organised, and their inter-relationships set out.”  (HH) 

RR added:  

“not only do I mean the definition of quality through spelling out standards, but also what 

is good enough, better and not good enough .… an Ofsted ‘good’ defines the basic 

minimum acceptable standard that should be attainable by all, while ‘excellence’ means 

doing everything consistently well” (RR). 

A few, including NN, LL and especially JJ, deplored the shift over time away from  

“inspection as an extended professional dialogue to one-word judgements with the 

focus on information to parents: hence the use of lay language and very short reports: 

‘what is it like to attend this school?’” (JJ). 

Although several commented positively on the Framework revision in 2019, increasing the 

focus on curriculum in particular, JJ and NN were the only interviewees to comment on the 

profound, and largely unremarked, change in 2005-6, a concern shared by the author, and 

which features in the Discussion chapter [p.161 et seq.].  For reasons detailed in that section, 

the 2005-6 changes to Ofsted’s work abruptly changed inspection from a professional 

dialogue to a judgmental exercise with parents as the audience, a profound change largely 

unremarked in the literature.  

 A few interviewees (AA, BB, PP) commented on the specific effects of inspection on 

improvement in their schools: PP and AA spoke positively: “it made us look hard at ourselves 

in the mirror and face up to things we didn’t do well” (AA).  BB, who was head of a school in 

which the judgement of a deeply flawed Ofsted inspection was over-turned, spoke in a more 

equivocal way: “Having seen the worst that Ofsted can do, I am now clear about what and 

how I have to do to lead a school well” (BB). 

In summary, the section concludes that there are conditions for improvement, features of 

schools which are conducive.  Since those conditions do not occur spontaneously, the focus 
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is on leadership: using data extracts from interviews, mainly with school leaders, the text 

analyses the attributes of leadership which has been successful in driving improvement.   

These attributes focus particularly on the building of a culture of high expectation and, 

because improvement is a whole-school, team enterprise, on building in consistency. 

The text considers improvement in schools in different contexts: those in more and less 

challenging settings, and those at different points on the trajectory of improvement.  The 

significance of various forms of external support to the school is considered. 

 

THEME 4.4:  FUNDAMENTAL IMPROVEMENT HAS BEEN NEGLECTED 

“Every measure of school improvement is a proxy for real school improvement” (PP).  When 

pressed on what he meant by ‘real improvement’, PP talked of schools becoming better 

places for young people to grow in, better preparation for life after school, a view shared by 

TT, who held that it is the job of schools to “enable students to take the next steps in their 

lives with confidence”. 

When conducting the literature review, I found little evidence of what I shall refer to as 

‘fundamental improvement’: changes to the nature of schools and schooling that make them 

more humane places in which to live and learn. I contend that the study of fundamental 

improvement provides good evidence for improvement, evidence which is not as equivocal 

as that from more ‘technical’ measures [p.155 et seq.].  Chapter 1 provided personal, 

anecdotal versions of the argument; here, I outline the findings from interviews on this 

theme, while the Discussion chapter [p.155 et seq.] provides an analysis. 

The surprising conclusion from the interviews is how little comment underlying improvement 

received.  It could be argued that the way the discussion was introduced led interviewees into 

the technicalities of improvement: however, the opening question asked what the 

interviewee took school improvement to be about, an open-ended question.  The 

penultimate question asked for an assessment of how successful school improvement had 

been, and each discussion closed with an invitation to add anything that the interviewee 

wished.  I therefore believe that interviewees had opportunity to raise other matters if they 

wished.  In the event, the number and variety of comments were small: 
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 a group, including FF, EE, HH, JJ, NN and RR, referred to the driving of the very worst 

schools out of the system, mainly by Ofsted inspection 

 CC, BB, LL, NN referred to better communication with families and communities, and their 

greater involvement in the education of their children.  BB spoke powerfully about the 

centrality of the school to its community, which “lives or dies by what happens in this 

school” 

 NN and FF both mentioned “self-evident improvements” in “the abolition of corporal 

punishment and the way less-able students are valued” (FF), “the way students are treated 

in school, in the focus on safeguarding and in the quality of teaching” (NN).  TT and UU 

contrasted “the total lack of inspiration in the way I was taught at school” (UU) with the 

lively, engaging practice s/he sees daily in school 

 AA was the only interviewee to mention governance, “its increased professionalism, 

greater presence in school and enhanced links with the community” 

 FF and LL both spoke about “greater staff involvement in decision-making” (FF) and “more 

professional dialogue” (LL) 

 some (especially LL) acknowledged that performance gaps, such as those to the detriment 

of disadvantaged students, have been recognised latterly, with significant attempts to 

narrow them  

 only LL cast doubt on some aspects of basic ‘improvement’, arguing that  

“improvement in outcomes such as attendance and exam results has to some extent been 

at the expense of narrowing the curriculum and the richness of extra-curricular activities 

… loss of freedom within the curriculum”.  S/he and HH talked of education being starved 

of resources12, arguing that, “overall, children are not having as good an experience in 

school than their predecessors”. 

However, a supplementary question such as “How were you taught at school?’ prompted 

splenetic comments about rote learning and physical punishment.  

In summary, neither literature nor interviews provided much comment on what I have termed 

underlying or fundamental improvement, changes to the nature of schools that make them 

more humane places in which to live and learn.  The focus on achievement has been 

 
12 Radio 4’s Today programme, 10th January 2024, cites a 42% increase in health spending in the twenty-first 
century, while over the same period education spending increased by only 3%. 
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overwhelming; when prompted, however, school leaders talked with passion about 

improvements in teaching, in the education of pupils with learning difficulties and in 

relationships between teachers and pupil and their families. 

 

THEME 4.5:  REASONS FOR THE RAPID EXPANSION OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT ARE NOT 

FULLY EXPLAINED. 

As the literature review explained, research, policy and legislation concerning school 

improvement all underwent a rapid, considerable expansion between 1980 and 2010.  The 

review also explained that the reasons for that burgeoning interest were very varied, some 

from within education, others from the fields of economics, politics and sociology.  My 

conclusion is that the accounts are scattered in the literature of different disciplines, and are 

incomplete, lacking a full, concise account. 

The topic was the subject of a specific question in the interview schedule [Appendix III, 

question 3]: “what factors  -  social, economic, political as well as specifically educational  -  

do you think made school improvement so important?”  The question was phrased 

deliberately to leave open the widest possible range of contexts for answers; the earlier start 

date of 1970 was given in case anyone wanted to refer to the Ruskin speech of 1976 (which a 

small number did) or other earlier events. 

 

Answers were surprisingly thin: the transcripts of answers to this question are brief in 

comparison with other questions.  Most interviewees are mature people whose careers were 

under way during the period of most rapid change in the late 1980s and 1990s and yet very 

few gave detailed or sophisticated answers.  Most responses rehearsed some of the events 

chronicled in the literature review; these comments are placed first in the analysis below.  

There were a small number of original ideas that extended the literature review, discussed in 

more detail at the end. 

 

Most comments were about politics and legislation, not surprising given that the time of rapid 

legislative change was at the heart of many interviewees’ careers.  One group focused 

comment on the political drive for a competitive environment: what AA described as “the rise 

of individualism and a win-lose approach”.  They linked this to the 1980s approach of prime 



112 
 

minister Thatcher and her education minister and guru, Keith Joseph.  Like JJ and NN, LL saw 

the breakdown of the post-war consensus in the late 1970s as “leading to its replacement 

under Thatcher with an individualistic, competitive era” in the 1980s and 90s.  JJ linked the 

breakdown in consensus with “dramatic changes in the nature of employment, with the 

collapse of traditional heavy industry and the reduced influence of trade unions”, leading to 

uncertainties in society.  UU described “market forces at the heart of Thatcherism, expressed 

in ERA which is based on open enrolment and competition between schools”.  GG also referred 

to ERA and its fellow Act in 1992 as marking “the beginning of accountability, prescription, 

inspection” and to competition expressed in “published inspection reports and league tables”. 

 

Others, especially LL, focused on the emphasis on education in the Labour years from 1997, 

which represented “a real sense of the importance of education to everything” and to the 

significance of “a big beast Secretary of State for Education (David Blunkett) whose clout put 

education at the heart of government… [leading to] a golden age for education”.  NN 

contrasted education before-the 1976 Ruskin speech (“education the sole property of the 

educators”) with the 80s and 90s, when it became “a government battleground”. 

 

The other repeated comments were about international comparisons: FF mentioned “the rise 

of Asian tiger economies and adverse PISA scores for Britain”; LL also referred to “international 

comparison and the interest in apparently successful countries like Finland and Singapore”. 

 

There were three contributions which, in my view, add significantly to the literature: 

 GG, from the perspective of a former director of education, linked the social upheaval 

caused by the high-profile deaths of children such as Maria Colwell and Victoria Climbie 

with the 2004 legislation relation to the ECM five outcomes and a permanent expansion 

of the aims of school improvement.    

 SS pointed to the importance to the growth of school improvement of the rise of the 

comprehensive school in the 1960s and 70s.  This is referred to in the literature, but SS 

makes a distinctive point by putting it at the heart of the changing role and position of 

education in the second half of the twentieth century.  S/he links the spread of the 

comprehensive to growing public interest and, following high-profile incidents like 

William Tyndale [p.30], to disquiet about education. 
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 JJ is a sociologist and historian whose perspective is distinctive within the sample.  In 

addition to his ideas mentioned above, he points to the significance of the raising of the 

school leaving age (ROSLA).  Although a generic term for a change that happened several 

times in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the specific event took place in 1972 

when the age of leaving school was raised from 15 to 16, and  

“teachers were confronted with the need to teach older, less compliant teenagers …  part 

of a new world of consumer teenagers, unused to being at school and not in work, 

earning money” (JJ).   

He links this with the breakdown of deference and traditional values, the changes in 

employment referred to above, and therefore to the changing role of the school.  He 

claims that schools had previously been seen as a bulwark of traditional values and an 

antidote to the disintegration of society, a view shattered by events such as William 

Tyndale School and Pink Floyd’s “The Wall”; he sees these changes as pointing to the 

compulsion to change. 

 

I believe the patchy nature of the evidence in the literature, coupled with the fresh points 

raised here, suggests the need for a re-appraisal.  As well as lacking a comprehensive, succinct 

account, the literature fails to convey a sense of concatenation: simultaneous pressures to 

change from many directions.  This is attempted in the Discussion chapter. 

 

The previous paragraph indicates where this research seeks to add to existing knowledge. 

Each of the five themes drawn from the research data in this chapter does this, generating an 

idea(s) that adds to knowledge and is explored in the succeeding Discussion chapter. 

  

In summary, the literature contains substantial evidence for the spread of school 

effectiveness and improvement activity during the research period, and for its causes.  

However, that evidence is partial, in that some causes are not referred to; and patchy in that 

it is scattered across sources.  There is no single comprehensive account, nor a classification 

of factors, nor an account of how the various factors worked together.    
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4.6  SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The chapter presents four themes, recurrent facets in the data (4.2 to 4.5), preceded by a 

section (4.1) which tests the thesis’s underlying proposition, that effectiveness and 

improvement dominated thinking in English schools between about 1980 and 2010.  Evidence 

from both the literature and interviews upholds the proposition, and shows that a second 

dominant theme, pupils’ safety and wellbeing, emerged in the twenty-first century. 

As a result of the findings, each of the other four themes is explored as follows in the next  

chapter: 

4.2 Perceptions of ‘what is to be improved?’ have evolved and expanded: changes in how 

academic achievement is measured are examined, together with the various other measures 

of quality and improvement. 

4.3 The text analyses the conditions for school improvement, especially for how it is led: this 

is developed [p.140 et seq] into a model for the leadership of school improvement, one which 

takes account of complexity and of school context.  The meaning of key variables such as 

school culture, expectations and consistency is examined in detail. 

4.4 Fundamental school improvement (changes to the nature of schools that make them 

more humane places in which to live and learn) has been neglected because of the 

overwhelming emphasis placed on achievement. It is rarely mentioned in the literature, nor 

by school leaders until prompted.  The nature of those underlying improvements is explored 

[p.155]. 

 

4.5 Reasons for the rapid expansion of school improvement are not fully explained: evidence 

is partial and patchy.  A comprehensive, classified analysis of the factors is presented with an 

analysis of how they work together to drive improvement. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION  

“We have learned much about how to improve individual schools” (Hopkins et al., 2014, 

p.257).  “Much of what is claimed as school improvement is illusory” (Coe, 2013, p.i).   

Each section analyses the contribution of one of the five themes generated in Findings [Table 

3, p,77] to answering the research questions and to knowledge and practice; themes are re-

ordered more logically. 

5.1 Testing the basic proposition that improvement dominated schools’ thinking and action 

in the research period was largely resolved by a literature review which showed how 

research and legislation related to improvement burgeoned in the thirty years from 1980. 

Findings offered a closer definition of “dominated schools’ thinking” and corroborated the 

proposition through the evidence of school leaders, who added nuance by suggesting that 

the process was phased. 

5.2 Considers gaps in accounts of the origins and early evolution of school improvement.  

Research evidence suggests that a range of societal factors interacted with others from 

within education to cause the expansion of improvement activity.  No single source 

presents a comprehensive, concise account of the factors, nor classifies them.  

5.3 Improvement in the context of unclear purposes for education. Interviews showed that 

perceptions of improvement evolved into a complex web of meaning.  Contention over 

the purposes of education is not new but its relationship to improvement is, especially in 

the light of further expansion in the role of schools created by the pandemic. 

5.4 Conditions for Improvement: how school improvement happens.  The literature provides 

more information about the ‘what’ of improvement than the ‘how’. This section analyses 

the actions taken by school leaders to respond to their interpretations of improvement, 

focusing on the ‘Conditions for Improvement’, and proposes a model of improvement 

which acknowledges the complexity of the task, incorporates new elements and attempts 

to fix the role of consistency, which has hitherto remained unresolved.  

5.5 Considers the impact of fifty years of effectiveness and improvement activity and 

prospects for its future. 
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5.1 TESTING THE BASIC PROPOSITION (that improvement dominated schools’ thinking and 

action in the research period) 

Analysis in the literature review, especially that based on Hallinger & Kovačević (2019), 

showed that research burgeoned following the Rutter paper of 1979; similarly, analysis of 

legislation showed rapid acceleration from the mid-1980s. 

The basic proposition having been secured, research data show it to be nuanced: activity 

following 1979 was phased.  The research community responded quickly, with an immediate 

flurry of research to extend Rutter.  Government responded later: legislation through the 

early 1980s, although it improved schools as places to learn by improving provision for pupils 

with special education needs (1981 Act) and by abolishing corporal punishment (1986 Act), 

was generally unrelated to effectiveness research.  The 1988 Act enacted fundamental change 

in schools, some of which (such as local management) linked with effectiveness research, but 

was driven more by the philosophy of the market.  From the 1990s, effectiveness and 

improvement moved centre-stage in government thinking, with the introduction of Ofsted 

(1992) and its adoption of school effectiveness criteria (Sammons et al., 1995), and the 

bringing of leading researchers into positions of political influence: David Hopkins (senior 

adviser in the DfE), Michael Barber (head of the government delivery unit) and David Reynolds 

(chair of the national numeracy task force). 

The response of schools was slower, as it had been to the Ruskin speech; individual schools 

took the lessons of Rutter on board; some LA officers, like Brighouse in Oxfordshire, made use 

of the research in their professional development programmes, but wholesale change was 

driven first by the flurry of vocational programmes [p.112] of the mid-1980s, and then by ERA 

and the advent of Ofsted. 

Although the pace of legislative change related to school improvement slowed after 2011, the 

drive for improvement was maintained through the following decade by MATs, which had 

been given the lead role by the Education Act 2011, by headteachers and especially by Ofsted. 

Improvement in the 2010s was extended to give greater prominence to personal 

development issues: safeguarding, welfare and young people’s mental health.  Schools have 

always accorded these issues great significance, for their own sake and for their impact on 

pupils’ academic development, but the demands became much greater in the 2010s.  To 



117 
 

argue that these issues are separate from school improvement would be perverse: their inter-

connectedness was emphasised by almost all interviewees, most clearly by WW: “unless 

young people are well fed, listened to, happy and secure in school, their propensity and ability 

to learn must be limited”. 

 

5.2 ORIGINS AND EARLY EVOLUTION OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

The literature review made clear that diverse pressures for schools to provide a higher-

quality, more relevant education characterised the last quarter of the twentieth century.  

Accounts in the various sources agree on main points but are partial, not joined up, and fail 

to convey the concatenation of simultaneous pressures from different directions, and how 

their mutual reinforcement accelerated change.  Evidence from Interviews and personal 

experience added factors not mentioned elsewhere. 

The following analysis lists and classifies the pressures for improvement without repeating 

detail from the literature review; the classification into educational, societal, economic and 

political pressures is helpful but simplistic: they overlap. 

5.2.1 Educational pressures for change 

Older interviewees raised several concerns about schools which they believed promoted the 

‘improvement revolution’. 

Disquiet in the profession and the public with aspects of education in the 1960s and 70s 

conflated the loss of grammar schools with the rise of so-called ‘progressive’ teaching 

methods, leading to the writing of the Black Papers.  When the Tyndale affair in particular hit 

headlines, concern became profound and widespread.  Tyndale was the only individual school 

named frequently (six interviews); interviewees with long educational memories described 

schools in the 1970s as “sharing the turbulence of the age” (JJ).  

ROSLA from 15 to 16 in 1972 retained in school a group of “older, less compliant teenagers 

who had expected to be at work and earning” (JJ), at a time when teenage consumerism and 

distinctive ‘teenage culture’ were expanding.   
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Callaghan’s Ruskin Speech (1976) launched the ‘Great Debate’ on education.  Seven 

interviewees named the speech in discussions of the origins of the school improvement 

movement, surprising since only four were involved in education at the time.  The term 

‘watershed’ was applied by interviewees to three school-improvement-related events during 

the period: Ruskin, ERA and the creation of Ofsted.  

There was a widespread belief in the profession (Hargreaves, 1982; Partridge; 1968; also 

interviews with NN, TT and others with special interest in less-able pupils) that pupils of lower 

ability had been ill served in the grammar school era.  Until the introduction of CSE in 1965, 

they had left school without the qualifications that the job market increasingly required.  

Several interviewees are products of grammar schools: GG, NN, JJ, HH and RR referred to the 

social disadvantage conferred on friends or siblings who had failed the 11+ examination and 

were therefore “relegated to the secondary modern school” (NN).  Many pupils had suffered 

“a destruction of their dignity … so massive and pervasive that few subsequently recover from 

it” (Hargreaves, 1982, p.17). 

Pupils with special needs had fared badly: the Education (Handicapped Children) Act, 1970, 

was the first to guarantee access to education for all children; those with severe learning 

difficulties, previously the responsibility of the health system, became part of education for 

the first time.  NN, with a lifetime working with such pupils, was especially trenchant about 

how ill-served ‘his pupils’ had been. 

Criticism of the country for failing to provide vocational and technological education to fit 

children for future jobs (the Sputnik argument) had existed for over a century.  The 

accelerating pace of change in industry and employment, combined with ROSLA, brought this 

disquiet to a head in the 1980s with a flurry of vocational initiatives (TVEI 1983, CPVE 1983, 

BTEC 1984 and NVQ 1986), a significant response to the Great Debate.  

5.2.2 Societal pressures for change 

The literature review referred to many societal changes leading to turbulence and creating 

pressure for change in schools.  Each older interviewee named one or more aspects of the 

1970s as direct causes of the subsequent drive for school improvement; I am grateful to JJ for 

his overview of the pressures of the 1970s: he (and NN) claimed that “schools had been seen 

as an antidote to the disintegration of society until they too shared in its turbulence” (JJ).   
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These changes were not simultaneous but centred on the 1970s: 

 the rise of youth sub-cultures in the 1960s: mods, rockers, skinheads  

 ‘liberalising’ legislation passed by the Wilson government of the late 1960s contributed to 

the spread of the so-called ‘permissive society’ 

 traditional notions of discipline were challenged, leading to the abolition of caning in 

English schools in 1985-6 

 schools became directly involved in the permissiveness debate through The Little Red 

Schoolbook (Hansen & Jensen, 1969), which sought to inform young people about 

democracy, rights, sex and drugs.  It was widely seen, including by the UK government 

which banned it until 2014, as subversive, encouraging young people to experiment and 

to challenge authority 

 the breakdown in rigid class structure and deference to established authority: “people no 

longer knew their place“ (JJ) 

 family size decreased13 and families became more child-centred: parents spent more 

money and time on their fewer children, and legislation concerning child welfare and 

safeguarding expanded 

 a society in which worth was based on social class was replaced by one which valued talent 

and achievement, as satirised in The Rise of the Meritocracy (Young, 1958).  The rise of 

the comprehensive school was symbolic of meritocracy  

 the first high-profile death through familial child abuse, that of Maria Colwell, took place 

in 1973.  A series of such deaths, culminating in that of Victoria Climbié (2000), led to the 

‘ECM’ legislation (2004) and to an expanded concept of school improvement 

 Pink Floyd’s The Wall (“we don’t need no education”) was issued in 1979.  

These events bracketed a decade in which wholesale change in British society was perceived 

by many to amount to breakdown.  When breakdown was seen to manifest itself in schools 

themselves, “the pressure for change became irresistible” (NN).  

 

 
13 Office for National Statistics reports (ONS 2021) that average family size fell from 2.29 children per family for 
women born in the 1930s to 1.91 for those born in 1969, and that the level of childlessness among women 
born in 1969 (18%) is higher than for women born in 1942 (11%) 
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5.2.3 Economic and political pressures for change 

When Andrew Adonis14 visited a school in Sunderland, his guide said: “Twenty years ago, boys 

leaving here walked down the hill and turned left to get a job in the shipyard or right to go 

down the mines.  All those jobs have gone; they might as well walk straight on into the sea” 

(Adonis, 2012, p.22). 

By 1980, it had been clear for some time that the future of the British economy and the 

nation’s competitiveness depended less on raw materials and more on the skills, and thus the 

education and qualifications, of its workforce.  Thus the ‘sputnik argument’ led to the rise of 

‘the needs of the economy’ within the government’s set of purposes for education, tracked 

in the literature review and developed below [p.119]; the relevance here is the considerable 

impetus given to school improvement.   

Traditional working-class jobs had dwindled and there was a sharp increase in the proportion 

of the British population identifying as middle class; their increased prosperity was 

accompanied by increased aspiration, for property- and share-ownership, and for better 

education and futures for their children.  The new jobs required qualifications, putting 

pressure on schools to deliver better results for more pupils. 

The rise of neoliberalism under Joseph and Thatcher and the breaking of the post-war 

consensus took education out of the welfare state and into the world of choice-individualism-

market competition.  The government saw this not only as a matter of ideology but also the 

means of bringing about improvement.  Almost all interviewees saw ERA as a watershed. 

The theme of international competition included, from the 1990s, educational tests such as 

PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS.  Data from these studies have been used by governments to guide 

policy for school improvement. 

 

The final factor promoting improvement was that it was contemporaneous with the quality 

movement.  The dramatic rise of technological industries in Japan in the 1960s and 70s was 

accompanied by a revolution in the quality and reliability of products, so-called ‘total quality 

 
14 Minister for Schools in the Labour government, 2005 - 2008 
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management’.  This concept spread across the western world in the 1970s and 80s, reaching 

education in the 1980s with the two key texts published in the early 1990s: Total Quality 

Management in Education (Sallis, 1992) and Total Quality Management and the School 

(Murgatroyd & Morgan, 1993). 

  

The existing literature does not identify all these causes of the rise of improvement.  There is 

very little mention of The Little Red Schoolbook, ROSLA, child-centredness and family size, and 

none of the rise of meritocracy or TQM.  More significant to clarifying this period in 

educational history is the failure to describe the convergence of factors to drive improvement: 

push factors from ‘society’ simultaneous with pull factors from within education, nor of the 

simultaneity of the zenith of those  pressures for change in the early 80s with the ‘enabling 

mechanism’ of change and improvement: the shift from a ‘schools make no difference’ to a 

‘schools make a significant difference’ paradigm, hinged at the paradigm shift in 1979.  I have 

sought to show how these factors interact and mutually reinforce.  The rapid flowering of 

effectiveness research in the 1980s, analysed below, showed that improvement was possible 

and pointed its direction.  This is, I believe, why the educational changes of the late twentieth 

century in England were of two types: structural reform, breaking the local government 

monopoly of schooling, establishing parental choice and a marketplace; and improvement, 

linked to the reform changes but emphasising quality: national systems of curriculum, school 

inspection, tests and examinations and the publication of their results.   

 

The second part of this section explains the rapidity with which school improvement activities 

grew and spread, another phenomenon attracting very little comment in the literature. The 

literature review described the speed with which research and government action spread 

following the birth of school effectiveness in 1979.  In my interview with HJ, a biologist, we 

came to liken the accelerating change to adaptive radiation, defined in evolutionary biology 

as:   

“a process in which organisms diversify rapidly … into a multitude of new forms, 

particularly when a change in the environment makes new resources available … or opens 

new environmental niches”  (Schuiter, 2000, pp.10-11).   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecological_niche
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Schuiter goes on to show that the opening of a new ecological niche provides opportunities 

which a diverse range of organisms can exploit, and the rapidity with which this happens.  The 

mass extinction of the dinosaurs opened a range of new environments and resources for 

mammals, which exploited them rapidly, flying, climbing, hopping, running and swimming 

within a (geologically) short time (Feduccia, 1995). 

 

The ‘new environments’ created by the school effectiveness paradigm led in the 1980s and 

90s to the burgeoning of research into the shared characteristics of more and less effective 

schools, into the various lists of correlates [p.36], and into the distribution of the effects: 

whether they are the same in primary and secondary schools, in subject departments as well 

as schools, and in different countries.  When effectiveness evolved into improvement, 

governments and schools saw the means to bring about rapid change.  Within two decades, 

research was taking place world-wide, and governments were legislating change, not just in 

the early research foci of the UK and US, but widely through Europe, Canada and East Asia. 

 

The final part of this historical section concerns the validity of the term ‘paradigm’ as applied 

to school effectiveness and improvement.  Several leading authors in the fields used 

‘paradigm’ to describe effectiveness, improvement or both and the use of the term has 

persisted:  Reynolds and Hopkins (1993), Doyle & Wells (1997), Sammons (2007), Hallinger & 

Kovacevic (2019) and Hopkins (2022) all claim it.  As the literature review concludes, in no 

case is the term defined, nor its appropriateness examined.  This section therefore tests the 

evidence concerning whether the term is justified in this context.   

 

Despite being hi-jacked into vacuous ‘management speak’ and thus falling into disrepute 

(McFedries, 2001; Khan, 2002), there remains a place in scholarship for the term ‘paradigm’ 

as part of the suite of terminology used to categorise the translation of ideas into scientific 

laws.  A hypothesis is a starting point, a supposition based on limited evidence, while a theory 

is better established, with more supporting evidence. Terms are often used hierarchically, 

with paradigm at the top, the implication being that it describes processes of considerable 

significance, longevity and/or wide applicability.   
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Kuhn, originator of the term, defined paradigms as "universally recognized scientific 

achievements that, for a time, provide model … solutions” (Kuhn, 1970, p.10).  Paradigms 

come to dominate the landscape to such an extent that they determine what constitutes 

evidence and preclude dissent; contrary evidence is rationalised away and the belief becomes 

‘taken for granted’.  Paradigms are the spectacles through which we look but of which we are 

barely aware.  Contrary evidence is sometimes ignored or twisted to meet the existing 

paradigm.  Eventually, the weight of contrary evidence becomes so great that the paradigm 

yields and is replaced by another.   

Some so-called educational paradigms more closely resemble models, providing different 

simplifications to provoke discussion about the nature of education.  Thus constructivism, 

often described as a learner-centred ‘paradigm’, is contrasted with instructivism, which tends 

to the teacher-centred (Huitt, 2019, p.4).  These are alternative ways of thinking, not a lens 

through which generations of scholars view education and which, following new evidence, 

yields to another.   

School effectiveness and improvement began as fields of study through a clear paradigm shift: 

the ‘schools make a difference’ shift in 1979, described earlier.  The previous ‘schools make 

little difference’ view meets the paradigm test: it framed thinking and controlled policy. 

Hallinger’s & Kovacevic’s (2019) bibliographic investigation into education research themes 

identifies 1979 as the point of a paradigm shift, with effectiveness and improvement as one 

of the four main growth themes in their period of study (1960 - 2018).  The more significant 

shift is, in my view, that from ‘no effect’ to ‘significant effect’, since the latter leads directly 

to a concept of the effective school and what makes it. 

According to Kuhn, it is characteristic of the period following a paradigm shift that there is a 

diversification of research related to the new paradigm (see adaptive radiation, p.115), part 

of which was the emergence of school improvement, a natural extension of the static notion 

of effectiveness into a dynamic process that applied the effectiveness correlates to make 

more schools more effective.  As early as 1989, Creemers, Peters and Reynolds were claiming 

in the introduction to their book summarising the field that: 

“school effectiveness and school improvement have different origins: … However, in their 

orientation to outcomes, input, processes, and context in education, they also have much 
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in common …. (they) were combined in a framework of effective school improvement.”  

(Introduction, p.i) 

To apply the term ‘paradigm’ to improvement does not seem justified, for four reasons:  

 effectiveness elided into improvement without any abrupt change 

 research into improvement began only a few years after that into effectiveness 

 many of the same authors were involved 

 although sometimes described as separate ‘schools’, effectiveness and improvement use 

the same data and, by 1989, were being harmonised.   

 

It seems sounder to describe effectiveness and improvement as a twin or joint paradigm.  The 

literature review [p.12] examines the dissenting evidence from authors like Coe (2013) who, 

after only about 20 years of the so-called improvement paradigm, begin to cast doubt on its 

impact, and indeed existence; they generally do not dispute effectiveness. 

 

 

5.3  IMPROVEMENT IN THE CONTEXT OF UNCLEAR PURPOSES FOR EDUCATION 

A clear theme to emerge from interviews was that improvement is hampered by the lack of a 

clear statement of the nation’s aims for education (UU, PP, TT et al.).  It was argued that the 

result is a Professor Joad15-like “it depends what you mean by …”: without clear objectives, 

the idea of improvement lacks meaning and direction, “elusive and slippery” (PP). 

 

The literature records the various formulations and discussions of aims over time, to which 

the current work adds three new elements: 

 by charting changes in government statements of aims, an analysis of the direction of 

travel of political thinking about the purposes of education 

 an analysis of how the lack of nationally agreed aims affects school improvement 

 since it involves the same principles, an exploration of the issue raised by several 

interviewees: the relative merits of pursuing ‘improvement’ or the ‘good school’. 

 
15 Joad was a twentieth century English philosopher, renowned for beginning his answer to any question with 
“it depends what you mean by ..” 
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5.3.1 The recent convergence of government statements of educational aims 

By the mid-twentieth century, three main traditions of the purposes of education existed: 

 essentialist: emphasising content and knowledge, what Peters (1983) referred to as the 

acquisition of worthwhile knowledge 

 utilitarian: education as preparation for adult life and employment 

 child-centred: a concern for what education should develop in young people, rather than 

what it should seek to pass on to them.  

Interviewees referred to all three traditions; most wove them together to create a pragmatic 

compromise.  RR typified this: “reading, writing, basic maths and knowledge of the world … 

careers education and employability as key components of a great education”, while 

describing how schools “seek to develop basic values of decency”.    

To track government statements of aims through the research period is to witness a drift 

toward education as the engine of the economy.  This analysis is not repeated here; key 

moments are identified. 

At a conference in Paris in 1970, Margaret Thatcher, Secretary of State for Education, had 

been asked: 

“what are our educational goals in Britain and how we set out to achieve them.  I have no 

ready formula at my fingertips.  There are certain fundamental aims which are as 

permanent as they are far-reaching. These are: to afford to … every man and woman, the 

best possible opportunity to discover and to achieve …. his or her full potentialities for self-

fulfilment, not as an individual over against society, not as a social or economic unit 

subordinated to society, but as a “person-in-community” … [and] to do this in such a way 

as to offset so far as possible cultural and environmental handicaps to equality of 

achievement  …. to do it in such a way as to make the best possible match between the 

aspirations of each person and the manpower needs of the community; and, last but not 

least, to do it in such a way as to give …. the greatest possible scope to the participants in 

the educational process … to contribute their energy, their wisdom, their ideals, and their 

skills to the success of this complex social and political enterprise.’  (Thatcher, 1971, my 

emphasis) 
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I call attention to the italicised highlights: the lack of a “ready formula”; the frequent references 

to society, not just the economy; the pervasive notion of personal development and fulfilment; 

an early reference to closing the disadvantage gap; the scope for participation; and the 

permanence of these aims.  In the same speech, she set out what she describes as “the central 

controversy of education … the individual, child-centred and the subject-centred theories” 

(ibid) and acknowledges the tension between them. 

In his 1976 speech launching the Great Debate, James Callaghan said that: 

“The goals of our education … are clear enough. They are to equip children to the best of 

their ability for a lively, constructive, place in society, and also to fit them to do a job of 

work. Not one or the other but both.” (Callaghan, 1976) 

This represents a distinct shift towards the utilitarian.   

Conservative government guidance issued in 1981 contained six aims, acknowledging all 

three traditions.  Two of the six are specifically utilitarian, including “to help pupils to acquire 

knowledge and skills relevant to adult life and employment in a fast-changing world” (DES, 

1981, para. 11).  Essentialist ideas are also represented: “to help pupils to understand the 

world in which they live”: worthwhile knowledge.  A child-centred approach is also threaded 

through, including “to instil respect … and tolerance …” (ibid). 

 

A notable feature of this aim set is the tentative way it is introduced: the aims are prefaced 

by the statement that they are “offered”, “individual authorities and schools might refer [to 

them] in drawing up their own lists” (ibid).  The tone of subsequent versions is markedly 

different: just six years later, in its Education Reform Bill (1987), the caution of 1981 and the 

variety of aims and tensions outlined by Thatcher in 1971 have been abandoned.  The non-

interventionist approach to schools and curricula that had prevailed throughout the century 

gave way: instead of “offering” suggested aims, ERA introduced an extensive, compulsory 

National Curriculum, shaped around subject knowledge, with an underlying philosophy 

combining essentialism with utilitarianism, leading Jack Straw, Shadow Secretary of State, to 

describe the draft legislation as the “Education Reform (Central Control) Bill” (Hansard, 

1987b). 
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ERA itself describes the aim of the curriculum only in essentialist terms, the knowledge young 

people should acquire; a later formulation states: 

“[to prepare] pupils for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life” 

(DfE, 2014, para.2.1) and to “provide[s] pupils with an introduction to the essential 

knowledge they need to be educated citizens. It introduces pupils to the best that has been 

thought and said, and helps engender an appreciation of human creativity and 

achievement.”  (ibid para.3.1) 

The first statement is the clearest expression of utilitarianism, the latter equally clearly 

essentialist.   

The section of the Queen’s Speech presaging ERA made clear that it was to be a vehicle for 

raising standards: 

“My Government will take action to raise standards throughout education and to extend 

parental choice. Legislation will be introduced to provide for a national curriculum for 

schools ...” (Hansard, 1987a).  

-  a programme predicated on a belief in the power of market forces to drive improvement; 

ERA represents the victory of both the essentialist-utilitarian subject curriculum by enshrining 

it in legislation, and that of market philosophy by ensuring a competitive environment. 

Government statements of aims continue this utilitarian-essentialist model: in 2015, Minister 

of State Nick Gibb spelled out the government’s three purposes of education:   

“Education is the engine of our economy, it is the foundation of our culture, and it’s an 

essential preparation for adult life … introducing [pupils] to the best that has been thought 

and said, and instilling in them a love of knowledge and culture for their own sake. But 

education is also about the practical business of ensuring that young people receive the 

preparation they need to secure a good job and a fulfilling career” (DfE, 2015).   

In 2022, the DfE’s website ‘front page’ (DfE, 2022b) lists the government’s education 

priorities, beginning with “drive economic growth through improving the skills pipeline, 

levelling up productivity and supporting people to work”, and referring to early education and 

childcare as “help[ing] parents to work”. 
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The emphasis on education driving the economy has strengthened progressively in 

government literature and is now always placed first in the list of objectives.  In the run-up to 

the 2019 general election, the education section of the Labour party manifesto (Labour Party, 

2019, p.38) began with the words: “Education makes our economy stronger”.  Likewise, the 

first reference in the education section of the Conservative manifesto in the same year 

(Conservative Party, 2019, p.13) is to ensuring that “every pupil gets the qualifications they 

need for a prosperous future”.  Primacy in both documents goes to the economy.    

 

5.3.2  How the lack of clear aims affects school improvement 

To argue paralysis in schools because the nation lacks an agreed statement of aims would be 

specious; the pragmatic solution, as interviewee RR argues above, is that schools help young 

people become better qualified, literate, numerate, mature, decent and employable; and 

schools get on with this job based on their own aims.   

Interview evidence suggests lack of aims causes one significant problem for schools and their 

improvement: lack of definition makes aims elastic.  The list of plausible knowledge and 

attributes which schools should aim to develop in their pupils, and the number of social issues 

given to schools to tackle, can be extended infinitely.  

Crucially, the point is made by many interviewees (BB, DD, HH, PP, VV) that during the last 

decade, and especially since the pandemic, headteachers are increasingly held accountable 

for the safety, welfare and mental health not just of their pupils but also of their families.   

Interview evidence concerning the evolution and extension of what constitutes 

‘improvement’ was discussed at length in the Findings chapter.  The importance of 

safeguarding and child protection cannot be disputed.  Unlike other Ofsted judgements, 

graded on a four-point scale, safeguarding is binary: effective or ineffective.  It is also a limiting 

judgement: if judged ineffective, the school will almost certainly be placed in special measures 

regardless of its other qualities.  The range of requirements on teachers set out in the key 

safeguarding manual, Keeping Children Safe in Education (KCSIE) (DfE, 2023a, revised 

annually) is very large and the penalties for non-observance, harsh.  KCSIE is a 178-page 

document; as a governor, I had to sign annually that I had read it and pass a test to check my 
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knowledge.  As an example, all teachers “should be particularly alert to the potential need for 

early help for a child who …”, followed by 15 categories of vulnerability, including “at risk of 

so-called ‘honour’-based abuse such as Female Genital Mutilation or Forced Marriage” (p.9).  

Teachers failing to report evidence of FGM may be liable to disciplinary action (p.154). 

Like the claims to inclusion in the curriculum referred to above, it is hard to object to any of 

the many extensions of the responsibilities of teachers and schools in the cause of protecting 

children.  And yet there was genuine alarm among some of the headteachers interviewed lest 

the substantial extension of accountabilities acquired during the pandemic become 

permanent.  Every current headteacher interviewed both accepted the importance of child 

protection and expressed concern about their, and their schools’, vulnerability in this area.  

BB [p.79.] pointed to the tension between the competing demands placed on him to raise 

achievement in the school and to support the mental health and welfare of the community, 

and his inability to undertake both.  By contrast, interviewee WW described the one as a pre-

requisite of the other: “unless young people are well fed, listened to, happy and secure in 

school, their propensity and ability to learn must be limited” (WW).   

The National Health Service Survey (NHS, 2023) of mental health among young people reports 

that 20% of school-age children have a probable mental disorder, and an eighth of 17-year-

olds have an eating disorder.  The daily experience of teachers therefore involves attempting 

to raise the standards achieved by many young people whose prior issues (physical, mental, 

social and economic) impair, and frequently preclude, such progress.  

Loosening this Gordian knot cannot be a matter of either/or: schools’ resources of time, 

energy and money cannot embrace all the demands on them, and it is increasingly clear that 

those resources must either be enlarged and/or harnessed to those of other agencies, such 

as health and social care.  The Children’s Commissioner’s report Big Ambition (2024) 

summarises young people’s views concerning how the government could improve their lives 

and responds with detailed proposals.  The section on education (p.38 et seq.) identifies the 

acute need for children’s mental health and support services; the following suggestions are 

made, among others, which would go a considerable way to resolving the tension described 

(pp.45 – 46): 

 co-locate mental health services in every school 
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 deliver children’s support services, including “educational psychologists, speech and 

language therapists, Children and Adolescent Mental Health Service practitioners, social 

workers, youth workers, and family liaison officers” (ibid p.45) on school sites 

 a school nurse in every school. 

 

5.3.3  The pursuit of school improvement or the ’good school’ 

Several interviewees, notably JJ but also FF, RR, TT and others, raised the relative merits of 

pursuing school improvement or the ‘good school’, presenting strong, varied arguments for 

the latter. 

JJ does not oppose the pursuit of school improvement but rather its limitlessness.  This is 

partly a philosophical objection: since Ofsted for most of its existence relied heavily on test 

and examination results to steer its judgement of schools, and since those results are norm-

referenced, school improvement is limitless and there will always be first and last carriages 

on the train.  His is also an emotional argument, the effect of endless pressure for 

improvement being oppressive of teachers’ morale and thus counterproductive.  “44,000 

teachers left the state-funded sector in 2021/2216, up by 7,800 since last year. This represents 

1 in 10 … of all qualified teachers” (UK Parliament, 2024).  This is the highest proportion since 

records began.  The General Secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders listed 

causes of this drain including “an eye-watering system of performance tables and Ofsted 

inspections, all of which is deterring recruits and driving out teachers” (Barton, quoted in The 

Independent, 8th June 2023).  

FF and BB reason differently, believing that school improvement is associated with an 

excessive focus on a narrow set of mensurable outcomes, especially test and examination 

results, and that this both distorts the purpose of schooling and fails to engage all those who 

work in schools.  FF believes that “schools prosper when they have an ideology, a belief 

system, a philosophy.”  FF’s leadership of schools focused on what s/he called “doing the right 

 
16 in-career, not retirements 
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things rather than obsessing about outcomes”: the consistent pursuit of a small set of key 

attributes of a good school.  Therefore, when FF inherited a school with examination results 

in the bottom 5% in the country, rather than emphasising improving those results, s/he gained 

the school community’s commitment to the purpose, values and priorities it should pursue, 

such as valuing everyone and never wavering from a focus on the quality of lessons.  BB also 

discussed changing the culture, “everyone needs to be able to articulate what the school is 

about, what it believes in”.  BB was one of the many who emphasised building the conditions 

in which improvement can take place, rather than improvement itself: improvement as a by-

product. 

RR emphasised the deleterious effects of a narrow focus on improvement: various types of 

gaming the system, not only by the extreme ways described on [p.86], but also by narrowing 

the curriculum, losing sight of what constitutes an excellent education. 

It is, I believe, possible to achieve a reconciliation between these two views: both employ the 

same effectiveness principles, but FF’s approach to a school in deep difficulty emphasises the 

how rather than the what of improvement.  A way forward requires a blend of approaches; 

attempted by the proposed school improvement model [p.140 et seq]. 

 

5.4  CONDITIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT:  HOW SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT HAPPENS 

“We believe that educators, policymakers, and the public cannot be expected to do what 

works until they actually know what works.” (Kidron & Darwin, 2007, p.24) 

“School improvement requires remorselessly bloody hard work” (JK). 

From a discussion of this theme, a new school improvement model is built, drawing on 

interviewees’ views of the conditions and skills necessary.  Interviewees frequently referred 

to conditions propitious, or pre-requisite, to school improvement; BB described his remarks 

as “an analysis of how to bring about the conditions for improvement” while SS described the 

MAT as “expert in creating the conditions for improvement”.   

This section first explores whether users mean the same thing by, and envisage the same 

purpose(s) for, the term ‘model’.  A working definition of ‘school improvement model’ is 

proposed. 
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Existing improvement models are then reviewed; they tend to be simple, one function of a 

model being to simplify reality; but MacGilchrist’s & Mortimore’s (1997, p.213) research into 

improvement plans and models concluded: “The more effective the plan the more complex 

are its characteristics”.  The proposed model acknowledges complexity, which comes chiefly 

from aspects of school context, three of which are considered: 

 different points on schools’ improvement trajectory 

 interviewee SS’s concept of “constrained and unconstrained schools”, the added difficulty 

of bringing about improvement in schools serving areas of significant disadvantage 

 individual context specificity, the suggestion by several interviewees (AA, HH, FF, WW, PP, 

RR) that, at least in the detail, school improvement is idiosyncratic.   

The discussion concludes that the new model should deal in principles while acknowledging 

that schools are individual. 

In the final sub-section, conditions and skills are summarised and the new model is 

propounded.   

 

5.4.1 Interpretations of the term ‘model’ 

A major article on school improvement models (Kidron & Darwin, 2007) uses the term over 

200 times without defining it.  Every interviewee used the term ‘model’; gentle pressure to 

explore their meaning elicited terms like “components” (CC), “system” (LL, PP) and “inter-

connectedness” (JJ).  Several implied diagrammatic.  The following text is a distillation of 

evidence from interviews, together with that from a search based on ‘models of social 

systems’. 

‘Model’ carries overtones of idealisation (model pupil, fashion model), simplification (model 

aeroplane) and of a version of a machine (latest model).  The more arcane use of ‘model’, 

describing systems in social science disciplines, contains the same notions: such models are 

simplified and idealised versions of reality.   

Schools are complex social systems since their detailed behaviour cannot be predicted.  To 

create an improvement model must therefore be an attempt first to clarify components and 

inter-relationships by being logically displayed, perhaps diagrammatic; second, to explain the 
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relationships or interactions between those components; and third to predict broad patterns 

of behaviour.  It is an abstraction of reality, not perfectly ‘accurate’, because the complexity 

of schools precludes detailed prediction; thus the model leaves space for co-construction to 

meet local circumstance. 

 

5.4.2 Existing school improvement models  

RR described “existing ideas of school improvement [as] predicated on a failing school in a 

deprived area, not on mediocrity in the unambitious suburbs or the coasting school”.  Text on 

[p.62] describes how headteacher interviewees were selected to include a high proportion 

who had led both a failing and a good school; although no-one described it as easy, there was 

widespread agreement that the process of turning round the dysfunctional school is tried and 

tested: “it isn’t difficult to know what to do when a school needs to start again” (RR, also PP, 

CC, AD, NN. TT), while bringing about the sustained improvement of a sound school is not as 

well documented.   

Headteachers who had led the improvement of a school in difficulties (AD, CC, LL HH, FF, TT, 

BB) all described a ‘turn-round model’.  The best-known current formulation is David Carter’s 

four-stage version (reproduced in DfE, 2016, p.28): Stabilise, Repair, Improve, Sustain, a clear 

analysis of the process for dealing with a ‘broken’ school.  That the focus is on the 

dysfunctional school is shown by the greater specificity of the leadership qualities in the 

‘Stabilise’ than in the ‘Sustain’ phase (ibid).  This is one major principle underlying the notion 

of the MAT: that the take-over of a weak by a strong school/trust will lead to the former’s 

improvement, a process identified in early research for the DfE (Potter, 2004).  Since 2010, 

this has been the government’s main school improvement mechanism.  

But these headteachers’ turn-round processes varied: YY described maintaining the school’s 

focus on behaviour, even though the improvement has been continuous for 12 years, because 

“these students need every minute to learn … so ‘good’ behaviour isn’t enough”.  FF focused 

rather on teaching quality, treating behaviour as a by-product.  But both describe “a relentless 

focus on classrooms”.  TT’s, LL’s and CC’s turn-round models for schools which had been 

profoundly weak over several years were based on expectations, articulated by CC as follows: 

1 “Set standards, make expectations of teachers and leaders clear. 
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2 Hold everyone to account to those standards. 

3 Identify and remove people who won’t. 

4 Improve people who can’t but who want to.   

5 Build on people who can.” 

HH has similar experience but employs a different turn-round model, focusing on the 

installation of systems: 

1. “Install technology, staff and student portals which rapidly enable them to understand 

aims, values and processes, while encouraging collaboration and communication.”  S/he 

describes IT as “a key part of changing the culture” and says the organisation “hangs 

improvement efforts on technology”. 

2. Install new meeting structures for professional development, communication and joint 

planning.  Teams meet within the working day. 

3. Install the MAT curriculum and assessment structure. 

4. Remove existing financial structures and replace.”  (HH) 

FF, XX and BB described an improvement process with some similarities to the above but 

emphasising culture.  BB described the process of building “an agreed sense of what it means 

to work here … the foundation for staff buy-in”.  FF described these broken schools as “racked 

with self-doubt …. spending too much time agonising rather than doing”; key to FF’s process 

is “changing the culture, creating a belief in the possibility of change and improvement”.  In a 

telling phrase, FF believes that “school improvement is intimately linked with institutional 

confidence”.   

“What is missing from the strategy is any notion about school or district culture. If theories 

of action do not include the harder questions – ‘Under what conditions will continuous 

improvement happen?’ and, correspondingly, ‘How do we change cultures?’ – they are 

bound to fail” (Fullan, 2006. p.4). 

 

FF, XX, HH and BB all linked culture with confidence.  This was particularly true of XX, who 

reflected on work in two schools, one of them broken, the other in a state of “tick-over”, with 

staff who were “a disempowered group of people who turned up to work with little sense of 

engagement or agency” (XX).  In the profoundly weak school, XX found that advice for 
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improvement had come from a succession of headteachers, LA advisers and other ‘experts’; 

in common with the experience of many broken schools, that advice differed, sometimes 

conflicted, leaving staff disempowered and renouncing responsibility: “tell me what to do and 

I’ll do it” (XX). 

Recognising that this disempowerment mitigated against improvement (“unless there is trust 

in the leadership, staff will not take the risk to innovate”), XX set about changing the culture 

with an emphasis on the building of trust through openness.  By explaining to staff how the 

budget worked, XX removed the threat of redundancy; by encouraging staff, not just teachers, 

to visit each other’s classrooms in a low-stakes way, s/he transformed staff attitudes to lesson 

observations from threat into investment in improvement.  The ‘tick-over culture’ became 

one in which staff wanted to come to work.  Confidence comes, says FF, especially from 

“implementation and feedback concerning progress and next steps”. 

It is noteworthy that all headteachers cited the need to shed those staff who could or would 

not measure up, but they described the process differently.  Some emphasised the setting of 

standards and moving staff out; others described the building of a culture which draws staff 

in and leaves others isolated, who are shed.  These discussions led in part to the see-saw 

analogy [p.143], the former prioritises lightening the negative end of the see-saw, the latter 

sliding as many as possible from the negative to the positive.  YY describes going to 

considerable lengths to bring staff onside: a lengthy process of discussion and tailored 

professional development. 

I asked those who emphasised the building of a new culture (FF, XX, HH, BB, YY) first in what 

terms the new culture was expressed, and second, how it raised confidence.  All five gave an 

account of how they developed the school’s values and how these were “communicated, 

pursued and reinforced” (FF).  Values were developed with a contribution from the school 

community (BB, FF), the process led from the top, and articulated in language pupils and 

parents can understand (“kidspeak” FF) and communicated to all.  These interviewees’ views 

matched Fullan’s (2007) definition of school culture, the guiding beliefs and values of the 

school; but Fullan goes on to emphasise that those beliefs should be evident in the way the 

school operates.  Interviewees stressed that values are reinforced constantly in meetings, 

newsletters, one-to-ones with staff, pupils and parents.  They spoke about the courtesy with 

which staff and pupils would address each other (FF); that all staff and pupils would be valued 
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equally (FF, BB, HH); staff would have “clear responsibilities within the school improvement 

plan and be held accountable for them” (BB, AA); that the school would be open, sharing views 

and “challenging each other” (BB).    

Although they describe them in different ways, these leaders’ approaches have the same 

concept at their heart: the establishment of a set of values and beliefs around which the 

school community will coalesce, and which defines those attributes around which the school 

will build consistency: a framework of expectations.  

Professional development was described as a key part of a culture, building consistency and 

valuing staff.  XX emphasised professional development as “investment in people, with 

benefits not just in the knowledge gain but the sense of being a significant part of the team”. 

Several interviewees (especially XX, YY) mentioned the pacing of change.  Both describe 

subtle leadership, balancing a sense of urgency with avoidance of frenetic activity.  Again, 

openness is described as crucial: the community understands what needs to be done and that 

there is a clear plan for its completion over time (ZZ, BC, JK).  YY described at length how s/he 

sought to pace change “so that staff aren’t distracted from their focus on teaching and 

supporting pupils as well as possible” (YY). 

The development of a culture implies reliability, a term (or its synonym) used in almost all 

interviews, sometimes the high-reliability approach (QQ), more often in the commonplace 

sense of ’doing what one says’.   Reliable implementation (fidelity, [p.141]) led to a discussion 

of the role of consistency in improvement.  Consistency has been much disputed in education; 

locating exactly where it is crucial to improvement is built into the model [p.140]; adherence 

to core values is, from the message of most interviewees, one such aspect.  

All interviewees took it as read that improvement efforts must involve the whole school: all 

staff, governors and, in their own ways, pupils and parents.  In an early study, MacGilchrist & 

Mortimore (1997, pp.207-209) identified four types of improvement plan in schools, which 

they termed rhetorical, individual, co-operative and corporate.  They found that  

“the corporate plan, characterized by a united effort to improve and a strong sense of 

shared ownership and involvement by the teaching staff” (p.208) as having “the most 

positive impact” (p.209).   



137 
 

Compare this with the author’s reflections on the school in which he began teaching, in which 

isolated individuals and departments rendered school improvement an impossibility [p.32]. 

The models considered so far have been generated by experience, although Carter’s is also 

based on his extensive work with the executive leaders of MATs.  Greany’s model is based on 

research: his detailed study of sustainable improvement in 31 MATs established what he 

termed “five strategic areas for improvement” and “five improvement fundamentals” 

(Greany, 2018, chart p.11).  His strategic areas (vision, values, strategy and culture; people, 

learning and capacity; assessment, curriculum and pedagogy; quality assurance and 

accountability; and “a sustainable learning organisation’” (ibid)) form a helpful analysis of a 

school’s fields for improvement.  

Finally in this analysis of existing models, the American concept of ‘model’ (Kidman & Darwin, 

2007; Graczewski et al., 2007) means the range of commercial improvement programmes 

that a school or district might buy into: ‘Success for All’ and ‘Direct Instruction’ are two of the 

best known.  These are highly prescriptive programmes involving curriculum, pedagogy, 

organisation, assessment and family involvement.  Analysis of them by Reynolds, Hopkins, 

Potter & Chapman (2002) suggests that whole-school fidelity of implementation of a 

programme is a more significant factor in success than choosing programme A rather than B.  

No comment is made here on the effectiveness of such models, but the approach has rarely 

formed part of the British tradition.  The importance of consistent implementation is however 

a critical dimension of a new model. 

In summary, the following points, distilled from this study of existing models, will guide the 

framing of the new model:        

Improvement is a whole-school endeavour and involves consistent implementation.  The new 

model, as well as emphasising whole-school implementation, will circumscribe where 

consistency is necessary. 

 Corporate endeavour and consistency do not happen spontaneously, so the model 

concerns the leadership of improvement. 

 Since the turn-round methodology is well documented, the focus should be particularly on 

sustained improvement and therefore (see comments by HH, FF and BB above) on 

securing culture and values.   
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 It should address all aspects of school performance (Greany’s five strategic areas).   

5.4.3 The significance of school context 

Many (AA, HH, FF, WW, PP, RR) expressed the view that “school improvement is contextual, 

serving the needs of the actual children with their distinctive needs” (RR): ‘context specificity’.  

A model, because it is a simplification, deals in principles, with the detail co-created by the 

school.  To leave the principles ‘bare’ risks stating only the obvious; the opposite reductio ad 

absurdum is that improvement is unique to the school, after which nothing can be said.   

“Somewhere along the spectrum between one size fits all and total context specificity … lie 

some common-sense principles” (PP).  A new model should reject ‘one size fits all’, offer some 

depth related to context and acknowledge that schools are individual.  

Interview evidence suggests that two dimensions of context be considered in the model: 

The school’s position on the trajectory of improvement: the turn-round and sustained 

improvement phases have already been mentioned.  RR added the “coasting … unambitious” 

school; in the 2010s, Ofsted used the term ‘stuck’ schools.  This section considers whether 

these are legitimate separate categories for inclusion in the model. 

A coasting school was initially defined as “one that over time does not support its pupils to 

fulfil their potential” (DfE, 2016b, p.4), a useless criterion (all pupils?  how is an individual’s 

potential assessed?) which could be alleged of any school.  The detailed criteria (ibid p.6) 

describe aspects of pupils’ attainment and progress in tests and examinations.   ‘Coasting’ 

implies leisurely progress, not performing as well as it should (OED: “to travel without thrust 

from the engine”).  Later, the DfE changed their definition to schools “not making necessary 

improvements” (Ofsted, 2024, Introduction).  The 2022 Coasting Schools Regulations (DfE, 

2022c, Section 4) set out criteria describing schools which have not been judged ‘good’, and 

which have flatlined or declined between inspections.  

The category stuck schools was used by Ofsted and defined (Ofsted, 2024, Introduction) as 

those which had “consistently poor inspection outcomes throughout the last 13 years”: 

schools that had received at least four Ofsted reports between 2007 and 2020 describing a 

flatlining school that was less than ‘good’.  This category therefore came to merge with 

coasting.  Research into 580 such schools inspected between 2003 and 2018 (Munoz-

Chereau, Hutchinson & Ehren, 2022) found that Ofsted had judged ‘stuck-ness’ to signify that 
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their outcomes and quality of education needed to improve.  This unremarkable conclusion 

is another example of circularity, since these aspects drive the Ofsted overall grade.   The 

study states that “stuck schools face a combination of unusually challenging circumstances” 

(ibid p.6) such as higher levels of mobility among teachers, pupils and governors; and of pupils 

with SEND and from poor backgrounds, than ‘not-stuck’ schools.   

If coasting = stuck = constrained schools, it is not necessary to include a separate strand in the 

model.  The potential for useful analysis suggested by the vernacular meaning of ‘coasting’ 

has been lost.  The model [p.140 et seq] attempts to build in a concept of ambition.     

Schools in areas of significant disadvantage: almost all interviews referred to the added 

difficulties of bringing about improvement in schools serving areas of significant 

disadvantage.  SS used the phrase “constrained and unconstrained schools” to contrast 

schools in which “the application of straightforward school improvement knowledge is likely 

to bring about improvement” with those in which high levels of demand among the pupils and 

community add complexity to the task.  Interviewees EE, CC and SH all described the major 

city in which they all worked as “twin cities, one of affluence, one of poverty, the two cheek 

by jowl” (CC).  The model must accommodate levels of complexity, as shown in this text:   

“Many schools labelled “failing” or “low performing” … are serving highly diverse student 

populations—diverse cultures, languages, religions, and economic circumstances. Such 

diversity is challenging on two fronts—the sheer range of educational needs that 

schools must take into account, and the presence of significant numbers of children 

whose needs typically exceed the capacities of many schools to adequately address.” 

(Leithwood et al., 2006, p.441). 

When asked to identify differences in improvement programmes in constrained schools, no 

interviewee described different processes; instead they referred to “greater intensity” (XX, 

NN); “more of the same” (EE); “a regime of tight prescription” (NN); ““a longer period of 

standardisation, before freedoms are granted to teams and individuals” (AA, also PP); 

“frequent review and reformulation of plans” (RR).  When a school in RR’s MAT got into 

difficulties, s/he put in place a six-week recovery plan, with fortnightly reviews of progress 

carried out by an external consultant working with members of the leadership team.   
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The conclusion of this part of the research was therefore that constrained schools do not need 

different procedures, but rather intensified implementation of the same procedures. 

It was shown [p.127] that Carter’s four-stage process is a turn-round version. for ‘broken’ 

schools.  The proposed model focuses on the conditions under which the ‘turn-round’ 

(Carter’s stages 1 – 3) happens and, because of the emphasis on continuous improvement, it 

particularly expands on the ‘sustain’ phase.  The ‘turn-round’ phases represent 

transformational change; in term of Collins’s flywheel, the hard work of getting the heavy 

wheel to begin to turn and accelerate.  The ‘sustain’ phase is not steady state but rather 

sustained improvement through incremental change, the basics having been established, 

through lighter touches to the wheel adding the energy needed to avoid entropy. 

Analysis of interviewees’ responses revealed [p.124] a tension between the pursuit of 

improvement and that of excellence (or the ‘good school’).  The new model embraces both, 

arguing that the former is represented by the turn-round phases, the latter by the sustain 

phase.  When the school has reached the standard of an Ofsted ‘good’, it may continue to 

improve because of momentum but the focus often shifts to providing an excellent all-round 

education.  Interviewee RR suggested this, claiming that ”an Ofsted ‘good’ is the basic 

minimum acceptable standard that should be attainable by all.  Excellence means doing 

everything consistently well” (RR).  When the schools in the MAT were all ’good’, RR shifted 

the emphasis on to defining and pursuing “excellence and a great education for all”. 

 

5.4.4 A proposed model for school improvement 

The model has five components, derived mainly from the views of interviewees: 

a. An analysis of the leadership skills necessary to bring about improvement, in constrained 

and unconstrained schools. 

b. The see-saw concept: staff changes in a school during the early phase of transformational 

improvement. 

c. A precise definition of consistency and where it aids improvement. 

d. The inverted pyramid: how each tier of management in a school creates the conditions 

for optimum performance in the tier it supports. 
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e. Intelligent accountability: how feedback through the organisation delivers formative and 

collegial accountability, leading to incremental improvement. 

 

a. The leadership skills for improvement (summarised in Table 4) derive from the verb ‘to 

improve’, exemplified through pupils’ school attendance.  To ‘improve’ attendance 

implies first an understanding that attendance is important, and second that the present 

situation is sub-optimal: attendance is lower than it should be, implying that comparable 

schools do better.  This analysis involves evaluation, not just a piece of monitoring data 

like a percentage.  To ‘improve’ attendance further suggests change toward a target, 

chosen to be above the present figure but below 100%, since pupils have legitimate 

reasons for absence. Improving attendance therefore implies that school leaders: 

 understand that attendance is significant to the school’s success 

 have aspiration (attendance should be better) and agency (it can be made so) 

 establish procedures to evaluate, as well as monitor, performance: our data acquire 

meaning by being compared with those of similar schools 

 based on that evaluation, set targets that are achievable and yet represent a stretch. 

Having chosen the targets, leaders then set about achieving them, implying a further set 

of processes.  Leaders must: 

 design methods likely to lead to improvement 

 monitor in-flight progress, to ensure that improvement is taking place  

 because staff will be responsible for carrying out the plan, win their support to the 

cause by communicating the rationale, target and progress.  
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TABLE 4:  FRAMEWORK OF SKILLS FOR THE LEADERSHIP OF IMPROVEMENT 

Sub-themes 4.3.1 – 4.3.4 [p.88 et seq.] suggested four sets of skills to create the conditions for 
improvement.  They and their components are re-stated here, with a key data extract for each. 

Sub-theme 
(Findings 3] 

Components Key data extract 

3.1 Leadership Facing up to the need for 
change 

“The school will make no progress until it 
faces up to the realities of its position” (EF). 

 Setting (resetting) school 
culture and values 

“there is a temptation to see school 
improvement as a list of jobs, when what really 
matters is the creation of a culture” (BB).  

 Focusing on the right things 
 

doing the right things rather than obsessing 
about outcomes: “do the right things and 
outcomes will follow” (FF). 

 Building teams (see also 
People) 

School improvement is impossible in an 
individual culture: it must be a team game. 

 Ability to deconstruct success  
 

“of the many attributes of good leadership, 
one key one is the ability to understand 
success and how it happened”.  (KK) 

3.2 Principles 
 

School effectiveness principles 
 

“School improvement works by good leaders 
applying the principles of school 
effectiveness”.  (KK) 

 Focus on classrooms/teaching 
 

“never waver in the focus on classrooms” [FF); 
“school improvement is about pedagogy and 
practice” (EE) 

 Inclusivity and equal value 
 

“all staff and pupils will be valued equally” 
(HH) 

3.3 Systems Consistency 
 

“strong systems to save time and bring about 
improved outcomes, not consistency for 
consistency’s sake” (DD).  

 School context: point on 
improvement trajectory, 
constrained or unconstrained 
school 
 

“schools are victims or beneficiaries of the 
houses that surround them”.  (SS) 
“it is not difficult to know what to do when a 
school effectively needs to start again” (RR) 

3.4 People See-saw 
 

“achieving critical mass buy-in” (TT) 
“getting rid of wrong ’uns and recruiting good 
’uns” (DD) 

 Teamwork 
 

See above 

 

 



143 
 

Expanding the goal from a single variable to whole-school improvement is exponentially 

more complex but involves the same processes.  The evidence from interviews puts flesh 

on this skills skeleton, summarised from the Findings chapter into Table 4. 

One leadership skill described by interviewees, lying behind the work of experienced 

leaders, is the ability to deconstruct success: to identify in the turn-round of a school which 

elements were crucial and replicable, and which peripheral.  An interviewee described how 

the deputy head of a very successful school gained the headship of a failing school: s/he 

introduced various features of the previous school, such as two long lessons per day.  They 

had worked in the previous school because they were built on the back of consistent 

teaching and behaviour management over many years.  Introduced ‘naked’, they proved 

disastrous. 

b. The seesaw effect is a simple analogy describing the early stages of transformation:  

Several headteachers who took over broken schools described classifying staff into 

supporters, opponents and those in between; TT spoke of “winning staff over or removing 

them” and “achieving critical mass buy-in”.  FF’s “relentless focus on classrooms … [leading 

to] … losing one third of the staff in the first twelve months”.  DD described a process of 

“getting rid of wrong ’uns and recruiting good ’uns”.  

These data extracts conveyed the image of an unbalanced seesaw: when these 

headteachers took up post, they described isolation, dangling, holding on at the upper 

end of the see-saw, while a group on the other side of the pivot contained members both 

‘heavy’ (by dint of status and/or personal influence) and far ‘off-centre’.  The physics of 

moments multiplies their mass by their distance from the pivot to measure their force.  

Removing a small number of high-negative-force individuals, and replacing them with 

high-status, high-influence individuals at the ‘positive’ end of the see-saw not only re-

balances it, but the tilt also causes some in-betweeners to slide toward the positive.   

 

 

  



144 
 

c. The inverted pyramid (Diagram 1, p.145) is a visual representation of the philosophies of 

schools that seem to have achieved improvement sustained over a substantial period.  

Traditional organisation charts (organograms) are drawn with the CEO at the top, 

branching downwards to a line of senior executives, then middle leaders, with the workers 

at the bottom.   This is a convenient guide to the structure of the organisation and its line 

management but may not convey its spirit or purpose.  Those who live near the bottom of 

the tree may perceive it as bearing down on them.   

Every interviewee put the pupils at the heart of their improvement efforts: leaders referred 

to “the purpose is a better environment in which students can live and learn” (LL); 

“dedication to the students, not the job” (YY).       

The Timpson high-street company describes its approach as ‘upside-down management’ 

while YY’s team described their highly successful school as organised around “servant 

leadership” (CD).  Both concepts involve inverting the conventional organisation: first, 

ideas for doing the day-to-day job better come mainly from the workers; and second, the 

job of classroom staff is to teach and support pupils as well as they can; leadership’s job is 

to create the conditions which enable them to do so.  Leaders, who must be visible around 

the store or school, ensure that issues raised by teachers are followed up, and provide 

feedback to them.    

In the diagram, the upward arrows represent support for the tier above through the 

conditions for improvement, which are culture/values, policies, expertise, resources and 

professional development (support, challenge and training)   

These ideas led to the creation of an inverted pyramid model (Diagram 1), with pupils at 

the top, whose learning is the ultimate purpose; successive tiers of leadership (teachers, 

team leaders, senior leaders, the head/CEO) whose job is to support the tier above by 

creating conditions for them to do their job as well as possible.  Ideas for organisational 

improvement are fed downwards through the diagram; feedback for personal 

development flows upwards; in both cases, the feedback provides the energy to maintain 

incremental improvement, keeping the wheel spinning. 
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DIAGRAM 1: THE INVERSE PYRAMID MODEL OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

 

In the diagram, the upward arrows represent support for the tier above through creating the conditions for 

improvement: culture/values, policies, expertise, resources and professional development (support, challenge 

and training) 

 

As well as being a visual representation of a philosophy, the diagram displays two key aspects 

of the model:   

 what ‘supporting the next tier’ means.  The job of pupils is to learn, that of classroom staff 

to create the conditions in which they can do so most effectively; subject leaders create 

the conditions in which teachers can teach best, the headteacher creates those in which 

senior leaders can best lead and manage their teams and functions 

 what is meant by ‘conditions’ in this context.  The answer is the same at each interface: 

each tier provides the culture/values, policies, expertise, resources and professional 

development (support, challenge and training) which will enable the layer it supports to 

do the best possible job, whether this is the head to her/his staff, or the class teacher to 

the pupils.         
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Adding detail to the ‘conditions’ from interview evidence: 

 the culture/values by which the school will run, the components of which might 

include commitments to, for example:  

- value all pupils and staff equally  

- the continuous learning and development of all 

- open communication 

- challenge, facing up to the need for change 

- high expectations for and from all community members 

- polite communication among all members of the school community 

- aspects of health, safety and wellbeing 

- risk-taking 

- teamwork …  

 ‘expertise’ includes teachers’ knowledge of subject and how to teach it most 

effectively, and leaders’ understanding of effectiveness principles and how to manage 

people and organisations: for example, XX emphasised how s/he “managed the pace 

of change: brisk but never hectic”.  Key leadership skills for improvement have been 

listed [p.142] 

 ‘policies’ are the guidelines by which the school runs, the purposes being to ensure 

safety and consistency, thereby maximising the time and opportunity to learn.  The 

school may have policies for learners, such as for equipment and homework; for 

teachers, such as for lesson organisation; and for leaders, such as high visibility around 

the school and a focus on teaching and learning 

 ‘resources’ include time, equipment and accommodation as well as finance 

 ‘professional development’ in the model is continuous for all staff, in the form of 

feedback from monitoring of all kinds leading to support, challenge and training. 

 

d. Consistency.  As text above shows, headteachers successful in leading both turn-round 

and sound schools describe how they went about it differently, but frequently with a 

common core of key ideas.  It seems to matter less which of a range of sensible strategies 

or priorities are chosen than the consistency with which they are pursued.  This has been 

the finding of other studies (Stringfield & Teddlie, 1988; Reynolds, Hopkins & Potter, 
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2002) leading to the term ‘fidelity of implementation’, borrowed from management 

theory to describe “the degree to which an intervention or programme is delivered as 

intended” (Carroll et al., 2007, fig.1).  Reynolds confirms the importance of this view, 

claiming that school effectiveness research  

“suggests that gains vary more within improvement projects than between them, and 

that schools achieve greater gain by pursuing any project thoroughly rather than by 

choosing one project over another, the ‘fidelity of implementation’ issue” (Reynolds, 

2007, p.4). 

The proposed model therefore emphasises consistent implementation rather than 

particular content.  Unfortunately, the term ‘consistent’ is both divisive (by sometimes 

being caricatured as straitjacketing) and lacking in precision.  I have written elsewhere 

(Potter, unpublished EdD assignments) that the term is over-simplistic and needs 

unpacking.  Underpinning the proposed model are five dimensions of consistency: 

 A shared culture or adherence to a set of values: what it means to be a member of 

this school.  Most headteacher interviewees referred to the centrality of (re-) 

establishing a school culture, components of which have been suggested. 

 Coherence: decisions, policies and actions should be consistent with the culture, so 

that the reality is harmonious with the rhetoric.  Coherence builds community (staff, 

pupils’, parents’) trust and confidence. 

 Consistently good teaching: the well-researched merit of all teachers adhering to a 

small number of well-researched characteristics of good teaching (Corallo & 

McDonald, 2002; Chapman & Allen, 2006), such as those of Rosenshine (2010), 

Perkins (2008) or a similar set co-constructed within the school.     

 Decontextualised consistency: aspects of the school in which different approaches 

can be equally effective, but in which reducing within-school variation maximises 

time to teach and learn and builds the confidence of staff and students.  These 

aspects generally concern the organisation of the school and of learning, such as 

managing students’ behaviour, assessing their work or circulation in corridors.  It 

would be possible to include teaching within this category; I have separated it 

because of the consistently pre-eminent importance given to teaching quality in all 

sources, both literature and interviews. 
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 Continuity or longevity: consistency of culture over a substantial period.  

Interviewee XX described the stultifying effect on staff morale of frequent changes 

in direction.  James Timpson, CEO of a major service company, asserted in a 

televised interview that “a culture takes years to develop; a lot of CEOs aren’t 

around long enough to really develop a culture of complexity that works” (Timpson, 

2024).  The sustained improvement of YY’s school over a long period is, in the view 

of the SLT, attributable in large part to the continuity of direction set and reinforced 

by the long-term stability of the leadership team, all of whom have grown into post 

in the school.  They have built the culture by “recruiting junior staff and developing 

good habits” in them. 

 

e. Intelligent accountability.   

YY’s team described a dynamic, three-fold process to ensure continuous improvement; 

these are the touches on the flywheel described above [p.100] and are represented in the 

model (Diagram 1) by the arrows on each side: 

 monitoring by leaders to ensure that systems are operational and deliver results 

 continuous (daily) feedback to individuals and teams from the monitoring, leading to 

individual professional development 

 feedback through the organisation of ideas for incremental changes to bring about 

continuous improvement. 

 

The Inverse pyramid defines how each layer is accountable to those adjacent to it, and thus 

provides supporting conditions upwards and feedback downwards, in a system of 

intelligent accountability which drives improvement.  Didau’s (2020) work applies the 

principle of intelligent accountability to schools in a similar way. 

The term ‘accountability’ tends to convey a negative slant: ‘being called to account’ 

suggests that leaders mistrust team members and must police their work.  Such an 

approach fits better in the top-down than the inverted pyramid model. 
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The inverted pyramid shows accountability is shared: those who lead teams or functions 

are responsible for how well they work, and senior managers are responsible for providing 

the conditions under which the team leaders can succeed. 

Herzberg’s (1959) work on motivation teaches that people are motivated at work by a 

sense of achievement, by recognition for the work done and by the taking of responsibility.  

Accountability through performance management has the potential to push these 

motivator buttons but equal potential to press demotivator buttons like being monitored.  

Intelligent accountability describes systems at the point of balance, at which the benefits 

of accountability (recognition, achievement, growth) are gained but the distrustful, 

policing style is avoided.  The two adjectives that describe intelligent accountability 

systems are collegial and formative.  Here, ‘collegial’ means mutual and team 

accountability: the team leader is accountable for performance, but the senior manager is 

equally accountable for ensuring that the team leader is skilled and resourced to do the 

job properly.  This mutuality builds trust and teamwork.  Judgement without support is a 

poor model of accountability.  ‘Formative’, means developmental, building a sense of 

professional responsibility or ownership.  Professionals are self-evaluating and -regulating, 

so performance management systems should encourage staff to self-assess and propose 

their own improvements.   

 

The improvement model includes external support for improvement.  All headteachers 

interviewed made use of expertise external to the school, some from within the MAT, some 

independent.  KK was critical of headteachers in the MAT s/he chaired who “bought in 

consultants to tell them about their own schools” and embraced the idea of building expert 

teams within the MAT to work across schools.  HH, RR and CC bought in trusted external 

consultants to support schools in their MATs, while AA spoke strongly in favour of links with 

expertise across the LA.  Whatever the mechanism, external support brings fresh perspectives 

informed by experience, helping frame the issues for the school.  A thorough survey is 

provided by Spouse (2001); the topic was heavily researched in the 1990s (Rudduck, 1991; 

Ainscow & Southworth, 1996), less so in the twenty-first century, with the rise of the MAT.   
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5.5 THE IMPACT OF FIFTY YEARS OF EFFECTIVENESS AND IMPROVEMENT ACTIVITY 

Beginning with an attempt to evaluate the hard evidence for school improvement, this section 

then highlights two facets which add to existing knowledge: 

 analysis of improvement has focused on such ‘technical’ aspects of schooling as 

attainment and teaching quality, and has largely ignored fundamental or underlying 

improvement (Findings Theme 4) 

 changes to Ofsted’s role in school improvement (Theme 3), especially the significance for 

improvement of the largely unheralded but pivotal change in practice in 2005.  This 

change lies behind many interviewees’ comments about Ofsted. 

 

5.5.1 HARD EVIDENCE FOR SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

A YouGov Poll in 2021 showed that 35% of adults believed that UK schools were worse than 

they had been ten years previously; but that 70% of parents interviewed believed that their 

children received a good education (YouGov 2021).   

Therein lies the problem with seeking a clear answer to the ostensibly simple question “have 

schools improved?”.  The answer is far from straightforward and the question of 

attributability even more complex: the unknown proportion of any improvement attributable 

to school improvement (such as better teaching or a better-designed curriculum), to 

improvements in young people’s ability caused by better health and nutrition, to harder work 

by pupils, or to grade inflation.  Most relevant data pose more questions than answers: for 

example, whether the 35% of the adults questioned in the YouGov poll were parents with 

direct experience of schools or random individuals echoing social media, is unknown, nor 

which aspects of schooling shaped their judgement: whether, for example, they believed 

standards to be low or the building to be collapsing through faulty concrete. 

I sought hard evidence of improvement in the two most promising sources: Ofsted inspection 

reports and test and examination results.  Even here evidence proved elusive. 

Ofsted inspection reports deliver an unequivocal judgement as to whether a school is good 

enough (good or outstanding) or not (requires improvement or inadequate).  Ofsted has been 
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inspecting schools since 1993; most have received at least five inspections, some many more, 

so changes in quality should be clear. 

Recent evidence is that the proportion of schools judged good or better is high and rising: 

79% in 2021, 88% in 2022 (Ofsted, 2022, para.1.2) and 90% by late 2023 (Ofsted, 2024).  The 

proportion judged to require special measures seems to indicate a small but significant group 

of schools resistant to improvement.  An early annual report (Ofsted, 1996, p.35) stated that 

2% of schools had been placed in special measures; in 2005-06 (Ofsted, 2006, p.24) “2.7% 

were made subject to special measures, the same proportion as in 2004/05 and smaller than 

the 3.7% in 2003/04.”  The most recent figure is between 3 and 4% (Ofsted, 2023b).   

However, the data are slippery, and the degree to which the ‘good schools’ of 1995 and 2020 

are similar is open to question. 

 Grading has changed: until 1996, schools were judged against a 5-point scale, with grade 

3 ‘satisfactory’.  From 1996 – 2005, this was replaced by a 7-point scale, grade 4 being  

‘satisfactory’; in 2005, the scale was condensed to 4 points, with grade 3 ‘satisfactory’.  In 

2012, ‘satisfactory’ was changed to ‘requires improvement’.  Like Humpty Dumpty17, 

Ofsted decides the meaning of words: dictionary definitions of ‘satisfactory’ include 

“fulfils needs or expectation’, ‘good enough’, but Ofsted decided it means ‘not good 

enough’.  This is not the place to argue the merits, but to note that for 20 years the number 

of ‘good enough’ categories exceeded ‘not good enough’, but since 2012 they have been 

equal.  What is ‘good’ has therefore changed.  

 Definitions have changed: at various times, Ofsted has employed categories such as 

‘notice to improve’, ‘serious weaknesses’ and ‘requires improvement’ to describe schools 

with significant weaknesses not severe enough to require special measures. In her 2005-

06 report, HMCI states “some schools that might formerly have been made subject to 

special measures received notices to improve instead” (Ofsted, 2006a, p.24).    

 Quality benchmarks have risen: in 2009 there was a spike in schools falling into special 

measures, up to 8%.  Ofsted and the government made clear that the spike was the result 

of “the higher expectations of the new framework.” (Ofsted, 2010, p.55).  Thus the 

 
17 “When I use a word,' Humpty Dumpty said in rather a scornful tone, ‘it means just what I choose it to mean, 
neither more nor less’ “ (Alice in Wonderland).    
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apparent ‘rump’ of 3% does not exist: the proportion in special measures rises and falls 

with the annual sample of schools and with the criteria applicable at the time. 

 Annual samples of schools inspected vary: each year HMCI reports the quality of schools 

inspected in the previous year, and they do not constitute a random sample.  Secretary of 

State Balls made clear (BBC, 2010): “Weaker schools are being specifically inspected more 

regularly … to turn them around - while outstanding and good schools are now inspected 

every five years and satisfactory schools every three".  Between 2012 and 2020, Ofsted 

did not inspect schools judged ‘outstanding’ in their previous inspection.  At no point, not 

even in 1998 when the first full cycle of inspection was complete, has there been a ‘state 

of the nation’ summary. 

 Criteria have changed: in Ofsted’s 30 years, its Framework for Inspection (aspects 

inspected and the criteria by which they are judged) has undergone at least six revisions, 

some very substantial.  Safeguarding did not enter Ofsted inspection judgements until 

2005; from 2007 to 2010, schools were judged on their contribution to community 

cohesion, not since.   

 The institutions inspected have changed: initially secondary schools, then primary and 

special; later pupil referral units, nurseries and early years settings.  Care needs to be 

taken over which types of institution are included in the total. 

I led Ofsted inspections from the first month (September 1993) until 2006.  I am convinced 

that inspectors improved: better versed in the criteria, more thorough and perceptive; our 

writing more precise, in terms of both compliance and the quality of judgements.   These 

changes in inspectors’ accuracy and consistency constitute another, unquantifiable, variable.   

 The apparent steady rise in the proportion of ‘good’ schools and the stubborn group of 

‘failing’ schools disappear, to be replaced by fluidity.  Having sought precision, I am left with 

an impression, gleaned from reading the forewords to successive HMCI Annual Reports that, 

overall, schools are improving.  Those forewords adopt a similar, truistic tone: things are 

getting better but there’s a lot left to do.  The 2007-08 report is typical: “one thing is clear: 

for most children and learners, things are getting better [list follows] … But such undoubted 

improvements do not mean that all is well … [list follows]” (Ofsted, 2008, p.5), as is the 

headline of the 2013 report (Ofsted, 2013b, p.6): “Grounds for optimism – but more needs to 

be done”. 
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Test/examination results: Interviewees made clear that these provide the ‘default setting’ 

for government’s evaluation of improvement and thus should provide clear evidence.  I refer 

to three well-established datasets: GCSE and A-levels, and international comparison tests 

(PISA, TIMSS, PIRLS).  

GCSE data appear to show substantial improvement: the proportion of students who 

achieved the historic benchmark of five or more passes at grade C or above rose from 10.7% 

in 1954 to over 80% in 2012 (House of Commons Library, 2012, Table 1 p.19).  Change over 

such a long period is mainly attributable to the considerable rise in the proportion of students 

taking examinations.  The proportion achieving the newer benchmark of five or more grades 

A*- C including English and mathematics rose from 35% in 1996 to nearly 60% by 2012 

(Stubbs, 2016; DfE, 2016) but, as Coe (2013) points out, changes in measurement blur the 

issue: at various times, the results of vocational qualifications and other ‘equivalent’ 

examinations, such as the International GCSE, were included in the GCSE scores but later 

excluded.  A new grade of A*, indicating exceptional performance, was introduced in 1994; 

between 2017 and 2020, the system was changed from the eight grades A*-G to the nine 

grades 9–1 without clear equivalence (Ofqual blog, 2018, table 2).  Whereas grade C formerly 

represented a ‘pass’, now there is ambiguity, grade 4 representing a pass, 5 a good pass.18   

In the face of a near-doubling in the proportion achieving the benchmark, Coe concludes “the 

question is not whether there has been grade inflation, but how much” (Coe, 2013, p.vii).  It 

is not possible to attribute proportions of the increase to school improvement and to grade 

inflation, an unknown mix of alleged easier papers, more lenient marking and lowered grade 

boundaries.  

A-level results, which have not been subject to the same rule changes (except the addition of 

an A* grade in 2010), have improved steadily.  In 1993, there was a 75% pass rate; since 2008, 

the pass rate has exceeded 95%.  In 1993, 46% of results were graded A - C; in 2023 grades 

A*-C accounted for two-thirds of all results (Stubbs 2023).  Press debate rages about whether 

A-levels have got easier, marking more lenient or students work harder; rarely is the 

 
18 I have avoided reference to results during and immediately after the pandemic, which were subject to 
different rules. 
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possibility of school improvement (better teaching, better curriculum design, better 

leadership of schools and subjects) considered.   

Hanging over the debate is the role of the Office of Qualifications and Examinations 

Regulation (Ofqual), which includes ensuring that grades do not change much year to year: 

“the adjustment of the grade boundaries so that, overall across England, the proportion of 

grades achieved is similar to the same subject in previous years” (Tennison, 2020).  Schools 

seek to improve grades which are designed to remain steady. 

Neither Ofsted nor examination results therefore provides unequivocal evidence of school 

improvement.  Coe (2013, Table 1, p.iii) maps the results of international comparative studies 

for England between 1995 and 2011, and concludes that they vary by study, by subject, by 

students’ age and over time, but overall are roughly stable: “the pattern of results from the 

different international surveys is actually fairly consistent: not much change between 1995 

and 2011” (ibid). 

 

I sought evidence for school improvement from the study of teaching quality over time.  I 

have been evaluating lesson quality for over 40 years: the total of my observations must 

exceed 5000, and I have no doubt that teaching is considerably more engaging, varied and 

tailored to individuals’ needs than when I began observing, and unrecognisable compared 

with my experience as a schoolboy. The only large-scale source of data concerning teaching 

quality is Ofsted inspection.  Again, the data are not straightforward: to conclude that 

teaching had improved would involve demonstrating that outcomes have improved, and that 

has been shown above to be elusive.  Having graded teaching quality in each lesson observed, 

Ofsted initially published (in HMCI’s annual report) the proportion of lessons which achieved 

each grade.  The proportion judged good or better rose rapidly as teachers learned the grade 

criteria.  Ofsted switched to publishing the proportion of schools in which teaching was good 

or better and, in 2014, ceased grading lessons altogether. 

In his 1996-97 Annual Report, HMCI Woodhead demonstrated another problem with using 

Ofsted data: circularity.  “Teachers are … teaching better.  In primary schools we are seeing 

more challenging direct teaching” (Ofsted 2007 p.13): teaching is good when it meets Ofsted 

criteria or, in this case, HMCI’s preferences (having endlessly stated that they had no 
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preferred teaching methods).  Circularity works in two ways: first, if one criterion for judging 

teaching is the teacher’s planning of lessons, then it is unsurprising that good teaching is 

characterised by good planning.  Second, for many years Ofsted judged the quality of teaching 

by the results achieved: if output variables such as attendance, examination results and 

behaviour were good, then the input variables like teaching must also be good; the reverse 

was also assumed to be the case.  Again, this is not to dispute circularity, but to note that it 

weakens Ofsted as a source of valid, reliable data on teaching quality over time.  

My final attempt at hard evidence comes from data on pupils’ school attendance.  In a House 

of Commons debate on truancy, an MP described an attendance rate of 85% as “normal or 

satisfactory” (Hansard, 1971, col.1553).  A chart in a parliamentary research paper (House of 

Commons, 2024, p.14) shows the steady improvement of attendance from 93% in 2006 to 

95% in 2012, followed by 8 years at the same figure, since when the pandemic changed 

patterns.  Improvement is undoubted, but whether attributable to better monitoring and 

sterner penalties, including fines, or to improvement making it both more enjoyable and 

productive to attend school, cannot be determined.  

 

5.5.2 THE NEGLECT OF UNDERLYING IMPROVEMENT 

Having failed to establish hard evidence for improvement, I have brought the 

autoethnographic dimension of this study into play: I am certain, from nearly 60 years working 

in them, that schools are better places for young people to live and learn in than in my early 

days as a teacher, since I led a school, and since I became an inspector.  In focusing on hard 

outcomes, the literature largely neglects fundamental improvements. 

Interviewees, conditioned to discuss improvement in terms of hard outcomes, rarely raised 

underlying improvement spontaneously; however, when prompted (“How has pupils’ 

experience of life in school changed?”; “ how well were you taught at school?”) they 

immediately began to reflect on the monotony of their experience of rote teaching (UU, TT, 

RR); friends and siblings failing the 11 plus and being separated (LL, TT); physical punishment 

(NN); variability in curriculum within and between schools (BB); pupils as passive recipients 

(JJ); and the poor treatment of less-able pupils (CC, NN). 
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In Chapter 1, I set out evidence, anecdotal and eye-catching, to support my belief in schools 

as incomparably better places; I now pursue this theme in a more analytical way.   

Attitudes to young people in school 

Foucault argues that “schools serve the same social functions as prisons and mental 

institutions - to define, classify, control, and regulate people” (Foucault, 1975, p317).  

Although their insistence on rules, good order and uniform may support Foucault’s view of 

their control function, schools have, over the research period, become more humane places.  

They may play the social function of a prison but are not prison-like.  Legislation has changed 

issues of access and human rights, and pupils are treated more as participants, less as 

recipients.  

There is now a pervading concern for young people’s welfare and wellbeing in school, 

enshrined in law.  Unkind individuals will, sadly, always exist, but the system’s callous 

disregard described by Justin Webb [p.1] has largely been driven out.  Corporal punishment, 

the deliberate infliction of pain using a variety of implements, had been a method of discipline 

in British schools for centuries until, following a European Court of Human Rights decision 

(1982), all forms of corporal punishment were banned in England in 1986; no serious 

discussion of its restoration has taken place since.   

The pupil’s voice is heard more clearly than was previously the case.  Article 12 of the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) states that young people should have a 

say in decisions that affect them.  Most schools have some kind of student council, advocating 

for people and issues, organising events, communicating between staff and students, and 

promoting leadership development and political education.  It is routine for student councils 

to play a role in the appointment of staff including the headteacher (DfE, 2023, para. 228), 

and to present issues to governors.   

My own experience was that more parents approached me and my school in anger or in awe 

than did so in partnership.  Although the first two emotions have by no means disappeared, 

in recent years I routinely observed parents and schools working together in the best interests 

of pupil and family.   
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JJ said: “Today’s adolescents are welcomed at the gate by staff who enjoy the relationship 

they have with them.   We are at ease with our students … and they with us.”  I have stood 

with senior staff at the gates of a dozen schools, welcoming pupils at the start of the day or 

bidding farewell at the end.  Of course this plays a monitoring function, checking behaviour 

and appearance but, in every school, I have seen cordiality on both sides, with several pupils 

taking the chance for a confidential chat.    

Access and inclusion 

The history of English education is one of increasing participation, from a privilege of the rich 

to a right for everyone.  During the research period, “It wasn’t until 1970 that disabled 

children – previously classed as being unable to be educated – were given a right to 

participate in education.”  (Mencap, n.d.).  Only in the 1970s did children with severe learning 

difficulties become the responsibility of education; previously deemed ineducable, they had 

been the responsibility of health services.  The school leaving age rose to 16 and then, 

effectively, to 18.  The proportion of young people aged 17 in full-time education had risen to 

nearly 92% by 2018 (DfE, 2023b), and that attending university from around 3% in the early 

1960s to 14% by 1980, to September 2019, when the BBC website headline reported “The 

symbolic target of 50% at university reached.” 

Inclusion means more than participation: the system’s widespread disregard for less-able 

pupils can be evidenced by qualifications: GCE O level, targeted at the top 20% of the ability 

range, roughly equivalent to the grammar school population, was introduced in 1951; only 

one in ten students in secondary modern schools took any O levels (Gillard, 2008).  CSE was 

introduced in 1965 to enable the next 40% of the ability range to leave school with some 

qualifications.  Nothing was designed for the lowest 40% of the ability range, with all the 

inaccuracies and potential biases that figure represents.  From 1986, O levels and CSEs were 

merged into a single examination, GCSE.  In 2022, around 94% of all 16-year-olds took at least 

five GCSE examinations (Ofqual, 2022). 

At the time of writing (spring 2024) the burgeoning demand for tailored provision for pupils 

with SEND is greatly outstripping supply and resources.  Ironically, these often unresolved, 

bitter disputes between families with needy children and authorities with inadequate 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1970/52/enacted
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1970/52/enacted
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resources evidence the greater concern for these pupils, whose needs were, in the past, 

frequently disregarded (NN, PP, CC). 

A guarantee of curriculum breadth and depth 

Although several interviewees criticised its scale (LL) and “over-engineering” (HH), the advent 

of a National Curriculum provided an entitlement for every pupil: subjects, content and yearly 

progression, with a measure of continuity should they change school.  The randomness of the 

previous situation was indefensible, especially in primary schools, where the curriculum in 

subjects such as physical science and technology was, at best, inconsistent within and 

between schools (JJ, BB). 

The secondary school technology curriculum was, until the 1970s, usually gender-

determined, with male students given wood- or metalwork, females home economics or 

needlework. My school removed that now unthinkable gender barrier in 1981.  I believe 

schools now show genuine commitment to gender equality of opportunity, with girls 

outperforming boys on many measures.  This may be linked with increased female 

representation in secondary school leadership; according to Coleman (2002), women made 

up just under 30% of secondary school headship at the millennium, while DfE figures for 2018 

show the proportion to have risen to close to 40%.  In 2018, nearly half of deputy heads, and 

over half of assistant heads, were women (DfE, 2018 Tables 2,8 and 2.9, p.32).   

Teaching 

In the Introduction, I gave vignettes of how I was taught.  Interviewees, and not only older 

members, described the predominance of copying from the board or from dictation, and 

answering questions from the textbook (TT, UU, HH, NN, JJ). In seven years of secondary 

education, I was never asked to carry out a classroom task with another student: tasks were 

conducted individually and in silence.  The proportion of lesson time spent in pair and group 

work, in discussion, collaboration and research, is now much higher. 

Much of current teaching literature concerns meeting the needs of individuals.  All the 

teaching I received, and much of that I observed as a school leader and adviser, was 

undifferentiated, whole-class teaching.  Only in the last 30 years has teaching geared to 

individuals and groups within the class become commonplace. 
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The feedback pupils receive on their work is greatly improved, from a mark and a judgement 

to dialogue about strengths, weaknesses and how to improve.  Carol Atherton, lifelong English 

teacher, describes getting an essay back when a pupil in the 1980s:  

“mine had ticks in red ink, a mark of 18 out of 20 and a short comment: V. good.  I had 

no idea why it got 18 out of 20 and not 17 or 19, or what I would have needed to do in 

order to improve it.  It didn’t occur to me to ask, either.  We didn’t have those kinds of 

conversation back then” [my emphasis] (Atherton, 2024, p.10). 

The significance of this quotation lies not only in how it evidences frequent lack of 

thoroughness and helpfulness in the assessment of pupils’ work, but also in the last, italicised 

sentence: discussion and questioning did not routinely form a part of teaching, even in the 

1980s.  

A previously unidentified corollary of the ‘schools make a difference’ paradigm is the greater 

responsibility that teachers and schools now take for pupils’ results of all kinds, especially 

academic.  By showing us that schools have a significant impact on pupils’ achievement, 

Rutter and colleagues changed teachers’ mindsets about examination results.  A new 

headteacher joined a school in my LA: in his discussions of A-level results with each subject 

leader, the head of a major subject explained the poor performance of his department by 

saying “sir, the department doesn’t ‘perform’, the pupils do”.  This attitude has almost 

disappeared in the last 40 years. 

The criteria for judging teaching included (Ofsted, 2006) inter alia teachers’ subject 

knowledge, expectations of pupils, planning of lessons to deepen pupils’ knowledge and 

understanding, skilful questioning to re-shape learning, the creation of a positive climate for 

learning.  In this demanding context “Teaching and learning are good or outstanding in 61% 

of all schools …. satisfactory in 35% … inadequate in very few” (Ofsted, 2007, p.30). 

Leadership and the potential for school improvement 

Miles’s (1967) work on ‘organisational health’ in English schools, and their unpreparedness 

for change has been quoted [p.32]; the book was published in my second year of teaching 

and described precisely the culture of my school, one of professional isolation inimical to the 

whole-school priorities necessary for school improvement. 
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Before the arrival of the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) in the 1990s, 

there was no approved programme to develop leadership skills for headship:  senior leaders 

learned mainly by apprenticeship.  By 2020, there was a joined-up professional development 

framework for schools: eight National Professional Qualifications (NPQs) for aspects of senior 

leadership in schools, including the leadership of specialist areas like teaching and literacy; 

together with formal sets of standards for teachers and headteachers, an induction and 

promotion structure and an annual appraisal scheme for all.  This stands in stark contrast to 

an interviewee’s (NN) account of becoming a school leader [p.2} and the mistakes he made. 

 

I accept that some of the above may be liable to the charge of rose-tinted spectacles, and that 

there will be dispute as to whether some of the changes constitute ‘improvement’.  It is 

arguable whether, for example, 50% of school leavers truly benefit from university.  Provision 

for pupils with SEND remains inadequate; the National Curriculum is widely criticised for 

excess and over-specification; there are still disproportionately few women in secondary 

school leadership; attempting to meet the needs of 28 individuals, five hours per day, 190 

days per year is beyond the ability of mere humans; the gaps in attainment between 

disadvantaged children and their peers, and between different ethnic groups, are intolerable.   

But there can be no doubt that the 14% who went to university in the early 1980s represented 

a huge waste of talent, as did the exclusion of many pupils with learning difficulties and 

disabilities from education; nor that the great variations in curriculum within and between 

schools, and the bias in outcomes in favour of more affluent, white students, were 

unacceptable.   

Neither is it the case that everything has improved: I would cite three aspects: 

 the extra-curricular diet was arguably richer when I was a young teacher, with abundant 

sports fixtures and practices, drama, art and musical performances, trips, visits and 

societies.  The sustained increase in teachers’ workloads has led to some activities being 

curtailed, and aspects of health and safety have limited some activities 

 since the pandemic in particular, pupils’ attendance and behaviour have deteriorated.  

Teachers’ professional associations have conducted surveys, with alarming results, one 

reporting that: 
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“37% of respondents have experienced physical abuse or violence from pupils in the 

last 12 months, while 90% report verbal abuse or violence from pupils … Being sworn 

at is cited by 81%” (NASUWT, 2023) 

 two interviewees (LL, WW) challenged the assertion that schools are better, happier 

places for young people.  When pressed to say why, they cited societal ills such as drugs 

and the pressures of social media and cyber-bullying, including sexual harassment. When 

a website (‘Everyone’s Invited’) was established on which women and girls could record 

incidents of misogyny and harassment, nearly 3000 UK schools and colleges were cited.  

When Ofsted investigated the issue, their study revealed: 

“how prevalent sexual harassment and online sexual abuse are for children and young 

people … for some children, incidents are so commonplace that they see no point in 

reporting them” (Ofsted, 2021). 

WW and LL also called attention to the current mental health crisis affecting schools.  

Future research will undoubtedly illuminate the scale, duration and causes of some of 

these problems, and how they link with the pandemic. 

 

5.5.3 CHANGES IN OFSTED’S ROLE IN SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

From its inception, Ofsted placed school improvement at the heart of its work, its initial 

strapline being “Improvement through Inspection”.  The organisation persists with this 

priority: “We are a force for improvement” (Ofsted, 2022, p.4); “We are required to carry out 

our work in ways that encourage the services we inspect and regulate to improve” (Ofsted, 

2023).  In its response to a House of Commons investigation into its work, Ofsted stated: “We 

are committed to doing good as we go” (House of Commons Committee Special Report, 

March 2024), a phrase described by interviewee GH as “a powerful mantra for inspectors” 

and one s/he was taught on joining HMI. 

I contend that much of Ofsted’s potential to support improvement has been lost.  Ofsted 

dropped ‘improvement’ from its strapline in the early 2000s, changing it to “Better Education 

and Care” (Ofsted, 2006, front cover) and then to “Raising Standards, Improving Lives” 

(Ofsted, 2007, front cover).  
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Interviewees identified four positive impacts of Ofsted inspection on school improvement: 

 Ofsted added compulsion to the drive for improvement, mentioned by several 

interviewees: HH, FF, and especially SS: “Only Ofsted really improved schools as a whole 

system.  How?  By definition [quality standards] and by strong-arm tactics.”  ERA had 

established a market-force-driven education system; the customers (parents) needed 

information about schools’ quality, in a form they could compare, hence the publication 

of league tables and Ofsted inspection reports, both from 1993.   

 The first Ofsted Handbook (1992), the ‘buff folder’, was widely praised for being “the most 

effective school improvement manual of its generation” (NN, also HH, JJ et al.): by 

separating outcomes from contributory factors, putting the latter into a logical structure 

and establishing the criteria by which each would be judged, Ofsted effectively defined 

and structured school quality.  

 In the early days of inspection, several profoundly poor schools were identified:  most had 

their headship and governance replaced, some federated with strong schools, others 

were closed.  All six interviewees who had been Ofsted inspectors referred to this as a 

positive.  

 The 2019 revision to the inspection framework was welcomed, especially by interviewees 

currently in headship, for reducing the dominance of attainment data in the overall 

judgement of the school, focusing more on how the curriculum is organised and delivered. 

      

A government-commissioned review of Ofsted’s work by NFER in 2009 found that: 

“Schools perceive Ofsted inspections to have a positive, if mainly indirect, impact on school 

effectiveness and improvement …. The main contribution of the inspection process is seen 

to be in confirming, prioritising and clarifying areas of improvement, rather than in 

identifying new areas to address.” (House of Commons, 2010, Executive Summary) 

This seems scant justification for such a costly (in every sense) system. 

Interviewees saw the impact of inspection on the improvement of their schools not as direct 

but because they shaped their practice and priorities to Ofsted’s changing emphases.  

The most profound change to Ofsted practice came in 2005 and received almost no attention 

in the literature; when it is mentioned, the significance of the change is not captured.  Until 

2005, the length of an inspection, measured in inspector days, was determined by Ofsted 
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based on the type and size of the school (Ofsted, 1992, Table p.9).  An average-sized 

secondary school of 1000 students attracted 49 days of inspection, an average primary 

around 20.  Lead inspectors deployed their forces to discharge the requirements of the 

inspection schedule in the given time.  Most conducted a secondary school inspection over 

four or five days; a core team of about three including the lead inspector stayed throughout, 

inspected aspects such as leadership and finance and collated the team’s evidence about 

teaching and the curriculum.  A group of subject inspectors attended for one to three days 

each to inspect English, history, science and so on.  Each inspector had to be endorsed by 

Ofsted to inspect each subject s/he covered. 

Daily during their period in school, subject inspectors met with their head of subject and, at 

the end of it, gave feedback to her/him, normally accompanied by a member of the school 

leadership team.  Teachers could, and usually did, request individual feedback on each lesson 

observed.  The lead inspector met at least daily with the headteacher to brief him/her about 

emerging issues and questions and, at the end of the inspection, gave detailed feedback to 

the leadership team and subsequently to governors.  Reports were substantial, detailed 

documents, and a brief summary was prepared for parents.  Practice varied between teams, 

but most of the above was required by Ofsted (1992, p.6 et seq.).   

Thus until 2005, Ofsted inspections were detailed and expert, involved extensive professional 

dialogue with the school and a detailed report with recommendations for improvement to 

which the school had to respond with an action plan, also sent to parents.  The potential for 

supporting school improvement was therefore extensive. 

In 2005, the Ofsted methodology changed radically: “a major programme of change that will 

allow us to meet our efficiency targets by the end of March 2008” (Ofsted Departmental 

Report, 2006b, p.1).  The motivation for the change was financial and to reduce the burden 

on schools which, especially in small schools and departments, was considerable.   

The NFER report to parliament judged that:  

“the main changes [in 2005] were: less advance notice of the inspections (usually two 

days), more frequent inspections, smaller inspection teams, increased emphasis on the 

school’s own self-evaluation evidence and shorter reports with fewer, clearer 

recommendations for improvement” (House of Commons, 2010).   
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All true but missing the point: that the secondary school that previously attracted 49 inspector 

days now received four to six: two or three inspectors over two days.  And not two full days, 

since inspectors withdrew on the afternoon of the second day to consider their findings, fed 

back at the end of that day.  While small tweaks to the number of inspector days could be 

managed, a cut from 49 to 5 is not the same job done more efficiently, it is clearly a different 

job.   

From 2006, inspectors became generic, licensed to inspect any school or subject.  Individual 

subjects were no longer inspected, although in 2019, Ofsted instigated ‘deep dives’ into 

subjects.  An interviewee’s school, inspected in 2024, received five ‘deep dives’, carried out 

by three inspectors in the one-and-a-half days of inspection.  The ‘depth’ of these dives is 

questionable when conducted by non-specialists in an already crowded inspection schedule.    

I contend that post-2006 inspections, though undoubtedly less burdensome, lost the 

specialist professional dialogue with teachers, senior and middle leaders that provided both 

the expertise and the space for supporting improvement.  Replacing this dialogue is a brief (in 

a small primary school, perhaps only one inspector for a day and a half), superficial treatment 

resulting in a report written in language designed for parents: inspectors are specifically 

enjoined not to use the language of education but parent-friendly language: the first heading 

in a report containing only a couple of sides is “What is it like to attend this school?”, 

information clearly targeted at parents. The guide to writing reports (Ofsted, 2014, p.9) makes 

frequent reference to the parent audience: “Parents need to know if this is a school they can 

send their children to …  If you answer these questions in the report in a way that a lay person 

can understand…”. 

Whatever functions Ofsted may now serve, its role in improvement has clearly shrunk 

significantly.  The sharp reduction in the number of observations carried out too easily means 

that the report’s conclusions are heavily influenced by “a single event which easily becomes 

interpreted as a pattern” (JJ).  This is not a climate in which professional dialogue supporting 

school improvement is likely to flourish. 

Not only did the 2006 changes diminish Ofsted’s role in improving individual schools, they 

also reduced inspection’s role in promoting research into effectiveness and improvement.  

Previous inspections generated a mass of supporting data, including numerical judgements of 
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every aspect of the school and each subject in it, so-called ‘judgement recording forms’.  

These provided huge databases within which to correlate variables, providing insights into 

such questions as: “which factors have the greatest influence on achievement?”.  No such 

ability exists within subsequent frameworks.     

On the day I write (25th April 2024), in the face of considerable opposition including from the 

all-party education select committee, Ofsted is to retain its one-word grading system for 

schools19, arguing that “the grades, such as ‘outstanding’ or ‘inadequate’, had significant 

benefits for parents choosing a local school for their children” (Local Government website, 

25th April 2024).  Parents, not schools, are the intended audience. 

  

 
19 Postscript: in September 2024, a new government reversed the decision about Ofsted grading and initiated a 
school report card.  However, its purpose remains “to provide parents with a complete picture of how schools 
are performing” (Government Education Hub blog, 2nd Sept.2024. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION  

The publication of Rutter’s Fifteen Thousand Hours represented a paradigm shift, a watershed 

in schooling, demonstrating that it has a significant effect on outcomes for pupils.  It is a 

measure of the rapidity of change that in 1979 this finding ran counter to the prevailing 

sociological zeitgeist but now feels self-evident, almost banal. 

Although the term ‘school improvement’ had yet to be coined, it was evident to interviewee 

NN, a rising school leader, and to me, being interviewed for a deputy headship in 1980, that 

if we did more of the things Rutter cited, the outcomes for our pupils were likely to improve.  

This research confirmed our agency and, over the following few years, gave an increasingly 

refined understanding of what we should do to bring improvement about. 

My life since gaining that deputy headship has been devoted to promoting school 

improvement.  As the period of intense school improvement activity subsided and I began to 

reduce work toward retirement, I had time to reflect on the evolution of that work.  

Reflections fell into five groups, which became my research questions.  They are re-presented 

below with a summary of the key findings and possible implications of each; since this thesis 

is part of a professional doctorate, I have tried to put myself back into school or LA leadership 

and indicate where the findings would help practice. 

  

6.1 TO TEST THE EXTENT TO WHICH SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT DOMINATED EDUCATIONAL 

THINKING AND ACTION IN THE PERIOD 

The evidence of both literature and interviews supported the view that issues of improvement 

did indeed dominate, but the interviews added nuance, mainly by demonstrating the shift in 

focus in the forty years since Rutter: his impact was phased, a phenomenon not described in 

the literature, which is clear that there was an immediate surge in academic research into 

effectiveness and, slightly later, improvement.  Brighouse (Brighouse & Waters, 2021), then 

CEO in Oxfordshire, and the small number of interviewees (plus the author) who were active 

in education at the time agreed that, although they had been excited by Rutter’s message, it 

and the Great Education Debate launched in 1976 resulted in “very little happen[ing] until the 
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mid-80s” (JJ), but that the following period was characterised by an intense drive for 

improvement.    

This period of wholesale change in schools began when ministers, guided first by political 

ideology and, as KK indicated [pp.80-81], later by the persuasiveness of effectiveness and 

improvement research, launched a legislative programme for education that drove the period 

of true dominance of the improvement agenda in schools between the late 1980s and the 

early 2010s.  Almost every interviewee referred to the impact of the Education Act, 1988, and 

all highlighted that of Ofsted inspection (Education Act, 1992) on driving improvement.  Most 

credited Ofsted with the lead role, CC pointing out that headteachers may not have 

effectiveness research at their fingertips “but all know the details of the Ofsted framework”, 

while PP and SS made clear that “only Ofsted brought about real change”. 

Legislative and quasi-legislative changes (such as the detail of the National Curriculum and its 

tests, and various iterations of the Ofsted Framework for Inspection) were near-continuous 

through the 1990s and 2000s; interviewees repeatedly described the pace of change and the 

pressure for improvement as ’relentless’ or ‘remorseless’.  

In 2010 – 11, the Coalition government removed many of the structures put in place by Labour 

to support improvement (such as the requirement for schools to have a SIP and a SEF), after 

which the pace of legislative change slowed.  However, headteachers described continuing 

pressure to improve; many of them were part of a MAT, and the Education Act 2010 focused 

on them as the means to bring improvement about.  Some heads in the sample (YY, XX, AA) 

were not part of a MAT but nonetheless described the same pressure from the LA and 

especially Ofsted as the driving forces, together with ambition for their pupils. 

Although legislation and guidance concerning pupils’ welfare and safeguarding had existed 

since the late nineteenth century, their significance increased considerably in the twenty-first; 

latterly they have come to sit alongside academic achievement as the major focus of schools’ 

attention, HH describing “the monster safeguarding”.  Current headteachers and MAT leaders 

stressed that safeguarding and welfare dominated the budget as well as schools’ attention.  

This thesis asserts that welfare and safeguarding have become embraced within the definition 

of school improvement, avoiding an unhelpful dichotomy like that between ‘curriculum’ and 

‘pastoral’ issues in schools.  Most interviewees were clear that “unless young people are well 
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fed, listened to, happy and secure in school, their propensity and ability to learn must be 

limited” (WW). 

6.2 TO ASCERTAIN WHY THIS HAS THIS BEEN THE CASE: WHAT COMBINATION OF EXTERNAL 

(SOCIO-ECONO-POLITICAL) AND INTERNAL (EDUCATIONAL) FACTORS LED EDUCATION 

TO BE DOMINATED BY SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT DURING THIS 50-YEAR PERIOD?   

The literature review presented evidence of a considerable range of factors leading to the 

period of intense change and drive for improvement described above.  Interviews reinforced 

the public disquiet concerning education in the 1970s, with references to the Ruskin speech, 

the Black Papers and William Tyndale from those with long educational memories (NN, JJ in 

particular).  Two interviewees (AA, LL) linked the disquiet with the transition from grammar 

and modern to comprehensive schools, while JJ linked it to the 1970s foment and 

impassioned debate about the social and economic fabric of Britain.  S/he also contributed a 

set of social and economic factors driving school improvement, such as changes in patterns 

of employment and the rise of an aspirational middle class leading to the demand for better-

qualified school leavers.  Some of these points, such as the rise of meritocracy and the impact 

of ROSLA, are not to be found in the literature; s/he and I discussed the significance of family 

size and child-centredness, also not found in the effectiveness literature but nonetheless 

factors contributory to an increased societal focus on schooling. 

This set of findings contributed three facets to knowledge of the evolution of school 

improvement in England: 

 it brought the lists of factors promoting the drive for improvement, which exist piecemeal 

across numerous sources, together in one place, and extended the list as described 

 my notes of a discussion with JJ in March 2024, during which we listed factors, read: “Basis 

for a classification? Internal (educational) factors, external (societal)?’.  SE/SI research = 

enabling factors”.  Hence the following, original classification of the factors leading to 

educational change into three inter-acting sets.   

Internal factors: from within education, such as Tyndale, and the Black Papers 

External factors: from society beyond the school: 

- social factors: changes in family size and structure; the decline of deference and the 

rise of youth culture; increased affluence and ambition 
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- political factors:  the breaking of the post-war consensus, the rise of neoliberalism and 

the application of market economics to social institutions including education 

- economic factors:  changes in employment patterns leading to the demand for a 

better-qualified workforce; the quality movement (TQM). 

Enabling factors: research showing first that schools make a difference to pupils’ 

outcomes, and subsequently what good schools do/have/are, making improvement 

conceptually straightforward. 

 Concatenation among the factors, how they played out across a relatively short period of 

time, together creating irresistible pressures for change and improvement. 

 

6.3 TO ANALYSE AND EXPLAIN THE RAPID EVOLUTION OF THE SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

PARADIGM, IDENTIFYING HOW IT RELATED TO THE PRE-EXISTING SCHOOL 

EFFECTIVENESS PARADIGM.   

The second question sought to identify and classify the factors leading to the drive for 

improvement; the third attempts to explain why effectiveness and improvement evolved so 

rapidly, and the relationship between them. 

Chapter 1 described the burgeoning of improvement activity as remarkable for its pace and 

breadth, commenting on the speed with which research and legislation related to 

improvement spread geographically and through different types of school.  

Literature, and to some extent interviews, makes clear that effectiveness is a thoroughly 

researched concept leading to a broadly agreed set of correlates.  Interviewees, especially 

those who had worked to support school improvement, referred frequently to key 

researchers in the field, to the features of effective schools and how they sought to propagate 

them.  The relentless focus on classrooms and teaching described by many interviewees, most 

notably FF, PP, LL, HJ and YY, and the pursuit of consistent values emphasised by many (HH, 

BB, HJ, EE) are good examples, confirming effectiveness as a research paradigm, and its 

inception (1979) as a paradigm shift.   

A list of ‘what makes a good school’ characteristics translates readily into a ‘to do list’ for 

improvement.  Improvement research began as a series of case studies of the application of 

effectiveness principles, but time has given it the ability to mature into a well-researched 
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field.  This thesis argues that effectiveness and improvement should not be identified as 

separate paradigms, but as a twin or joint paradigm.  

The literature remarks on the speed of propagation of effectiveness/improvement activity 

but does not account for it.  Discussion with JJ and HJ of the post-paradigm explosion of 

research, led to the proposal that the rapidity can be explained by likening it to the adaptive 

radiation observed in evolutionary biology following the opening of a new ecological niche.  

As lifeforms evolve rapidly to exploit opportunities created by the new environment, so 

research and legislation burgeon to create new knowledge and embed it in the context of the 

new paradigm.  

  

6.4 TO IDENTIFY WHAT KEY GROUPS OF EDUCATORS HAVE UNDERSTOOD BY 

‘IMPROVEMENT’, AND THE ACTIONS THEY HAVE TAKEN AS A RESULT. 

Interviewees made clear that the meaning of improvement evolved and expanded over the 

forty plus years of its existence.  Rutter, in his analysis of effectiveness, embraced pupils’ 

personal, as well as their cognitive, development, but headteachers frequently referred to 

examination results as governments’ default measure of effectiveness in the 1990s.  Shifts in 

the technology of test data meant that, over the 1990s and 2000s, headteachers described 

how raw attainment, value-added, contextual value-added and progress were emphasised in 

turn to capture effectiveness and improvement in ways fairer to more pupils.  Interviewees 

described how they were led to slice the data to reveal the differential attainment and 

progress of groups within the cohort: first, gender and ethnic groups and then, especially from 

2010, between disadvantaged pupils and their peers.  The ‘disadvantage gap’ is now perhaps 

the key theme in school and government thinking.  A focus on sub-groups of challenged 

students, such as those in alternative provision or who are young carers, may be expected.  

Many interviewees identified the Every Child Matters Green Paper (DCSF, 2003) and the tragic 

deaths that led up to it, as a validation of the personal development strand of improvement 

that may have taken a back seat in government priority, but which had never been lost from 

schools’ priorities.   Previous text has described how welfare and safeguarding have first been 

embraced, and then risen to the top, within the improvement agenda.  Links between the 

priority given to welfare with that on the low attainment of disadvantaged pupils are clear.  
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Current headteachers interviewed pointed to the dramatic impact of the pandemic on both 

priorities: the stresses placed on pupils and families by lockdown, illness, loss of relatives and 

isolation on their mental health and wellbeing; and the adverse effect of online learning on 

disadvantaged pupils.  There was genuine alarm among some interviewees at the further 

expansion of what constitutes improvement in the wake of the pandemic, and its embedding 

in headteachers’ roles. 

This analysis of the evolution of the meaning of school improvement is new to the literature, 

but the greatest weight of interview evidence concerned how improvement takes place: 

“School improvement works by good leaders applying the principles of school effectiveness 

(KK).”  “School improvement is about having systems built around the right people” (DD) (my 

added emphasis). 

Interview data show frequent allusion to conditions for improvement.  Interviewees delved 

into the ‘how’ of unspecific phrases in the effectiveness literature like ‘purposeful leadership’ 

and ‘consistency among teachers’ (Mortimore et al., 1988) and spelled out those conditions 

under the four headings highlighted in the data extracts above. 

The four-fold classification of conditions (leadership, principles, systems, people) shapes an 

original approach to improvement.  Since interviewees took the view that conditions are not 

spontaneous but created, they described the key to improvement as the leadership that 

shapes them.  Interview data are therefore used to classify key leadership characteristics and, 

in the ‘systems’ sub-section, to elaborate the idea of consistency.  This has been a contested 

idea within school improvement: failure to define the concept has led to its being caricatured 

as straitjacketing.  The text proposes a new classification of consistency and a definition of 

the contexts within which it is important, such as those in challenging circumstances and 

those at different points on the improvement trajectory.  Interviewees’ views on the 

importance of external support, including that from Ofsted, are summarised. 

A new school improvement model is offered, based on the research data, with five 

components:  

 the expanded list and classification of leadership skills for improvement 

 the seesaw model to describe the isolation of new headteachers in struggling schools and 

how, by a combination of offloading the ‘heavyweights’ from the negative end while 
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building capacity at the positive, they caused intermediate bodies to slide toward the 

positive.  This is a model I have toyed with for many years, but the moment in the 

interview with TT when s/he described shedding and developing staff and thus *achieving 

critical mass buy-in” was an epiphany marked with the word “SEESAW!!!”in my notes 

 the Collins flywheel, to describe how large inputs of energy are needed to get an 

organisation moving (transformational change) but, once moving rapidly, light touches 

(incremental change) keep it moving.  This process is matched against the conventional 

four-stage model, which focuses on the turn-round of weak schools and less on sustaining 

improvement.  A conversation with YY, head of a school which has shown sustained 

improvement over a long period, called to mind the Collins flywheel; YY spoke of “constant 

fine-tuning of the system, constant nudges” to keep improvement happening.  Here, my 

interview notes have the word “FLYWHEEL” in the margin  

 the inverted pyramid model, which inverts the conventional hierarchic organogram to 

propose that each ‘tier’ supports the one above, support taking the form of the conditions 

to enable the latter to do its job most effectively.  The job of a pupil, at the top of the 

pyramid as the system’s ultimate beneficiary, is to learn as effectively as possible, and 

thus that of the teacher is to create the conditions in which s/he can do so.  Conditions 

are defined as vision, policy, resources and professional development (feedback, support, 

challenge) 

 intelligent accountability, to demonstrate how feedback flows through the pyramid to 

involve members of the school community in refining improvement; while feed forward 

provides support, guidance and professional development through the organisation. 

 

Whereas the findings of the first three questions concern establishing a clear account of the 

evolution of school improvement, this question provides practical guidance for leadership.  

Understanding that there are conditions for improvement, what they are and how they 

interact as components of the model would have given shape and clarity to improvement 

activity in my school.  Just like the headteacher who used TQM to transform the school [p.88], 

the ‘conditions’ notion would have shaped in-school professional development for classroom 

staff and leaders, and the inverted pyramid would have framed the school culture.  For a team 

of LA school improvers, the model would be a toolkit with which to guide school leaders. 

 



173 
 

6.5 TO IDENTIFY THE IMPACT OF FIFTY YEARS OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT, AND 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE.  

This research attempts to answer the ostensibly simple question “have schools improved?” 

but is thwarted by elusive data:  

 examination grades which are managed by government to remain stable, and which are 

simultaneously subject to disputed levels of inflation 

 Ofsted inspection reports whose criteria and gradings have changed repeatedly; 

inspections which sample weak schools more frequently than strong 

 measures of teaching quality which are either highly subjective or unhelpfully circular (the 

only effective judge of teaching quality is the results achieved by pupils; hence if outcomes 

are not improving, neither is teaching). 

 

As well as analysing the slipperiness of data, the thesis offers an analysis of improvement to 

be found piecemeal but not comprehensively elsewhere, and adds two original points: 

 the low priority accorded in the literature, and indeed in the interviews, to what I have 

termed underlying or background improvement. Interviewees, having defined school 

improvement broadly, embracing both a personal and a cognitive component, went on to 

focus almost exclusively on what they described as the government’s “default setting” 

(UU and others): examination results.  However, when prompted (“how were you taught 

when you were at school?”), they launched into an impassioned critique of rote learning, 

mass medication, narrow curriculum and physical punishment.  The research offers an 

analysis of ways in which schools are better places to learn in than they were, without 

being blind to some ways in which they are less happy, for example the pressure of social 

media, cyber-bullying and sexual harassment 

 the marked reduction in the improvement role played by Ofsted since the profound, 

largely unheralded, change in inspection arrangements in 2005-06.  Inspections before 

this date were long, detailed and expert, with compulsory, extensive feedback to 

teachers, team and senior leaders.  The huge cut in the number of days mandated to 

inspections, carried out over a day and a half by inspectors who are not specialists, limits 

or precludes the feedback and discussion which promote improvement.  Likewise, the 

detailed reports which followed earlier inspections were designed to help improvement; 

modern reports are brief, in lay language and targeted at parents and their choice of 



174 
 

school for their child.  The current (September 2024) debate about Ofsted grading centres 

on clarity for parents, not on what would help the school. 

The research also reveals that the 2006 change removed much of Ofsted’s data for 

research into effectiveness and improvement. 

The point about Ofsted was made in interviews by inspectors who worked in both pre- and 

post-2006 regimes (five, including the author), and to a lesser degree by headteachers.  The 

latter, while critical of the lack of Ofsted support to improvement, nonetheless 

understandably favoured the less intrusive, current version. 

 

I have separated the last part of this question (implications for the future) into an Epilogue. 

 

6.6  UNEXPECTED FINDINGS  

Most research findings confirmed and extended previous knowledge and expectations.  Some 

research findings were, however, unexpected:  

 several interviewees raised the tension between the pursuit of the ‘good school’ or ’good 

education’ and that of school improvement.  As discussion on [p.130] shows, practitioners 

arrived at this tension from different perspectives, but the resulting debate has genuine 

philosophical merit.  For the purposes of the improvement model, this research proposes 

that the ‘turn-round’ phases of improvement should be interpreted as the pursuit of 

improvement, whereas the ‘sustain’ phase should be considered the pursuit of excellence, 

the ‘good education’ 

 I assumed that interviewees, school leaders in particular, would be anxious to highlight 

the improvement in schools as humane, dignified and enjoyable places in which to learn 

and to teach, what I have called ‘underlying improvement’.  However, with very few 

exceptions, they did not do so unless prompted, at which point they gave vivid 

descriptions of the monotony of teaching, the physical punishment and the neglect of 

individual learning needs which characterised earlier times.  The ‘blinkers’ which 

interviewees wore, constraining their view to narrow interpretations of outcomes, were 

a surprise  

 although I knew that hard evidence of the impact of 50 years of school improvement 

activity would be elusive, I expected to be able to produce more and better evidence of 
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improvement than proved possible.  Ironically, the best evidence comes from the 

neglected theme of ‘underlying improvement’ described in the previous paragraph. 

 

6.7   SUMMARY OF CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE AND PRACTICE 

This research contributes to knowledge and practice in three main areas. 

1. The evolution of school improvement 

Existing accounts are partial, not enumerating the full range of factors involved; and 

patchy, in that the factors are scattered across the literature.  Not only does the account 

in this thesis extend the range of relevant factors, it also gathers them together, classifies 

them into push, pull and enabling factors, and shows how they worked together to 

promote the expansion of school improvement activity in the last quarter of the twentieth 

century. 

The account also proffers an explanation for the rapidity with which school improvement 

activity spread, both geographically and through different types of school, and highlights 

the neglect of underlying improvement in schools.  

      

2. Ofsted’s role in school improvement 

The research shines a light on the significant erosion of Ofsted’s focus on support for 

improvement since radical changes made in 2005-06, a change largely unreported in the 

literature.  Detailed, expert-led inspection, providing extensive developmental feedback 

including a comprehensive report, has been replaced by brief inspection conducted by 

generalists, resulting in a short report, the target audience for which is parents. 

 

3. The leadership of school improvement 

Existing models have two main limitations: they focus on the turn-round of weak schools; 

and they are simplified to a point which makes them descriptive rather than analytical 

guides to practice.  This thesis offers a new model focused on the leadership of school 

improvement through an analysis of the skills required.  The model acknowledges 

complexity, taking account of aspects of school context and focusing on sustained 
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improvement rather than rapid turn-round, and is based on the views and lived 

experience of practitioners. 

 

All three points above represent contributions to knowledge, the third also has the potential 

to contribute to practice.  Subjecting the school improvement model to critical evaluation and 

refinement (as described on [p.177]) has the potential to create a set of tools of real value to 

school leaders and those advising them. 

Some of the academic discussion about context-specificity is unprofitable: that principles 

must be tailored to unique contexts and internal dynamics is self-evident and does not 

undermine the validity of those principles.  

The richness of the evidence from interviews highlights the importance of practitioner 

perspectives in shaping effective and sustainable school improvement initiatives. 

 

6.8 LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

Chapter 1 recognised three limitations:  

 those inherent in an inductive, interpretivist study: conclusions drawn from a modest 

sample 

 a set of interviewees the great majority of whom are known to me, threatening 

confirmation bias 

 although referenced globally, a study based in the English education system. 

The Methodology chapter explains how I sought to mitigate the risks under the first two of 

these headings. 

Having conducted the study, I would add two more. 

 The diversity of the sample of interviewees, which is skewed toward males, and intensely 

skewed ethnically, with only one of the 32 interviewees from a Black, Asian or Minority 

Ethnic (BAME) background, which significantly under-represents the population at large.  

The study also draws more heavily on respondents from the south-centre of the country 

than the north.  I cannot know whether more representative gender, ethnic or geographic 
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samples would have changed the findings, but I am conscious of the discourtesy implicit 

in the imbalance.   

 My concerns over the appropriateness of autoethnography to the study led to my limiting 

its role to validation and triangulation.  

 

6.9  FUTURE RESEARCH 

The limitations above suggest the potential value of replicating the work with a larger, more 

diverse sample to test the durability of the findings.   

To realise the potential value of the research to praxis, I intend to take the section concerning 

the Model for School Improvement (5.4, pp.125 et seq) and, with the guidance and support 

of more experienced authors, refine and polish the text and present it to a peer-reviewed 

journal, so that it can be subjected to the criticism of the research community.  If it survives 

this review, then to refine it further and share with agencies such as the Education 

Endowment Foundation for possible use in their publications and training. 

The research ends around the time of the pandemic.  The latter seems to have caused, or is 

at least correlated with, profound changes in aspects of education such as behaviour and 

attendance. 

 

EPILOGUE 

This takes the form of four proposals to help the future of school improvement excite and 

engage the profession rather than oppressing it, as often happens now, evidenced by the 

drain of teachers [p.124].  The reflections are based on this study and on Ofsted’s 2023 ‘Big 

Listen’: this survey showed that Ofsted inspections always affect staff wellbeing, “especially 

acutely in schools (72%)” (IFF Research, 2024, p.4), and “only a third … of schools said Ofsted 

was effective [in supporting improvement]” (ibid p.45). 

I have argued that although effectiveness represents a true paradigm, and its emergence in 

1979 a true paradigm shift, school improvement has not achieved paradigm status.  However, 

from around 1990, governments have treated improvement as a paradigm with rules, 

principles and processes: a ‘blind faith’ improvement replacing an evidence-based 
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effectiveness.   Perhaps we have stopped asking difficult questions about the validity of one-

day inspections, the value of school performance tables, the MAT as the single tool of 

improvement and the efficacy of centrally imposed programmes such as approved systems 

of phonics.  Whatever their possible merits, they are not kept under meaningful review but 

are part of the ‘taken-for-granted’ apparatus of government; I propose that their continuing 

effectiveness be questioned, continuously.   

It is increasingly clear that improvement is not a matter for schools alone: as the Children’s 

Commissioner’s (2024) report indicates, it needs the whole panoply of services - school 

placement, mental health, nutrition, speech and language therapy, social care and welfare - 

to work under the same roof, with their budgets harnessed, to make the school component 

possible.   

As I write (September 2024), a new government is promising to introduce regional 

improvement teams to support struggling schools, perhaps marking a change from the hands-

off, MAT-monopolistic approach of its predecessor.  If this is part of an approach which 

privileges support and guidance over naming and shaming, leading to the extinction of brutish 

slogans like ‘zero tolerance’, then I look forward to a school improvement future which stands 

a chance of engaging the profession.   

As Ofsted conducted its Big Listen, two former senior members of HMI conducted the 

Alternative Big Listen, asking questions that the official survey did not.  They found that 89% 

of respondents agreed with the statement “Ofsted does NOT sufficiently consider the context 

of a school’s local area in the judgments they make” (Richards & Norris, 2024, p.3).  Former 

Ofsted head of inspection Sean Harford memorably said that an Ofsted inspection grade is 

not an effort grade: perhaps it should be, since there are schools with challenges so great that 

inspectors, including myself, have been unable to suggest a single improvement strategy that 

the school has not already tried.  The threat I see is that, since the pandemic, changes in 

pupils’ behaviour and attitudes are bringing to many schools the overwhelming challenges 

previously faced only by the few.  
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APPENDICES 

I – V: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

The main research evidence came from semi-structured interviews with 32 people.  

Information about these interviews and the selection of interviewees appears in the 

Methodology chapter; the additional information provided as Appendices comprises: 

Appendix I: Information provided to potential interviewees within a letter of invitation to 

participate 

Appendix II: Informed consent form. 

Appendix III: The list of questions around which discussions were structured. 

Appendix IV: The list of interviewees, their identify concealed by the attribution of letter 

codes, together with a one-line c.v. to show their major role(s). 

Appendix V: Sample post-interview letter/email of thanks to interviewees 

 

6: .APPENDIX VI provides the Coding Tree, described in Section 3.2.4. 
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APPENDIX I: INFORMATION TO POTENTIAL INTERVIEWEES; INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 

UNIVERSITY OF GLOUCESTERSHIRE    (date) 

Dear  

Thank you for your preliminary agreement to take part in an interview to contribute to my 
doctoral research at the University of Gloucestershire.  This letter explains:  

 more about the research topic 
 arrangements for the interviews 
 guarantees of confidentiality/anonymity and your right to withdraw 
-  and seeks your informed consent to take part. 

The title of the thesis is Improvement in What? and is designed to further our understanding 
of three aspects of school improvement in England:  

- the combination of external (socio-econo-political) and internal (educational) factors 
that led education to be dominated by school improvement during the period from 1970 
to 2020, and which promoted the rapid evolution of the school improvement paradigm;  

- what key groups of educators (researchers, policy makers, school leaders) have 
understood by ‘improvement’, and the actions they have taken in response; 

- the impact of fifty years of school improvement, and implications for the future. 

Interviews will take about one hour, and you can choose where and how (face-to-face or by 
video conference).  I intend to record interviews (but see the consent form below). 

Taking part is voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw from the 
study, without stating a reason, at any time, including up to a week after the date of the 
interview.  Any information you give will be anonymous and be treated confidentially.  If 
respondents are quoted in the thesis, attribution will be to “a leading researcher/school 
leader said ..”, not a named person.  Data will be kept securely and will be destroyed after 
the study.  The University of Gloucestershire School of Education and Humanities research 
ethics panel has reviewed and approved this study.  Here you can view the University’s 
Research Participants’ Privacy Notice. 

 

Would you please place a Y or N in each of the boxes on the attached consent form and 
return it by email to me?  If you any queries, please contact me.  Thank you in advance for 
your help.  

 

 

(David Potter)  

https://www.glos.ac.uk/information/knowledge-base/research-participants-privacy-notice/
https://www.glos.ac.uk/information/knowledge-base/research-participants-privacy-notice/
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APPENDIX II: INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

Attached to 1.1, completed by participants.  

  

IMPROVEMENT IN WHAT? 

Informed consent 

                  Please tick boxes 

 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information provided 

for the above study and have had the opportunity to ask questions.  

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free  

to withdraw at any time up to a week after the interview,  

without giving any reason. 

       

3.  I agree to take part in the above study.       

 

 

4.  I give permission to be recorded during the interview.     

 

5.  I give permission for quotations from the interview to be 

 used anonymously in any report or publication from this work.  

 

 

___________________________ ________________ ____________________ 

Name of Participant                 Date                               Signature 

 

 

___________________________ ________________ ____________________ 

Name of Researcher                                     Date                  Signature 
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APPENDIX III: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Issued in advance to participants; these were the questions around which discussions were 

structured. 

 

1. I am interested in differing views of what ‘school improvement’ is: what do you 

understand by the term?  What is to be improved? 

 

2. Where does your understanding come from, and has it changed? 

 

3. From your experience, how do you believe that improvement happens in schools? 

 
4. Can you point to any key moments/critical events in your own involvement with school 

improvement?  What you might call ‘flashbulb moments’, moments when to quote Alan 

Bennett, “history rattled over the points”? 

 

5. How successful do you consider school improvement to have been? 

 

6. What of the future  -  more of the same, or are their limits on improvement?  Changing 

focus? 
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APPENDIX IV: INTERVIEWEES: CODES & ONE-LINE CVs 

Interviewees are identified in the text by coded initials and sometimes by their key role.  To 
show the richness of experience of the interviewees, I have included a one- line CV for each. 

AA Headteacher 
BB Headteacher multiple times, system leader 
BC School senior leader 
CC Headteacher multiple times, MAT CEO, national government officer, researcher, 

school improvement consultant, system leader 
CD School senior leader 
DD Headteacher multiple times, MAT CEO, system leader 
DE School senior leader 
EE Headteacher multiple times, MAT CEO, system leader, national government official, 

school improvement consultant 
EF School senior leader 
FF Headteacher multiple times, MAT CEO, system leader 
FG Researcher, senior local government officer 
GG Headteacher, local government officer, researcher 
GH Headteacher, local government officer, HMI, school improvement consultant 
HH Headteacher multiple times, MAT CEO, system leader 
HJ Headteacher, Ofsted inspector, school improvement consultant 
JJ Local government officer, Ofsted inspector, school improvement consultant 
JK School senior leader 
KK Senior national government officer, MAT chair, researcher 
LL School senior leader, national government officer, MAT chair, school improvement 

consultant, system leader 
MM Researcher, senior national government officer 
NN Headteacher, local government officer, school improvement consultant, Ofsted 

inspector  
PP Headteacher, MAT CEO, system leader 
QQ Researcher, senior national government officer 
RR Headteacher multiple times, MAT CEO, system leader, researcher 
SS Headteacher, Ofsted inspector, national government officer, MAT chair, system leader 
TT Headteacher 
UU Headteacher, multiple times 
VV Headteacher, system leader 
WW Senior local government officer, Ofsted inspector, school improvement consultant 
XX Headteacher, multiple times, system leader, school improvement consultant 
YY Headteacher, MAT CEO, system leader 
ZZ School senior leader, Ofsted inspector 

 

 32 interviewees, of whom one third (11) are female 
 90% have been a senior school leader; two thirds (22) have significant system leadership 

experience 
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APPENDIX V:  SAMPLE POST-INTERVIEW LETTER/EMAIL OF THANKS TO INTERVIEWEES 

 

Dear ……………… 

Many thanks once again for your time on …day.  Our discussion will be of great value in my 
doctoral thesis, especially our discussion of ….. . 

Let me repeat your right to withdraw, either in full or any comment you made, if you think it 
would be unhelpful or damaging. 

With best wishes 

Etc. 
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APPENDIX VI: CODING TREE 

The process of data analysis (Sec 3.2.4) is shown here in diagrammatic form: marginal 
notes/memos on the interview transcripts were drawn together initially into codes (column 
2); these were amalgamated into categories/sub-themes (column 3) and then into broad 
themes (column 4): an iterative process. 

 

No.  CODES CATEGORIES & SUB-
THEMES 

THEMES 

1 Watershed 1980   
    
2 Expansion of research )  
3 Rapid legislative change ) Dominance of Improvem’t  
4 Specialist SE/SI research/researchers )  
    
5 Ofsted impact )  
6 Opening schools to scrutiny )    
7 HT accountability ) School accountability DOMINATION OF EDUCATION 

BY THE THEME OF 
8 Agency of schools ) IMPROVEMENT POST-1980 
9 Dominance of test/exam results )  
    
10 Continuous change ) Speed of change  
11 Relentless pace )  
    
12 Safeguarding new dominant )  
13 Mental health pupil/community ) Rise of welfare agenda  
14 Pastoral support )  
15 Expansion of HT responsibilities )  
16 Social outcomes: behaviour )  
17 Ditto: attitudes ) Link between academic &  
18 Ditto: attendance ) PD development  
9 Dominance of test/exam results )  
19 Refined measures of academic 

outcome 
)  

    
20 Improvements in teaching ) EVOLUTION OF THE MEANING 
21 Improvements in curriculum  ) Improvements in inputs OF ‘IMPROVEMENT’ 
22 Improvements in leadership )  
    
23 Artificial improvement Gaming  
    
38 Tension good school/improvement   
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No.  CODES CATEGORIES & SUB-
THEMES 

THEMES 

24 Turn-round )  
25 Un/constrained schools ) Dimensions of 

improvement 
 

26 Improvement trajectory )  
    
27 Collective purpose/Individual 

responsibility 
)  

28 Need for change )  
29 School culture ) HT leadership  
30 Focus )  
31 Team building ) CONDITIONS FOR SCHOOL  
   IMPROVEMENT 
32 SE principles )  
33 Centrality of teaching ) Principles/systems  
20 Improvements in teaching )  
34 Consistency )  
    
35 LA support )  
36 MAT support ) External support  
37 Govmt/Ofsted support )  
    
38 Tension good school/improvement ) SIGNIFICANCE OF BASIC 

IMPROVEMENT OVERLOOKED  
39 Schools as humane places )  
    
10 Continuous change ) Speed of change  
11 Relentless pace )  
    
40 Decline of trad industries  )  
41 International competition ) Economic factors  
42 Knowledge economy )  
    
43 Neo-liberalism )   EXPLANATION OF RAPIDITY 
44 Market replaces welfare state ) Political factors OF EDUCATIONAL CHANGE;  
3 Rapid legislative change ) CLASSIFICATION OF FACTORS 
    
45 Decline of deference )  
46 Affluence and choice ) Social factors  
47 Permissive society )  
    
48 Ruskin )  
49 ROSLA ) Educational factors  
50 Comprehensivisation )  
51 School failures )  
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