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About BERA
The British Educational Research 
Association (BERA) is the home of 
educational research in the United 
Kingdom. We are a membership 
association committed to advancing 
knowledge of education by sustaining 
a strong and high quality educational 
research community.

Together with our members, BERA is 
working to:

• advance research quality

• build research capacity

• foster research engagement.

Since its inception in 1974, BERA 
has expanded into an internationally 
renowned association with both UK 
and non-UK based members. It 
strives to be inclusive of the diversity 
of educational research and 
scholarship, and welcomes members 
from a wide range of disciplinary 
backgrounds, theoretical orientations, 
methodological approaches, sectoral 
interests and institutional affiliations. 
It also encourages the development 
of productive relationships with other 
associations within and beyond the UK.

Aspiring to be the home of all 
educational researchers in the UK, 
BERA provides opportunities for 
everyone active in this field to 
contribute through its portfolio of 
distinguished publications, its world-
class conference and other events, 
and its active peer community 
organised around 30 special interest 
groups. We also recognise excellence 
in educational research through 
our range of awards. In addition to 
our member-focussed activity, we 
aim to inform the development of 
policy and practice by promoting the 
best quality evidence produced by 
educational research.

About the BERA Blog
The BERA Blog was established to 
provide research informed content 
on key educational issues in an 
accessible manner. Its aim is to 
produce and promote articles that 
attract policymakers, parents, teachers, 
educational leaders, members of school 
communities, politicians, and anyone 
who is interested in education today. 
It also welcomes the submission of 
research-informed articles from across 
this community.

The blog is edited by a small team 
comprising academic representatives 
chosen by BERA’s Academic 
Publications Committee and the BERA 
office. All content is approved for 
publication by one or more of this 
team. However, the views of the authors 
are their own, and the views expressed 
on the blog (and in this collection) are 
not the official views of BERA.

The Blog is currently curated by the 
editorial team of Gerry Czerniawski, 
Rachel Lofthouse and Alison Fox. 

About BERA Bites
The BERA Bites series presents 
selected articles from the BERA blog 
on key topics in education, presented 
in an easily printable and digestible 
format to serve as teaching and 
learning resources for students and 
professionals in education. Each 
collection features an introduction by 
editors with expertise in the field, and 
each article includes questions for 
discussion, composed by the authors, 
prompting readers to further explore 
the ideas and arguments put forward 
in the original articles.

www.bera.ac.uk
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Editorial

Alison Fox

This is the second collection 

of BERA Blog posts that have 

been gathered together to 

offer contemporary insights 

into understandings, trends 

and dilemmas relevant to 

educational policy and practice. 

This particular collection relates 

to educational leadership 

research around the question, 

‘Are our schools fit for the 

future?’ We hope you find 

the articles valuable; we 

encourage you to share them 

with colleagues, researchers, 

students, governors and perhaps 

(if appropriate) parents. Each 

author has provided questions 

to help you reflect on their 

contribution. We would love to 

hear how you use these: perhaps 

in seminars or reading groups; 

perhaps to help orientate your 

attention to aspects of the work 

or its implications that you might 

otherwise have overlooked. 

To start our consideration of 

schools being ‘fit for the future’ 

(or not), the collection begins with 

two articles offering responses 

to the 2016 education white 

paper.1 Neither pull any punches. 

The collection starts with Chris 

Husbands’ article, which highlights 

contradictions in the white paper 

documentation and sets up some 

of the themes that run through 

this collection: governance, 

accountability, recruitment to the 

profession, and nationalisation 

versus regional variation. Tim 

Brighouse’s article exhorts us to 

reflect on the fact that we are 

witnessing a ‘nationalisation’ 

of schools in England, and why 

– despite the different models 

developing as close to home as 

Wales, Scotland and Northern 

Ireland – this is assumed to be 

the best way forward. He draws 

our attention to where power 

and powerlessness now lie in the 

English system, and argues that 

we have no reason to be satisfied 

with this situation.

Several of the articles specifically 

refer to the white paper, or were 

written around the time of its 

1 Department for Education 
(2016) Educational Excellence 
Everywhere, London. https://www.
gov.uk/government/publications/
educational-excellence-everywhere

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
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publication; some of the authors 

have taken the opportunity to 

update their blogs. Reading this 

collection over the next few years 

offers an opportunity to reflect on 

how the concerns these authors 

raise have played out in your, 

the reader’s, experience. While 

the collection mainly discusses 

the English educational context, 

readers from beyond this setting 

might find this collection useful as 

a critical case study of a system 

in flux which offers insights for 

your own vision for what makes 

schools fit (or unfit) for the 

future. We welcome the articles 

written from Israeli (Iván Diego, 

Catherine Brentnall and Sibylle 

Heilbrunn) and Swedish (Johan 

Prytz) perspectives for what they 

offer to our thinking about this 

direction of travel. 

The next three articles explore 

and highlight some of the 

challenges associated with 

contemporary schools. John 

Howson’s article takes us back 

to data from 2016 and identifies 

issues from his perspective 

as director of TeachVac, a 

free-to-use web service for 

teacher recruitment. The 

article reviews national teacher 

recruitment data to reflect on 

regional patterns of teacher 

recruitment and consider 

its implications for teacher 

turnover and retention. Picking 

up the issue of regionality, 

Tanya Ovenden-Hope reflects 

on the particular challenges 

for schools in coastal areas of 

England that arise from their 

often being located in areas 

of socioeconomic deprivation. 

Tanya talks about the isolation 

these areas experience and the 

impacts this has upon those 

both providing and receiving 

education. She points to 

work, like that she conducts 

with her colleague Rowena 

Passey, that is determined to 

put education in these regions 

firmly onto the research map 

in order to support the efforts 

being made within them to 

raise pupil aspiration and 

attainment and so improve 

young people’s opportunities 

for social mobility. Tanya points 

to evidence from inspections 

by the Office for Standards in 

Education, Children’s Services 

and Skills (Ofsted) of the link 

between low pupil performance 

and schools in deprived 

coastal areas. This evidence 

base and the action planning 

that results from inspections 

in these regions should be 

serving the same purpose. This 

article therefore links well with 

Frank Coffield’s review of the 

effectiveness of Ofsted, at a 

time when the accountability 
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pressures experienced by 

schools in relation to the 

national inspection regime is 

so often seen as a challenge 

rather than an affordance to 

school leadership. This article 

draws on Frank’s book, Will 

the Leopard Change its Spots? 

A new model of inspection 

for Ofsted, published in 2017. 

The article not only makes 

recommendations for the way 

forward for Ofsted, but also 

makes a call for the teaching 

profession – for all taxpayers, 

in fact – to demand a ‘just, 

valid and reliable model of 

inspection’. 

Building on the theme of 

accountability, three articles 

reflect on issues related to 

governance in education, all 

highlighting gaps in the research 

evidence base that could inform 

those interested in the strategic 

direction of education. Johan 

Prytz looks at governance at a 

macro level and suggests that 

curriculum development should 

be critically reviewed and held 

accountable. He argues that, 

within each country, individual 

school subjects are governed 

in different ways, and that this 

should be taken into account by 

international measures of pupil 

performance in those subjects. 

As a reader, you might see 

connections between his analysis 

and implications of the concerns 

raised by Tim Brighouse about 

the direction of travel in England. 

Johan calls for further policy-to-

practice research into curriculum 

development within and across 

national systems.

At a more local level of school 

governance, specifically within 

the English context and, like 

Husbands’ offering, a response 

to the 2016 white paper, Helen 

Young draws on her research 

into the recruitment and 

practice of school governing 

bodies. In particular she reflects 

on a paper she published 

in the Journal of Education 

Policy in which she analyses 

the policy and practice of 

the governing bodies of four 

maintained schools in England. 

She raises concerns about 

how regulatory changes 

have led to a move towards 

governor recruitment on the 

basis of a perceived needs 

analysis, rather than aspiring 

to stakeholder representation. 

Furthermore, the practices 

advocated within the work 

of these bodies is becoming 

increasingly technocratic. 

Helen explains how we should 

worry about a lack of criticality 

and democratic engagement 

in governing bodies, despite 
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their being vitally important to 

setting the strategic direction of 

schools fit for the future.

One of the concerns that will be 

shared by many in the maintained 

school sector will be the pressure 

to academise in the current English 

educational landscape. Stephen 

Rayner illustrates the complexities 

of school decision-making about 

academisation through a study in 

one secondary school in England. 

Stephen draws on Foucault 

to help think about how staff 

and governing bodies become 

persuaded about its inevitability 

not by imposition, but through the 

influence of more indirect national 

and local discourse. 

Finally, the collection focusses 

attention on another direction 

of travel, with two articles 

united by their debate about 

the role of entrepreneurship in 

education. This draws a reader’s 

attention very explicitly to a 

theme running through this 

collection: the political shift 

towards a business model 

affecting all aspects of English 

educational provision. Iván Diego, 

Catherine Brentnall and Sibylle 

Heilbrunn offer insights from 

a recent study in Israel about 

whether curriculum changes 

that reify this agenda, termed 

‘business or entrepreneurship 

education’, contribute to the 

increased social mobility claimed 

by advocates. Their study 

points instead to the danger of 

reproducing social inequalities, 

albeit inadvertently, and they 

caution those planning to bring 

in such curriculum initiatives to 

take account of young people’s 

social, economic and cultural 

capital. The manifestation of 

entrepreneurship referred to in 

Sue Robson’s article, the final one 

in this collection, offers a more 

upbeat tone with an account of 

collaborative leadership within 

and across schools as a solution 

to the changes in support 

offered nationally. Work in three 

primary schools in England is 

used to illustrate the application 

of a ‘triad model’ for developing 

entrepreneurial leadership, 

developed as part of a European 

Erasmus+ project, by partners in 

the EC4SLT team. 

To follow these debates, 

continue to follow the BERA Blog 

and/or follow up on the authors’ 

work through their webpages 

or social media activity. You 

might also consider reading 

The Education Debate.2

2 Ball S J (2017) The education debate, 
Bristol: Policy Press. http://policy.
bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-
education-debate

http://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-education-debate
http://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-education-debate
http://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-education-debate
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***

While you read these blog posts, 

you might also think about your 

own professional contexts or 

research. Perhaps you would 

like to contribute a post for the 

BERA Blog or, when you are next 

at a conference or professional 

development event, you might 

come across someone who you 

could encourage to write for us. 

See bera.ac.uk/submission-policy 

for details on how to submit.

http://www.bera.ac.uk/submission-policy
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Local education authorities have 

been a bulwark of Conservatism.3 

They were established by Arthur 

Balfour’s Education Act in 1902. 

Their role in education was 

entrenched by Rab Butler’s 1944 

Education Act. Lady Plowden, the 

author of the 1967 report that 

transformed English primary 

education was the wife of a 

Conservative local councillor. 

Somewhere along the way, 

national conservatism lost patience 

with localism in education. By 

the later 1980s, Kenneth Baker 

established grant-maintained 

schools and city technology 

colleges to bypass local authorities: 

directly funded by central 

government, GM schools and CTCs 

were essentially national schools. 

In the later 1990s Andrew Adonis, 

a Labour minister, enthusiastically 

adapted the CTC model to shape 

a new form of urban school, and 

the academy – initially the ‘city 

academy’ – was born as a central-

3 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/the-2016-education-
white-paper-a-response

government-directed intervention 

in areas of profound and persistent 

social challenge. Michael Gove 

subsequently repurposed Adonis’s 

academy model to resuscitate the 

grant-maintained idea in the 2010 

Academies Act.

The March 2016 education white 

paper (DfE 2016) essentially 

emasculates a century of local 

authority conservatism and 

replaces the 1902 and 1944 

settlements with a radical new 

education structure. By 2022 all 

schools will be national schools, 

directly funded by the secretary 

of state for education, but 

franchised to school-operating 

charities. Local councils 

will have a prescribed but 

contained role: a responsibility, 

which it is difficult to see how 

they can discharge, to ensure 

a school place for every child, 

to co-ordinate the admissions 

behaviour of school groups, 

and to secure the provision 

of services for children with 

special needs.

1. The 2016 education white paper
A response

Chris Husbands 18 March 2016
Sheffield Hallam University

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-2016-education-white-paper-a-response
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-2016-education-white-paper-a-response
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-2016-education-white-paper-a-response
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The education white paper 

published following the 

2016 budget is riven with 

contradictions. It frequently 

espouses a school-led system, 

but its chosen policy lever is 

the multi-academy trust (MAT). 

Power will move away from 

individual schools to MATs – 

clusters of schools with combined 

purchasing power, operating 

models and brands. Power will 

move decisively away from 

parents, as the requirement on 

MATs to have parents on the 

governing body is abandoned, 

replaced by a non-executive 

board made up of ‘appropriately 

skilled’ individuals. Power will 

move decisively away from 

communities, as assets are 

transferred from local authorities 

to new legal entities that will 

operate schools. Indeed, in 

cases of failure within and 

across MATs, assets may be 

transferred by the secretary of 

state to new providers. Power 

moves decisively away from 

communities to MATs, with 

their appointed rather than 

elected directors.

This is the most radical reshaping 

of education governance since the 

1902 Education Act. If this white 

paper is translated into action 

then Nicky Morgan4 – widely seen 

as an emollient successor to her 

radical predecessor, Michael Gove 

– will be the most radical reformer 

in English education for a century: 

others have tinkered with the 1902 

structure, but this is a decisive 

break. If the world envisaged by 

the white paper comes into being 

then the locally managed world of 

1944 and 1988 will be replaced by 

a centrally directed and franchised 

education system – and this will be 

effected within six years.

There is no doubt that the white 

paper will have some sharp impacts 

even without legislation: white 

papers create an atmosphere as 

much as they drive legislation. 

Even on the most generous of 

interpretations, this is a huge 

gamble. Eighty per cent of schools 

in England are good or outstanding. 

Yet however good they are, such 

schools now face the prospect 

of several years of significant 

4 Nicky Morgan was UK Secretary of 
State for Education at the time this 
blog was published.

‘The 2016 education 
white paper is riven 
with contradictions. 
It frequently espouses 
a school-led system, 
but it will move power 
away from individual 
schools, parents 
and communities.’
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administrative and regulatory 

upheaval. The Office for Standards 

in Education, Children’s Services 

and Skills (Ofsted) – perhaps the 

most important driver of school 

improvement over the past 20 

years – will lose its power to make 

judgements about the quality of 

teaching – even though there is 

strong global evidence that the 

quality of teaching drives outcomes 

at school level. University schools 

of education will lose their role in 

conferring qualified teacher status, 

despite worldwide admiration for 

England’s approach to partnership 

in initial teacher education. As 

already noted, parents will lose 

their place on governing bodies, 

despite the strong evidence that 

community engagement with 

schooling drives effectiveness. In 

their place, the white paper offers 

a corporate school governance 

model and, across any number 

of domains, a strong belief in the 

power of technology to generate 

the information systems that will 

drive effectiveness.

The 2016 education white paper 

is a decisively centralising white 

paper, placing enormous power 

in the hands of the secretary 

of state. The localisms of 1902 

and 1944, with their belief in 

local government, and of 1988, 

with its belief in parents, have 

been replaced by a faith in the 

corporate leadership of MATs. 

It’s difficult to believe that this 

system can be established 

without a good deal of chaotic 

upheaval, and equally difficult to 

see a straight line to improving 

outcomes for children. What 

Arthur Balfour, Rab Butler and 

Lady Plowden would have made 

of it all is anyone’s guess.

Reference
Department for Education [DfE] 

(2016) Educational Excellence 
Everywhere, London. https://www.
gov.uk/government/publications/
educational-excellence-everywhere

Questions for discussion

1. What are the main arguments for and against central, as 

opposed to local, control in education?

2. Why do you think that local education authorities appeared to 

lose favour in Conservative education policy after the 1980s?

3. Most multi-academy trusts have remained relatively small. Why 

do you think this is?

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
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White papers are unusual 

nowadays.5 Usually secretaries 

of state rush too hastily to 

legislation which, in consequence 

of the haste, creates new and 

unforeseen problems.

This white paper (DfE 2016a) 

marks the end of the post-

second-world-war consensus 

about sharing power in education 

among three more or less equal 

partners: central government, 

local government (once called 

local education authorities) and 

the teaching profession. For 35 

years after the 1944 Education Act 

there were no further education 

acts, and the secretary of state 

had but three powers. In the 

subsequent 25 years there were 

more than 40 acts of parliament, 

and the secretary of state gained 

more than 2,000 powers. If this 

white paper becomes law, Nicky 

Morgan6 will complete the process, 

5 Original blog post: https://www.
bera.ac.uk/blog/the-nationalisation-
of-schools 

6 Nicky Morgan was UK Secretary of 
State for Education at the time this 
blog was published.

begun in 1988, by which the 

secretary of state has captured 

virtually all the educational 

powers that matter. In effect she 

controls everything. If parents 

have a complaint, she will decide 

whether it is justified. She controls 

virtually everything she surveys. 

She controls what is taught (and 

increasingly how it is taught) 

and who should be a teacher, 

and she will hold contracts with 

all schools when, as the white 

paper proposes, they become 

academies. In effect the process 

brings about the ‘nationalisation’ 

of schools.

The exceptions to this process 

will be the multi-academy trusts 

which will be the guardians of 

the budgets of all the schools 

within their trusts. (Some are 

already exercising rigid control 

of all their schools, and are 

paying their CEOs like CEOs of 

FTSE 100 companies. Certainly 

they have proved less reliable 

guardians of good educational 

standards than might have 

been hoped.) The secretary 

of state’s power will extend to 

2. The ‘nationalisation’ of schools

Tim Brighouse 21 March 2016
Former chief commissioner for schools

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-nationalisation-of-schools
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-nationalisation-of-schools
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-nationalisation-of-schools
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the introduction of a so-called 

‘fair funding’ system – the 

fairness of which will not, for 

example, extend to recognising 

the huge challenges some 

schools in socioeconomically 

disadvantaged areas face as 

a result of pupil and family 

mobility. Defining ‘fairness’ 

– like determining ‘British 

values’ and then instructing a 

supposedly independent chief 

HMI7 to make sure that schools 

are teaching them – is another 

of her powers.

When this process started in 

1987 I wrote a piece for the 

Observer under the headline 

‘First Steps on a Downward 

Path’, pointing out that the 

secretary of state would gain 

250 powers and that there lay 

the real danger: the threat to a 

healthy democracy. I compared 

what was then being 

proposed to the actions of the 

authoritarian church states of 

7 Her Majesty’s Inspectors (HMIs) are 
charged with inspecting education 
and care providers.

the 16th century, and conjured 

up images of brown and 

black as I prayed in aid of our 

postwar determination to avoid 

the totalitarian tendencies 

of continental Europe in 

the 1930s. I concluded that 

Observer article by ‘fearing 

not for my children but my 

grandchildren’. And so, sadly, 

it has turned out.

It is now the case that Nicky 

Morgan has more powers 

over what is taught and how 

it is taught than any national 

minister in any developed 

country, and arguably slightly 

more than Stalin, Mussolini or 

Hitler. I confess that I never 

imagined, even in my wildest 

nightmares, that a secretary 

of state would send a copy of 

the King James Bible to every 

school even as he was ignoring 

– no, encouraging – the 

disintegration of the teaching 

supply chain. Marie Antoinette 

would have been proud of him.

Maybe this centralisation of 

power doesn’t matter. But if it 

doesn’t, why within the United 

Kingdom do the Scots, the 

Welsh and the Northern Irish do 

things so differently? Do those 

future UK citizens not need to 

be taught British values?

‘The education 
secretary now has 
more powers over 
what is taught and 
how it is taught than 
any national minister 
in any developed 
country.’
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This white paper together with 

the consultative document on 

fair funding (see DfE 2016b) 

contribute to a sense of 

powerlessness which is the 

enemy of democracy itself.

Questions for discussion

1. In an ideal democracy, what should be the respective roles of 

central government, local government, teachers and parents in 

determining what goes on in and between schools?

2. In the UK, should there be some agreement among the four 

governments in Northern Ireland, Wales, Scotland and England 

on what the purposes of education should be?

3. If not, what does it mean to be a UK citizen, and what are 

‘British values’?

References
Department for Education [DfE] 

(2016a) Educational Excellence 
Everywhere, London. https://www.
gov.uk/government/publications/
educational-excellence-everywhere

Department for Education [DfE] 
(2016b) ‘Schools national funding 
formula’, webpage, 7 March 2016. 
https://consult.education.gov.
uk/funding-policy-unit/schools-
national-funding-formula/

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/educational-excellence-everywhere
https://consult.education.gov.uk/funding-policy-unit/schools-national-funding-formula/
https://consult.education.gov.uk/funding-policy-unit/schools-national-funding-formula/
https://consult.education.gov.uk/funding-policy-unit/schools-national-funding-formula/
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Now that the summer term 

has ended it is possible to look 

at the 2016 recruitment round 

for teachers in some detail.8 

Although the recruitment 

round will include vacancies 

for January 2017, the majority 

of appointments were for 

September 2016, and that 

data will inform the paper I will 

present at BERA Conference this 

September (Howson 2016).

TeachVac submitted updated 

evidence to the House of 

Commons Education Select 

Committee inquiry into ‘the 

supply of teachers’ earlier in 

July (Ostley and Howson 2016). 

So far, it does seem to have 

been the only comment on the 

2016 recruitment round. There 

is also little discussion about 

what 2017 might look like on 

the evidence of applications to 

train as a teacher.

8 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/recruitment-retention-
and-region-the-three-rs-challenging-
school-performance-in-england

However, last weekend, after 

submitting the evidence, I took the 

opportunity to look in more detail 

at where the secondary and all-

through schools in England with 

the highest numbers of recorded 

advertisements for classroom 

teachers so far in 2016 are located. 

Now, this first look is very crude as 

it doesn’t standardise for the size of 

a school – and it stands to reason 

that larger schools are likely to 

have a greater turnover, as are new 

schools. Other factors affecting the 

number of adverts a school might 

place could be an adverse Osfted 

inspection, or a sudden growth in 

popularity and hence an increase 

in pupil numbers requiring more 

teachers to be appointed.

3. Recruitment, Retention and Region
The three ‘R’s’ challenging school 
performance in England

John Howson 7 September 2016
TeachVac

‘Many schools in the 
north of England face 
recruitment issues 
only in specific 
shortage subjects, 
whereas London and 
the home counties 
face a more general 
problem.’

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/recruitment-retention-and-region-the-three-rs-challenging-school-performance-in-england
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/recruitment-retention-and-region-the-three-rs-challenging-school-performance-in-england
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/recruitment-retention-and-region-the-three-rs-challenging-school-performance-in-england
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/recruitment-retention-and-region-the-three-rs-challenging-school-performance-in-england
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Leaving all these factors aside, 

a clear national trend stands out 

for the second successive year: 

London dominates the top of the 

table for schools with the most 

advertisements so far in 2016.

Table 3.1 
Top 50 English schools for recorded 
number of advertisements in 2016, 
by region in which the school 
is located

London 23

South East 11

East of England 6

West Midlands 6

South West 2

North East 1

North West 1

East Midlands 0

Yorkshire and the Humber 0
 

No schools in either the East 

Midlands or Yorkshire and the 

Humber were recorded as being 

in the top 50 schools with the 

most recorded advertisements.

So, for many schools in the north 

of England, concerns (where they 

even exist) are often limited to 

recruitment issues in specific 

shortage subjects, whereas in 

London and the home counties 

the problem looks to be more of a 

general one of finding classroom 

teachers in many subjects.

This data is confined to 

secondary school classroom 

teacher vacancies, as that is the 

area of greatest concern. The 

fact that our survey last week 

also revealed that schools in 

London were still advertising a 

substantial number of School 

Direct vacancies on the UCAS 

website must be a further cause 

for concern, and a worry for the 

2017 recruitment round. 

These numbers also suggest 

that trialling the National 

Teaching Service in the North 

West and Yorkshire might 

have been sensible because 

a smaller number of schools 

might be looking for teachers. 

However, there might also 

be fewer teachers looking to 

move schools in those areas, 

and experienced teachers 

willing to work in challenging 

schools might indeed be in 

shorter supply in these areas 

than elsewhere.

I will drill down into the data over 

the rest of the summer, and will 

report further findings at the 

BERA Conference in Leeds this 

September (Howson 2016).
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Questions for discussion

1. Why might there be such geographical differences in vacancy 

rates between difference parts of England?

2. How could the data on teacher vacancies be made more 

meaningful for researchers?

3. Why is September a good time to discuss teacher recruitment data?
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‘Isolated rural and coastal 
towns and former industrial 
areas feature heavily as social 
mobility coldspots. Young 
people growing up in these 
areas have less chance of 
achieving good educational 
outcomes, and often end up 
trapped by a lack of access 
to further education and 
employment opportunities.’

Social Mobility Commission  
(2017: 2)

My journey towards investigating 

the specific challenges apparent 

in coastal schools was framed 

by the situations experienced by 

schools succeeding in urban 

settings.9 London, for example, 

experienced a transformational 

shift in educational outcomes 

between 2003 and 2016 (Hayes 

and Gul 2017). The role of the 

Department for Education’s 

9 This piece is a newly written 
companion piece to the author’s 
original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/meeting-the-challenge-
of-school-improvement-for-coastal-
academies-in-england.

London Challenge in supporting 

the rise of London as an education 

superpower, succeeding despite 

high levels of deprivation, cannot 

be underestimated.

Other factors also played a role 

in London’s sustained success in 

terms of educational outcomes, 

such as the relationship between 

local and national government; 

the growth of academies and 

school accountability; school-to-

school support in close proximity; 

investment in facilities; and 

changes in teacher training (ibid). 

Schools in more educationally 

isolated circumstances – isolated 

geographically, economically, 

cultural and socially (in its 

simplest form they are remote 

from other schools, funding and 

quality employment opportunities 

and facilities) – appear to face 

continuing challenges that have 

impacted on their performance 

(Social Mobility Commission 2017). 

4. Understanding the challenges for 
‘coastal schools’ in England
Is it time to consider the position 
of all sequestered schools?

Tanya Ovenden-Hope April 2018
Plymouth Marjon University

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/meeting-the-challenge-of-school-improvement-for-coastal-academies-in-england
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/meeting-the-challenge-of-school-improvement-for-coastal-academies-in-england
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/meeting-the-challenge-of-school-improvement-for-coastal-academies-in-england
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/meeting-the-challenge-of-school-improvement-for-coastal-academies-in-england
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The schools’ performance 

watchdog, the Office for 

Standards in Education, Children’s 

Services and Skills (Ofsted), 

identified a link between student 

performance and ‘deprived 

coastal towns’ and rural schools, 

stating that these areas have 

‘felt little impact from national 

initiatives designed to drive up 

the standards for the poorest 

children’ (Ofsted 2013; see also 

Weale 2014). Yet reports by the 

current government (DfE 2016) 

have rejected claims that 

socioeconomically deprived 

coastal and rural regions face 

specific challenges in education 

(see Ovenden-Hope and Passy 

2015, 2016a and 2016b) that 

perpetuate the attainment gap 

for the most disadvantaged 

children. Ofsted’s annual report 

(2016) also clearly identified 

issues for schools in isolated 

and deprived areas.

Sequestered schools face 

major challenges to efforts to 

improve student educational 

attainment, and schools leaders 

in ‘educationally isolated’ schools 

in other countries such as 

Australia (Kelly 2018) are having 

to find in-school solutions for the 

consequences of socioeconomic 

deprivation, inadequate funding 

and lack of educational support 

(such as support from local 

universities or high-performing 

schools). The issues I raised in 

my original blog in 2015 on the 

challenges for coastal schools in 

England are now being recognised 

and discussed in arenas that 

could make a difference nationally 

(RSC South East and South 

London 2018; SMC 2017) and 

internationally (Thomson 2015; 

Ovenden-Hope and Passy 2017; 

Kelly 2018), particularly given 

that the specific circumstances 

of educational isolation have 

significance not only for schools in 

coastal regions but for all schools 

experiencing isolation from the 

resources necessary to achieve 

parity of outcomes for pupils. 

This will include coastal, rural and 

small schools, but will also extend 

into urban areas with high levels 

of disadvantage that have not 

received additional government 

support, and which have lost the 

opportunity for a strong local and 

national education relationship. 

Dr Rowena Passy and I continue 

to explore how schools in coastal 

‘Schools in educationally 
isolated circumstances – 
isolated geographically, 
economically, cultural 
and socially – appear 
to face continuing 
challenges that have 
impacted on their 
performance.’
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areas of England are working to 

improve aspirations, attainment 

and achievement for their 

pupils. Coastal schools continue 

to be challenged by poor 

recruitment of good teachers, 

low aspirations for pupils (both 

for themselves and by teachers), 

poor primary school experiences, 

changes in educational policy 

(such as curriculum reform) 

and overarching educational 

isolation. Our ‘Class of 2010’ 

qualitative longitudinal research 

ended in 2017, and has produced 

seven years of rich data (Passy 

and Ovenden-Hope 2017), and 

early findings are now available.10

Reviewing Department for 

Education (2016) workforce 

data raised the following 

issues worthy of enquiry, and 

supported our determination 

to extend our research into an 

international investigation of 

‘educational isolation’. 

• Fewer teachers move to other 

schools from coastal and rural 

schools compared with inland 

urban schools.

• There are fewer new entrants 

to coastal and rural schools 

than to all inland schools.

10 https://www.marjon.ac.uk/research/
research-specialisms--facilities/
coastal-schools/

• There are fewer newly 

qualified teachers in coastal 

and rural schools than in all 

inland schools.

If coastal schools consistently 

underperform due to isolation from 

social, economic and educational 

resources then other schools 

experiencing similar isolating 

factors could be supported 

to improve their outcomes by 

understanding the cause(s) of the 

challenges, and how schools have 

effectively met these. The Social 

Mobility Commission found, in its 

State of the Nation Report 2017, that 

social mobility is closely linked to 

where you grow up for those from 

disadvantaged backgrounds (SMC 

2017). The following statements 

suggest that research to inform 

policy in the area of education 

isolation is necessary.

• ‘Remote countryside and 

coastal areas also perform 

badly: over a fifth of the 

bottom 20 per cent of local 

authority areas for school 

outcomes are in these areas.

• ‘The most-deprived coastal 

rural areas have one-and-a-

half times the proportion of 

unqualified secondary teachers 

that the least-deprived inland 

rural areas have.

• ‘Schools in densely populated 

urban areas benefit from 

support from nearby 

https://www.marjon.ac.uk/research/research-specialisms--facilities/coastal-schools/
https://www.marjon.ac.uk/research/research-specialisms--facilities/coastal-schools/
https://www.marjon.ac.uk/research/research-specialisms--facilities/coastal-schools/
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‘outstanding’ schools, but 

schools in rural and coastal 

areas are isolated and unable 

to tap into partnership 

infrastructure for support’. 

(SMC 2017: 39) 
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Questions for discussion

1. Identify and explain the specific challenges for ‘coastal schools’.

2. There appears to have been little recognition by the 

government of the additional challenges for coastal schools. 

Workforce data on schools (DfE 2016) singled out coastal 

schools for separate scrutiny, but compared them to ‘all other 

inland schools’. Why would an analysis of the data in this way 

suggest that the issues for coastal schools were similar to all 

other schools?

3. What are the key factors that appear to be isolating schools 

and resulting in lower performance indicators than the expected 

national benchmarks?
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I have carefully reviewed the 

evidence for the benefits of 

inspection as well as for any 

undesirable consequences.11 

The former include the national 

monitoring of the quality of 

education, thematic reviews 

such as the standard of maths 

teaching, and the challenges 

posed to poor practices such 

as learning styles. The clear 

balance of the evidence made 

me conclude, however, that 

Ofsted currently does more harm 

than good. Its methods, although 

changed every few years over 

its 25 years of existence, are still 

invalid, unreliable and unjust. 

That third adjective is a strong 

one, so let me use a strong piece 

of evidence to justify it.

A detailed empirical study by 

the Education Policy Institute 

concluded that Ofsted ‘may not 

be fully equitable to schools with 

challenging intakes’, and that 

11 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/the-research-evidence-
for-and-against-ofsted

‘notable proportions of “good” 

and “outstanding” schools are 

not down-graded’, even when 

their performance deteriorates 

substantially (Hutchinson 

2016: 25). Conversely, the 

‘most deprived schools are 

systematically more likely to 

be down-graded than the least 

disadvantaged’ (ibid: 16). So 

much for the claim by the new 

chief inspector that Ofsted is 

‘providing fair, valid and reliable 

judgements’ (Spielman 2017). 

The very schools that need the 

most help are further harmed 

by inaccurate and biased 

Ofsted reports that make the 

recruitment and retention of 

teachers even more difficult. It 

also means that those heads 

chosen to become system 

leaders come from the most 

advantaged schools, so their 

advice to the poorest schools is 

likely to be wide of the mark.

In my new book, Will the Leopard 

Change its Spots? A new model 

of inspection for Ofsted (Coffield 

5. The research evidence for and 
against Ofsted

Frank Coffield 2 November 2017
UCL Institute of Education

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-research-evidence-for-and-against-ofsted
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-research-evidence-for-and-against-ofsted
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-research-evidence-for-and-against-ofsted
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2017) – I acknowledge that 

inspection plays a legitimate and 

necessary role. However, I offer 

an alternative approach based 

on five educational principles.

1. Education seen as growth: 

do students leave school as 

lifelong learners?

2. Trust rather than fear.

3. Challenge matched by support 

from Ofsted.

4. Dialogue, which Ofsted has 

shown to be the most useful 

aspect of inspection.

5. Appreciative inquiry, which gives 

pride of place to everything that 

gives life to a school when it is at 

its most effective.

Ofsted itself needs help. I 

recommend that its over-extended 

remit be drastically reduced, that 

it becomes genuinely independent 

of government, and that it 

reintroduces a system of local 

and national inspectors. In this 

way, inspectors would once again 

become respected colleagues, 

acting as the cross-pollinators 

of challenging ideas and novel 

practices in a joint search with 

teachers for improvement.

My new model contains nine 

components, one of which I 

mention here: the curriculum, 

which is currently Ofsted’s main 

research project. The English 

baccalaureate closely resembles 

the grammar school curriculum 

that I studied (and profited from) 

in the 1950s. But does it provide 

students with the knowledge, 

skills and understanding needed 

to tackle the main threats to 

our collective wellbeing such as 

climate breakdown? Flooding in 

Bangladesh and the hurricanes 

Harvey, Irma and Jose in the 

Gulf of Mexico have brought 

catastrophe to millions of people. 

When will Ofsted start reporting 

on the relevance of the curriculum 

to the lives of our students?

If teachers want a more just and 

valid system of inspection by 

which to be judged, they need to 

start collectively arguing for one. 

Teachers reported to me that they 

saw Ofsted as the punitive enforcer 

of government policies, but in fact 

the organisation belongs to all of 

us who pay for it. We therefore 

have a right and a duty to call not 

just for some cosmetic tinkering, 

but for a model that is based on 

our knowledge of how students, 

‘We have a right and 
a duty to call for a 
system of inspection 
that is based on our 
knowledge of how 
students, teachers and 
inspectors best learn.’
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teachers and inspectors best learn. 

This is the essence of an open, 

democratic society that offers its 

citizens the freedom not only to 

think differently but to demand 

a just, valid and reliable model 

of inspection.

Questions for discussion

1. Do you accept my judgement that Ofsted does more harm 

than good? What evidence can you marshal for both sides 

of the argument?

2. What reforms of Ofsted would you recommend? Would your 

recommendations be most accurately described as ‘cosmetic 

tinkering’ or as ‘truly transformative’?

3. My argument is not about accountability but about what form 

accountability should take. What form of accountability do you 

favour, and what evidence is there to support that position?
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In a recent study (Prytz 2017), 

I show that a standard narrative 

about Swedish school governance 

in the 20th century does not 

fit the way in which the school 

subject mathematics (years 

1–9) was governed in the period 

1910–1980.12 Now I wonder whether 

this is an isolated Swedish 

phenomenon, or if it is true 

for other countries and school 

subjects as well. This is a question 

that might have implications for 

how we evaluate the efficiency of 

governmental models.

In brief, the standard narrative 

about Swedish school governance 

is that increasing centralisation 

was a basic element of changes 

in governance up to about 1970. 

According to the same narrative, 

a highly centralised system was 

in operation in the 1970s, but it 

was questioned, and plans for 

decentralisation were laid out. It 

12 Original blog post: https://www.
bera.ac.uk/blog/school-subjects-
a-missing-piece-in-research-on-
school-governance. Note that this 
republished version has been revised.

was only in the 1980s, however, 

that these plans were realised. 

In international treatises as well 

as Swedish ones, this narrative is 

used to characterise the Swedish 

school system during this period 

of time. In fact, some consider the 

Swedish system to have been one 

of the most centralised systems in 

the world. For further details and 

references, see Prytz (2017).

This narrative about centralisation 

is not wrong in general. However, 

for school mathematics and most 

parts of the period 1910–1980, it is 

not correct. My study shows that 

central authorities refrained from 

implementing major changes in 

school mathematics, even in the 

1970s. Only during a brief period 

of time (c.1970–1974) did the state 

and the central school authorities 

try to enforce a radically new 

syllabus that encompassed 

content as well as teaching 

methods. This was the attempt to 

implement New Math in Sweden – 

an attempt soon abandoned.

6. School subjects: A missing piece in 
research on school governance?

Johan Prytz 31 August 2017
Uppsala University
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This finding raises questions about 

a missing piece in research on 

school governance, not only in 

Sweden but in general. I give as an 

example two international studies 

on school governance by Green 

(1997) and Hofman et al (2010). 

In both studies, the efficiency 

of governing models in various 

countries, including Sweden, is 

in part evaluated by means of 

international tests in mathematics 

(such as TIMSS and PISA). However, 

the authors say only little or 

nothing about the school subjects. 

This indicates that the authors 

assume that the governance of 

individual school subjects was 

more or less in line with the general 

characteristics of the governing 

models in each country: either 

centralised or decentralised. My 

finding suggests that we should 

avoid such assumptions. It is not 

reliable to evaluate the efficiency 

of governmental models by 

comparing learning outcomes in 

school subjects without considering 

how these school subjects have 

been governed. 

My findings in relation to the 

study by Green (1997) are 

particularly problematic, since 

he considers the 1960s and 

1970s, and includes Sweden in his 

comparisons. You can read more 

about how Green’s conclusions 

are affected in Prytz (2017).

How, then, should we understand 

governance of school subjects? 

An important result in Prytz 

(2017) is that textbooks were 

important in both centralised 

and decentralised attempts 

at reforming Swedish school 

mathematics in the period 1910–

1980. However, the roles of the 

textbooks – and their authors 

– in the governing process were 

different. My point is that studies 

of the governance of a school 

subject should include textbooks 

and other teaching material: not 

only their content, but also their 

role in the governing process. 

For further reading about 

how failures and successes of 

school subject reforms can be 

understood, but also explained, 

see Prytz (2018).

‘Studies of the 
governance of a school 
subject should include 
textbooks and other 
teaching material: not 
only their content, but 
also their role in the 
governing process.’
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Questions for discussion

1. How are textbooks and other teaching materials, including digital 

teaching materials, used today to achieve change in teaching?

2. Who influences textbooks: the state, the publishing companies, or 

the teachers as customers of a market? 

3. To what extent do teachers consider textbooks and other 

teaching material as part of their classroom leadership? We know 

that textbooks can be very different in terms of how content is 
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can be very different in content, order and number. Do you think 

that teachers are enlightened consumers of textbooks?

4. What is the role of educational sciences in the textbook 

production process?
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In a recently published article in 

the Journal of Education Policy 

(JEP) (Young 2016), I traced 

how governors with ‘skills’ are 

increasingly privileged over 

representative governors.13 I wrote 

about the ongoing devaluation of 

representative governors, and of 

any hint of democracy in school 

governance. However, I did not 

predict that representative parent 

governors would soon be deemed 

entirely unnecessary, as they have 

been in the recently published 

schools white paper (DfE 2016).14 

In this the government states:

‘We will expect all governing 
boards to focus on seeking 
people with the right skills for 
governance, and so we will no 
longer require academy trusts 
to reserve places for elected 
parents on governing boards.’

(ibid: 51; my emphasis)

13 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/what-do-skills-mean-for-
school-governing-bodies

14 The government subsequently 
reversed their decision about parent 
governors, but maintained their 
strong focus on ‘skills’ (see NGA 2016).

It is worth considering what 

‘skills’ means. On the one hand, 

a remarkable number of the 

trustees of multi academy 

trusts (NUT 2015) have skills in 

relation to managing private 

equity and hedge funds (Bennett 

2016). On the other hand, many 

would argue that being a 

parent requires a wide range of 

important skills. There is, in fact, a 

definition of ‘skills’ provided in the 

statutory guidance on the 2014 

school governance regulations in 

a (possibly little read) section on 

‘The skills governing bodies need’ 

(DfE 2017: 9). This definition is 

very open, and includes ‘personal 

attributes’ – making the focus on 

governors having ‘skills’ difficult 

to disagree with.

However, despite, and partly 

because of, the lack of clarity 

about what ‘skills’ might mean, 

the policy emphasis on ‘skills’ 

has significant effects. Firstly, 

‘skills’ is often used in opposition 

to ‘representation’, so the 

valuing of governors with skills 

7. What do ‘skills’ mean for school 
governing bodies?

Helen Young 12 May 2016
UCL Institute of Education
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has the corollary of devaluing 

representative governors. 

Secondly, ‘skills’ tend to be 

associated with business, and 

with a business rationality. Thirdly, 

the language of ‘skills’ suggests 

that governing schools is an 

apolitical, technical process – one 

that merely requires ‘skills’ to 

effectively meet set ends, rather 

than requiring any discussion of 

what those ends might be.

The immediate removal of the 

requirement for representative 

parent governors may have 

been a step too far. The 

governments’ proposals have 

led to a horrified response 

from Mumsnet (see for example 

Morgan 2016), Conservative 

backbenchers (see Helm 2016) 

and Conservative councillors 

(see Weale 2016). However, 

whether or not parent governors 

remain, the contribution of 

representative governors 

continues to be devalued by the 

discourse of ‘skills’ (in addition 

to all the other changes that 

come with academisation).

The language of ‘skills’ implies 

a business rationality, and this 

tends to reduce education to 

inputs and outputs. My JEP 

article (Young 2016) describes 

some of the subtle and cultural 

influences of business on the 

governing bodies with which the 

research was conducted. In the 

context of the education white 

paper, a business rationality 

means that schools can be 

judged according to ‘high quality, 

objective data’ (DfE 2016: 51). 

Educationalists and parents 

will recognise that education is 

more complex and nuanced than 

this. Furthermore, the reduction 

of children to measurable data 

inevitably leads to the gaming of 

admissions and exclusions, which 

has very serious consequences 

for the many children who are 

not deemed valuable for schools’ 

‘performance’.

As mentioned above, the emphasis 

on governors with ‘skills’ implies 

that decisions about schools are 

apolitical. However, the functions of 

governing boards as described in 

the white paper are deeply political, 

with important implications for our 

children and society:

‘As the key decision maker and 
accountable body for their 
school(s), governing boards 
have a vital strategic role, 
which they should deliver in 
a dynamic and professional 
manner: focusing strongly on 
their core functions of setting 
the vision and ethos for their 
school(s), holding school 
leaders to account and making 
sure money is well spent.’

DfE (2016: 50)
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‘Setting the vision and ethos’ of 

our schools is something that all 

of us should have a say in (and 

not just through a ‘Parents Portal’ 

[Morgan 2016]). Such judgements 

need to be made by democratic 

and accountable bodies. 
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Questions for discussion

1. Do you agree that the term ‘skills’ has the three effects outlined in 

the above article?

2. The article discusses one way in which policy is creating a new 

‘common sense’ about how governing bodies (and schools) should 

operate. What changes do you think have occurred in your school 

or university over the last 30 years? How have these become a 

normalised common sense?

3. Questions about the aims of education and/or the vision of a 

school are fundamentally questions about values rather than 

technical questions. By whom and how, do you think, should these 

questions be discussed locally and nationally?



34   |   BERA Bites: Educational Leadership

Writing in the Daily Telegraph on 

15 August 2015, David Cameron 

announced that every school 

in England should ‘have the 

opportunity to become an 

academy and benefit from the 

freedoms this brings’ (Cameron 

2015).15 Further academisation 

would contribute to ‘vital reforms 

in our public services’, and a 

government priority would be ‘to 

recruit more academy sponsors 

and support more great head 

teachers in coming together 

in academy chains’ (ibid). My 

research into the academisation 

of an English school suggests 

that this might not be so 

straightforward.

I am studying an English 

secondary school as it considers 

changing status from a local-

authority-maintained school 

to an academy. My research 

draws on interviews with those 

involved in and affected by 

15 Original blog post: https://www.
bera.ac.uk/blog/academisation-as-
straightforward-as-it-sounds

the process: governors, senior 

leaders, teaching staff, support 

staff and the potential sponsor. 

I have interviewed them twice, 

in summer 2014 and summer 

2015; have observed meetings 

at which academisation has 

been discussed; and have 

collected documents setting 

out the proposal.

The school in this case study 

might appear perfect for 

academisation. Ofsted has 

judged it to be ‘good’. Its new-

build accommodation cost more 

than £30 million. As a Church 

of England school, its potential 

sponsor – the diocese – is 

acceptable to governors, staff, 

the school community and the 

Department for Education (DfE). 

Its local authority has supported 

academisation: two-thirds of 

its secondary schools and a 

quarter of its primary schools 

are already academies.

And yet, after more than a year 

of discussions and proposals, 

8. Academisation: as straightforward 
as it sounds?

Stephen Rayner 19 October 2015
Manchester Institute of Education, 
University of Manchester
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the school has shelved its 

academisation plan, and 

proposes instead to change from 

voluntary controlled to voluntary 

aided status. That change could 

have been made at any time 

since the 1944 Education Act.

There are four main reasons 

why academisation is not 

straightforward: establishing 

a multi academy trust (MAT); 

finance; the attitude of the 

diocese; and the attitude of the 

local authority.

The secondary school aimed 

to establish a MAT with five 

primary schools. All six schools 

attended briefing meetings 

for governors and staff. A year 

later, the five primary schools 

had decided – separately, for 

various reasons – not to proceed 

with a formal partnership. In 

one case governors overturned 

their earlier decision because 

academisation was not 

supported by staff or by local 

authority advice.

The secondary school has 

major financial concerns. Its 

spectacular new build was 

financed through a private 

finance initiative (PFI). The PFI 

agreement includes facilities 

management contracts lasting 

up to 25 years at an annual cost 

of more than £1 million. These put 

the school’s long-term financial 

security at risk and discouraged 

potential sponsors.

The diocese is reluctant to take 

on this financial burden. Its 

independent auditors concluded 

that the PFI contract ‘does not 

meet [the school’s] needs, does 

not function effectively and does 

not provide value for money’.

Finally, the local authority 

position on academies has 

changed. The director of 

education explained that 

councillors were concerned 

about the performance of local 

academies, and no longer saw 

academisation as a solution 

to low standards. The DfE 

acknowledged, he said, that 

some schools were ‘too difficult 

to convert’. This suggests 

that while the combination of 

obstacles may be unique to 

my case study school, those 

individual obstacles are not 

exceptional.

In the secondary school there 

is little staff resistance to 

academisation. Last year all 

16 staff in my sample thought 

it inevitable, and most were 

broadly in favour, seeing no 

disadvantages for the school, 

its students or themselves 

professionally. Interviewed 

again this year (2015), when 
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the change to voluntary aided 

status was proposed, they 

were even more positive. Those 

who had reservations about 

academisation welcomed a 

preferable alternative; those who 

favoured academisation saw it as 

a move in the right direction.

My reading of Michel Foucault 

helps to make sense of this 

situation. His theories of 

governmentality and discourse 

suggest that it is not the direct 

imposition of power that 

persuades staff to accept the 

inevitability of academisation, 

but the subtle use of indirect 

mechanisms. Neoliberalism 

succeeds by ‘not governing 

too much’, and instead offering 

regulated choices. Where 

Foucault is less helpful is in trying 

to understand contradiction. 

In this case, neoliberal 

governmentality appears either 

not to be working, or to be 

working in a way that may be 

too convoluted for an impatient 

prime minister.

The research on which this 

post is based is the subject 

of my doctoral thesis, due for 

submission by the end of 2016. 

I explained it in more detail in 

a paper presented at the BERA 

conference in September 2015 

(Rayner 2015).
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Questions for discussion

1. Academy conversion was originally proposed as a solution for 

failing schools. However, of 170 schools rated as ‘inadequate’ by 

Ofsted in April 2016, 65 were still open 18 months later and had 

not been academised. Why do you think this is?

2. The annual report by the chief inspector of schools, published 

in December 2017, recorded an increase in the number of multi-

academy trusts, from 800 to over 1,000 in one year. Does this 

suggest that academisation is now straightforward: an automatic 

choice for school governing bodies?

3. The smallest MATs in the country consist of one academy; the 

average MAT has five academies; the largest MAT, the Academies 

Enterprise Trust, has 61. What are the implications of this for 

policy, scrutiny and professional practice?
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This article argues for the 

dismantling of the myth of 

classlessness in entrepreneurship 

education.16 Discourse in favour 

of more entrepreneurship in 

education has contributed to a 

process whereby a particular 

set of skills, attitudes and 

behaviours (flexibility, creativity, 

autonomy and ‘grit’, to name 

a few) commonly ascribed to 

(heroic) entrepreneurs have been 

heralded as the safest route to 

much-coveted ‘employability’ for 

everyone (Berglund 2013).

Like Tetris shapes gently falling 

into place, the usual intervention 

logic of entrepreneurship 

education policy reforms predicts 

the following: boosts in motivation, 

improved classroom atmosphere, 

lower drop-out rates, increased 

self-efficacy, greater desire to 

become your own boss, enhanced 

employability and, ultimately, 

higher earnings, life satisfaction 

16 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/how-entrepreneurship-
education-can-reproduce-social-
inequalities

and social inclusion.

But causality should not be taken 

at face value. Van Zanten (2014) 

showed that educational policy 

change can (in)advertently 

reproduce social inequality, and 

entrepreneurship education 

could be in the same danger. We 

illustrate this danger in relation to 

a key study, given what’s possible 

in the space of a brief blog.

Heilbrunn and Almor (2014) 

investigated the impact of 

participation in the ‘Doing 

Business’ program operated by 

Junior Achievement Israel on 

630 matched pairs of adolescent 

high school students in Israel. 

Using a before-and-after, as well 

as a control group, design, they 

analysed the influence of the 

program on participants’ business-

related knowledge, self-efficacy, 

and how feasible and desirable 

they perceived becoming an 

entrepreneur to be. Overall, the 

findings showed a significant 

positive impact on the dependent 

variables, but when controlling 

9. Entrepreneurship education can 
reproduce social inequalities

Iván Diego, Catherine Brentnall 
and Sibylle Heilbrunn

17 November 2016
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for socioeconomic background a 

different picture emerged.

For pupils from low 

socioeconomic environments, 

participation in the 

program turned out to be 

counterproductive: they valued 

themselves with less self-efficacy 

and saw entrepreneurship as 

less feasible and desirable after 

participation. Post-analysis 

interviews with these students 

revealed a complex mix of 

interacting factors – from less 

parental support to less time 

spent on task and, interestingly, 

the feeling at regional meetings 

and competitions of being 

‘underprivileged, backward and 

less capable’ (ibid). Competition-

oriented encounters between 

the different groups of pupils 

reinforced and strengthened 

preconceived social perceptions 

rather than creating a more 

equal arena. Should one not 

expect from such interventions 

that young people from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds – 

already constrained in achieving 

higher education and status – 

should benefit most?

This study puts a question mark 

against the widespread belief 

in the boundless benefits of 

entrepreneurship education. Its 

conclusions could be read as a 

cautionary tale that warns the 

entrepreneurship education 

community of the perils of acting 

on good intentions alone.

For entrepreneurship education 

to resist being seen as a 

rhetorical and instrumental device 

to engineer the shouldering 

of the responsibility for 

employability solely by the young 

entrepreneurial citizen and her or 

his personal attributes, it needs to 

be carefully designed and tested, 

taking into account the effects of 

young people’s economic, social 

and cultural capital.

Reay (2006) contended that 

‘social class has seldom been 

adequately addressed within 

schooling’, but since her 

assertion, an inordinate amount 

of research on socioeconomic 

status and its effects in 

education has been published. 

Despite these developments, 

entrepreneurship education 

‘For pupils from 
low socioeconomic 
environments, 
participation 
turned out to be 
counterproductive: 
they valued 
themselves with less 
self-efficacy, and saw 
entrepreneurship 
as less feasible 
and desirable after 
participation.’
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seems somewhat immune to 

prioritising class as an important 

factor that could usefully inform 

its design, and influence its 

impact on learning.

Social class offers an alternative 

perspective from which to analyse 

the explicit and implicit goals of 

entrepreneurship education. Such 

an exercise will tend to make 

entrepreneurship educators more 

self-conscious of the process by 

which some curricular decisions 

are made – a necessary step to 

pave the way for more critical 

research into and evaluation 

of effective entrepreneurship 

education practices.

While young people across 

Europe struggle with 

unemployment, ignoring these 

results – and the potential impact 

of social class on outcomes – 

may render entrepreneurship 

education a futile activity that 

has the potential to backfire.
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Questions for discussion

1. Why are competitions and competitive learning handed down 

to educators as the staple enterprise and entrepreneurship 

activity? What would need to happen for schools to experiment 

with alternative approaches? (For example: entrepreneurship as 

practice [Neck et al 2014], social innovation education [Alden 

Rivers et al 2015] and value creation [Lackéus 2016]).

2. If the ‘competitive ideal’ (Fielding 1979) is promoted through 

enterprise and entrepreneurship activities in school, what might 

the unintended outcomes be for individuals, schools, communities 

and society? What if students are exposed to a wider range of 

approaches to entrepreneurship, approaches that part ways with 

current neoliberal discourse by espousing a completely different set 

of values and principles – for example, co-operative, social enterprise 

and FairShares enterprises (Ridley-Duff 2007, 2010 and 2015).

3. What kind of future do schools want to help create? If this 

a future in which social and economic relations are more 

democratic and participatory, are enterprise competitions the 

best vehicle to reach such a destination?
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This blog profiles an entrepreneurial 

‘triad model’ of school leadership 

developed by three schools involved 

in the Erasmus+ project: Dame 

Dorothy primary school, Springwell 

Village primary school and St John 

Boste RC primary school, all in the 

north east of England.17

As local authority support for 

school improvement in the region 

came to an end, the headteachers 

of these three schools were 

determined to ensure that the 

critical professional friendship 

that helped them to evaluate their 

performance, identify strategic 

priorities and plan effective change 

should continue. Louise Wiegand, 

headteacher at Springwell Village, 

noted her initial concern regarding 

how she could develop her senior 

leadership team (SLT) without local 

authority support:

‘My SLT needed further 
development in the strategic 
skills needed to lead long-
term meaningful change – 
where were those meaningful 
opportunities to come from?’

17 Original blog post: https://www.bera.ac.uk/
blog/entrepreneurial-school-leaders

The answer lay in sharing 

leadership expertise at 

all levels across the three 

schools. They embarked on 

a collaborative model, with a 

self-assessment of each school 

and critical evaluation of the 

other schools. One SLT played 

the role of an inspection team 

to assess the performance of a 

partner school. The third school 

chaired a meeting between 

the school and its ‘inspection 

team’. The three headteachers 

agree that:

‘The ability to deliver 
meaningful and thought-
provoking feedback 
in a professional and 
sensitive way is a 
crucial skill for leaders’

To monitor the process of 

collaboration, the headteachers 

gathered evidence from Ofsted 

reports, pupil performance 

data and awards received by 

each school. Subject leaders, 

teachers, governors, office and 

premises staff, and pupils gave 

their perspectives on being part 

of the network of support.

10. Entrepreneurial school leaders

Sue Robson 30 May 2017
Newcastle University
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The premises manager, an 

SLT member, at Dame Dorothy 

commented:

‘I liked the idea of working 
with others. If I get the chance 
to pass on good knowledge 
or good practice then this is 
something I am eager to do.’

This led to enhanced use of 

school premises in the triad 

schools. Iain Williamson, 

headteacher at Dame Dorothy, 

commented on the enhanced 

sense of confidence and 

competence as leaders his SLT 

gained through sharing their 

skills with others.

‘I believe my SLT were the 
most established of the 
schools at the formation of 
the triad, but they lacked 
confidence. Working 
alongside colleagues with 
similar fears but who 
had not been allowed the 
opportunities they had 
gone through gave them a 
sense of value in the roles 
they performed. It was at 
this point that they started 
to see themselves as I did – 
as leaders.’

An Ofsted inspection report 

for St John Boste school (2016) 

noted that the ‘dedicated and 

committed leadership is effective 

and has led to improvements 

in the school’ (Ofsted 2016: 2). 

The report noted that governors 

benefited from their involvement 

in the shared leadership 

approach.

‘Leaders work collaboratively 
with those from two other 
schools to share practice. 
This “triad” enables governors 
to attend training and 
share expertise with other 
governing bodies.’ 

Ofsted (2016: 3)

Denise Cushlow, headteacher 

at St John Boste, reflected on 

the impact of the triad on the 

extended leadership team.

‘As we met towards the end 
of the first year to evaluate 
the triad and the impact it 
had had, it was clear that it 
was something that would 
continue to grow and develop. 
Realising the positive impact 
it had had on us as leaders 
and on our SLTs inspired us to 
consider ways in which other 
members of our teams could 
benefit and grow.’

The collaborations have extended 

to include pupils, with school 

council members from the three 

schools meeting regularly to learn 

from each other. A recent Dame 

Dorothy school council newsletter 

reports on how council members 

feel their leadership skills are 

developing as they ‘share ideas to 

improve our schools’.

‘We visited Springwell Primary 
School […] [W]e learned 
about young leaders which is 
also used in our school. We 
heard that they linked their 
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young leaders to an anti-
bullying scheme. So since we 
were given a silver award in 
anti-bullying we thought it was 
a good idea to follow.’

The entrepreneurial triad model 

has enabled leaders at all levels 

in these schools to develop and 

to gain an enhanced sense of 

their contribution. The model has 

created an energy that cascades 

into many aspects of school 

life. The schools are committed 

to sustaining this energy and 

allowing it to grow further.

The modules, case studies 

and associated resources 

from this project – EC4SLT: 

Enabling Entrepreneurial 

School Leadership – are free 

to download from the project 

website, http://www.ec4slt.com.
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Questions for discussion

1. Given the educational, social, public and cultural challenges 

facing schools today, should school leadership teams develop 

entrepreneurial competences, and is it necessary and desirable 

for them to do so?

2. Do we hold a rather narrow view of what entrepreneurial 

behaviour involves? Is it timely to review our understanding 

of entrepreneurialism, and to consider the positive benefits of 

entrepreneurial approaches to school leadership?

http://www.ec4slt.com
https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/inspection-reports/find-inspection-report/provider/ELS/108853
https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/inspection-reports/find-inspection-report/provider/ELS/108853
https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/inspection-reports/find-inspection-report/provider/ELS/108853
https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/inspection-reports/find-inspection-report/provider/ELS/108853


BERA Bites: Educational Leadership   |   45

About the authors

1. Chris Husbands, fellow of the 

Academy of Social Sciences, 

has undertaken senior roles in 

universities since 2000 as head of 

the Institute of Education (Warwick 

University), dean of education and 

lifelong learning (University of East 

Anglia), dean of faculty and then 

director (Institute of Education), as 

vice-provost (University College 

London) and currently as vice-

chancellor (Sheffield Hallam 

University). Professor Husbands is 

the inaugural chair of the Teaching 

Excellence Framework, chair of 

the Higher Education Statistics 

Agency Board, chair of the 

Doncaster Opportunity Area Board 

and a member of the board of the 

Sheffield College.

His academic interests are in 

education policy and practice; his 

research has explored the reasons 

for difference in performance 

between education systems, and 

his work has been published in 15 

books and over 400 papers and 

presentations. He has worked with 

local and national governments in 

the UK and internationally, across 

four continents.

2. Tim Brighouse is the former 

chief commissioner for schools. 

He was knighted in the 2009 

new year’s honours. He taught 

in grammar and secondary 

modern schools. After various 

administrative posts he became 

deputy in the Inner London 

Education Authority (ILEA) and 

then for 10 years was the chief 

education officer (CEO) in 

Oxfordshire. He was a professor 

at Keele University for four 

years, then CEO in Birmingham 

for 10, and between 2002 and 

2007 was Commissioner for 

London Schools, where he led 

the London Challenge.

3. John Howson is chairman of 

TeachVac, a visiting professor at 

Oxford Brookes University and an 

honorary Norham fellow at the 

University of Oxford, Department 

of Education. He is an authority 

on teacher supply in England. 

A former teacher, lecturer, civil 

servant and business owner, 

John has been studying teacher 

labour markets for more than a 

quarter of a century.

4. Tanya Ovenden-Hope is a 

committed and enthusiastic 

educationalist with 28 years’ 

experience in teaching, teacher 

education and educational 

leadership. An innovative academic, 

Tanya has maintained scholarly 

engagement in educational 

improvement and effectiveness 

throughout her career. Her 



46   |   BERA Bites: Educational Leadership

commitment to championing the 

importance of, and developing new 

ways of thinking about, learning 

and teaching was recognised when 

she was awarded principal fellow 

of the Higher Education Academy 

in 2014, and the National Enterprise 

Educator Award, also in 2014.

Tanya has lived in Cornwall 

for 25 years, and grew up in 

an isolated coastal community 

in Kent. Identifying with the 

specific challenges that isolated 

communities have, she has 

championed the recognition of 

the particular issues faced by 

coastal schools. Tanya’s research 

and developments with schools in 

Cornwall were cited in the Social 

Mobility Commission’s State of 

the Nation 2017 report. 

5. Frank Coffield retired in 2007 

after 42 years in education: as 

a teacher in a comprehensive 

and then in a boys’ approved 

school in Scotland, as a lecturer 

in education at Jordanhill College 

of Education in Glasgow and at 

Keele University in Staffordshire, 

and as professor of education 

at the universities of Durham, 

Newcastle-upon-Tyne and the 

Institute of Education, University 

of London. He was director of 

the ESRC’s Learning Society 

programme from 1994 to 2000. 

He has written books on juvenile 

gangs, the so-called ‘cycle of 

deprivation’, drugs and young 

people, vandalism and graffiti, 

the impact of policy on the 

learning and skills sector, learning 

styles, and public-sector reform. 

Since his retirement he has 

written: Just Suppose Teaching 

and Learning Became the First 

Priority… (Learning and Skills 

Network, 2008); All You Ever 

Wanted to Know about Teaching 

and Learning but Were Too 

Cool to Ask (Learning and Skills 

Network, 2009); Yes, but What 

Has Semmelweis Got to Do with 

My Professional Development 

as a Tutor? (Learning and Skills 

Network, 2010); and, with Bill 

Williamson, From Exam Factories 

to Communities of Discovery: 

The democratic route (Institute 

of Education, 2012). In 2014 he 

wrote Beyond Bulimic Learning: 

Improving teaching in Further 

Education (IoE), with contributions 

from Cristina Costa, Walter 

Mueller and John Webber. His 

latest book is Will the Leopard 

Change Its Spots? A new model 

of inspection for Ofsted (UCL 

Institute of Education Press, 2017).

6. Johan Prytz is associate 

professor (docent) in education 

at Uppsala University, 

Department of Education. He 

has a PhD in mathematics, with 

specialisation in the history 



BERA Bites: Educational Leadership   |   47

and pedagogy of mathematics. 

His main research interest is 

the history of mathematics 

education. His other areas 

of interests in mathematics 

education are textbooks, 

language and algebra. As 

regards education in general, 

his main interest is the history of 

education. He is member of the 

Uppsala University mathematics 

education research group and 

the Uppsala Studies of History 

and Education research group. 

Johan is also a member of the 

standing program committee 

of the International Conference 

on the History of Mathematics 

Education. He currently holds a 

major four-year grant from the 

Swedish Research Council for the 

purpose of studying reforms of 

Swedish school mathematics in 

the 20th century. The project is 

to be finished in 2018.

7. Helen Young is a senior lecturer 

in education at London South 

Bank University (LSBU), which she 

joined in August 2016 from the UCL 

Institute of Education. She teaches 

on the BA in education studies 

and the EdD. Dr Young conducts 

research in sociology of education, 

particularly education policy. Prior 

to working in universities, she 

worked in formal and informal 

education in the UK and Kenya 

with a focus on democracy.

8. Stephen Rayner has 

experience as a teacher, senior 

leader and education adviser, 

working in and with schools 

in the West Midlands. He has 

been a governor of eight 

schools over a period of more 

than 30 years. In July 2017, 

he completed a professional 

doctorate at the University of 

Manchester and was appointed 

to a part-time post as lecturer 

in educational leadership and 

programme director of the 

MA Education (Teach First 

Leadership) programme. The 

title of Stephen’s doctoral project 

was ‘Academisation: A dynamic 

process of systemic change 

in England’; he presented his 

thesis in journal format. Four of 

the thesis chapters have been 

published: three in academic 

journals and the fourth in an 

edited collection.

9. Iván Diego is project 

manager at Valnalon, a regional 

agency for the promotion of 

entrepreneurship in Asturias, 

Spain. His research interests 

concern issues related to 

transfer, appropriation and 

reactions of teachers to 

prevailing entrepreneurship 

education policies.



48   |   BERA Bites: Educational Leadership

Catherine Brentnall is managing 

director of Ready Unlimited, 

a social business that helps 

teachers critique and develop 

entrepreneurial learning in 

education. Her research interests 

include teacher development 

and education policy. She has a 

PhD scholarship from Sheffield 

Business School to explore 

competitive enterprise education 

in English secondary schools.

Sibylle Heilbrunn is professor 

for organisational sociology and 

dean of the Faculty of Social 

Sciences and Humanities at the 

Kinneret Academic College on 

the Sea of Galilee, Israel. She 

is also a member of the Higher 

Education Reform Experts 

consortium of Erasmus. Her 

research interests concern 

entrepreneurship education 

and minority and migrant 

entrepreneurship.

10. Sue Robson is professor 

of education in the School of 

Education, Communication 

and Language Sciences at 

Newcastle University. She is a 

member of the Research Centre 

for Learning and Teaching, 

and leads the Teaching and 

Learning in HE Research Group. 

Her research interests include 

educational leadership, the 

internationalisation of higher 

education, and professional 

learning in higher education. 

She is currently principal 

investigator on an Erasmus+ 

strategic partnerships project, 

‘Approaches and Tools for 

Internationalisation at Home’, 

running between 2016 and 2018.

Sue Robson, Rene Koglbauer, 

Ulrike Thomas and Anna Reid 

from the Research Centre 

for Learning and Teaching 

and the North Leadership 

Centre, Newcastle University, 

led an Erasmus+ project 

‘Entrepreneurial Competences for 

School Leadership Teams’ (2014–

2016). They worked with partners 

– edEUcation ltd, the European 

School Heads Association, the 

Universities of Jyväskylä, Finland 

and Primorska in Slovenia, the 

Bucharest University of Economic 

Studies, and schools across 

Europe – to design a programme 

to enhance the entrepreneurial 

competences of schools’ 

leadership teams. The project 

has also developed case studies 

of schools that have developed 

entrepreneurial leadership 

approaches.





BERA
BITES
TOPICAL DEBATES 
FROM THE BERA BLOG

ISSUE 1 
EARLY 
CHILDHOOD


	Editorial
	Alison Fox

	1.	The 2016 education white paper
	A response
	Chris Husbands

	2.	The ‘nationalisation’ of schools
	Tim Brighouse

	3.	Recruitment, Retention and Region
	The three ‘R’s’ challenging school performance in England
	John Howson

	4.	Understanding the challenges for ‘coastal schools’ in England
	Is it time to consider the position of all sequestered schools?
	Tanya Ovenden-Hope

	5.	The research evidence for and against Ofsted
	Frank Coffield

	6.	School subjects: A missing piece in research on school governance?
	Johan Prytz

	7.	What do ‘skills’ mean for school governing bodies?
	Helen Young

	8.	Academisation: as straightforward as it sounds?
	Stephen Rayner

	9.	Entrepreneurship education can reproduce social inequalities
	Iván Diego, Catherine Brentnall
and Sibylle Heilbrunn

	10.	Entrepreneurial school leaders
	Sue Robson

	About the authors

