
Education Reform in England and the
Transformation of School Teachers’ Working

Lives: A Labour Process Perspective

Item Type Thesis

Authors Morrell, Sophie E.

Rights <a rel="license" href="http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/3.0/"><img alt="Creative Commons License"
style="border-width:0" src="http://i.creativecommons.org/l/by-
nc-nd/3.0/88x31.png" /></a><br />The University of Bradford
theses are licenced under a <a rel="license" href="http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/">Creative
Commons Licence</a>.

Download date 19/05/2023 19:08:07

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10454/18792

http://hdl.handle.net/10454/18792


 

 

Education Reform in England and the 

Transformation of School Teachers’ Working 

Lives: A Labour Process Perspective 

 

 

S.E. Morrell 

 

 

PHD 

 

 

 

2020 

  



  

 

 

 

 

Education Reform in England and the Transformation of School Teachers’ 

Working Lives: A Labour Process Perspective 

 

 

 

 

 

Sophie Elizabeth MORRELL 

 

 

 

 

 

Submitted for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculty of Management, Law and Social Sciences 

University of Bradford 

2020 

  

  



 i 

Abstract 

 

Sophie Elizabeth Morrell 

 

Education Reform in England and the Transformation of School Teachers’ 

Working Lives: A Labour Process Perspective 

 

Keywords: Academy Schools, critical realism, education reform, ethnography, 

labour process theory, marketisation, public sector, teachers’ work, 

transformation of work, working lives 

 

The academy school programme, OFSTED’s use of school performance data, 

and performance management and performance related pay reforms are 

dramatically transforming the work and employment landscape in teaching. Yet 

there is limited knowledge of teachers’ experiences of work in relation to this 

context. The purpose of this thesis is to explore the impact of these education 

reforms on school teachers’ working lives through a labour process perspective. 

A critical realist ethnography of an inner-city secondary academy school was 

conducted over four months.  This comprised a six-week shadowing phase, 

document collection and 26 semi-structured interviews with Teachers, Managers, 

HR and Trade Union Representatives. Findings reveal that the removal of a 

contextual value added measure from school performance metrics leads to an 

increase in teachers’ workloads and an extension of their working hours. This is 

compounded by an unofficial erosion of teachers’ directed working time that 

infiltrates through the academy trust. Pressures on workload also stem from 

management-led initiatives generated by appraisals in leadership programmes. 

Furthermore, teachers’ work becomes standardised and re-organised through 

the heterarchical multi-academy trust model in an effort to improve the school’s 

OFSTED rating. Performance related pay reforms act as a parallel instigator to 

the standardisation of work, polarising the creative and mundane aspects of 

teaching across the workforce, whilst oppositional orientations to work form as 

the majority of teachers align with a shared sense of commitment to work. This 

thesis amalgamates labour process theory with the hollowing out thesis, making 

key theoretical, conceptual, empirical and methodological contributions, 

alongside practical recommendations.  
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Glossary 

 

Academy school – a school that operates independently from the local education 

authority but is funded directly by the government. 

 

Convertor academy – a school that has been given the option to transition to 

academy status based on good performance.  

 

Differentiation – the use of tailored teaching methods to meet the needs of pupils 

at different ability levels. 

 

Free school – a brand new school that operates as an academy, usually set up 

by parents, teachers or religious groups. 

 

Free school meals (FSMs) – a statutory benefit available to children whose 

parents qualify for various other benefits, entitling these pupils to free 

meals. 

 

League tables – publicly available school performance data that is used to 

compare schools across England. 

 

Lesson planning – short-term or day-to-day planning. It tends to be more detailed 

than long term planning. 

 

Maintained schools – a school that is both funded and run by a local education 

authority, as opposed to an education trust which operates independently 

and is funded directly by the government. 

 

Multi-academy trust (MAT) – a group of academy schools that is run by the same 

education trust. 

 

National curriculum – a uniform programme of study across subjects at primary 

and secondary level in maintained schools. Most schools, including 

academies, tend to follow the national curriculum.  



 ix 

Non-contact time – or planning, preparation and assessment (PPA) time – 

periods during a teachers’ working day set aside for planning and 

marking. 

 

Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (OFSTED) – 

England’s school inspectorate for monitoring educational standards and 

performance. Current OFSTED ratings are as follows: Outstanding, 

Good, Requires Improvement and Inadequate. 

 

Pupil Premium – a grant given by the government to schools based on the 

number of pupils eligible for free school meals. Its purpose is to reduce 

the attainment gap for disadvantaged students. 

 

Schemes of learning – or schemes of work – long term plans that outline the 

teaching syllabus for each school term. 

 

Sponsored academy – a school that transfers to academy status because of 

underperformance. 

 

Team leadership responsibility (TLR) – an allowance paid to teachers who take 

on additional responsibilities, such as being in charge of the curriculum 

for certain year groups. 
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Chapter One 

 

Introduction to the Thesis 

 

 

1.1 Introduction and Overarching Research Gaps 

 

School education in England has been at the forefront of neoliberal public sector 

restructuring for over thirty years, to the extent that it has been compared to a 

laboratory for experimentation (Ball 2017; Carter et al. 2010; Stevenson 2016). 

The rapid growth of the academy school programme, the transformation of school 

performance measures and how they are used by OFSTED, and the gradual 

extension of performance management and performance related pay into 

teaching, have each changed the way that education operates. Despite such a 

significant shift in the work and employment context of the teaching workforce, 

there has been limited empirical investigation into the working lives of school 

teachers in relation to this backdrop.  

 

At a macro (largely national and regional) level, critical scholars engaged in 

education policy research have tended to examine education reform at the 

system level of markets, without addressing teachers’ experiences of reform at 

the grassroots (Pratt 2016). At the opposite end of the spectrum, research that 

takes a micro-focus – examining schooling and teachers in the sociology of 

education literature – has tended to conceptualise teachers as educators, rather 

than as workers (see Connell 1985; Ingersoll 2003; Stevenson 2017). 

Consequently, these approaches focus predominantly on teachers’ experiences 

in relation to learning processes, rather than seeking to grasp the everyday 

realities of being a teacher. As these separate spheres of literature have matured, 

a research lacuna of the impact of education reform on teachers’ work has 

formed. 

 

This thesis addresses these significant and intersecting knowledge gaps with the 

following research aim: to explore the impact of education reform on school 

teachers’ experiences of work.  Research at this macro-micro intersection has 

become  especially  pressing  against  the  backdrop  of  an  emergent crisis over   
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teacher shortages – as pupil numbers rise, teacher-recruitment targets fall short 

and record numbers of teachers are leaving the profession (see Worth 2018). 

The study takes a labour process perspective. Building on an embryonic stream 

of critical investigation in the teaching context, the thesis focuses on three key 

areas of reform – the academy school programme, OFSTED and performance 

management/ performance related pay. 

 

The introductory chapter comprises four sections. This first section (above) 

outlines the overarching knowledge gaps and the research aim of this thesis. It 

introduces the value of the study and the theoretical perspective of the research. 

The second section summarises the research context and develops focussed 

research gaps. Once the outline has been explained, the value of this research 

is explicated. The third part of the chapter provides a rationale of the theoretical 

position of the thesis and the research methodology. Finally, the fourth section 

provides a chapter-by-chapter overview of the entire thesis.  

 

1.2 Background to the Study and Focussed Research Gaps 

 

The backdrop to education in England has shifted dramatically over the past 

decade with significant implications for school teachers. Amongst the raft of 

numerous changes, a major part has been the inception and rapid growth of 

academy schools, since the introduction of the Academies Act in 2010 

(Martindale 2019; West and Bailey 2013). Academy schools are state funded, but 

independently run (Bolton 2015). They were originally introduced under the 

Labour administration (1997-2010) to provide diversity of schooling in the 

increase of choice for parents, but under the Conservative-Liberal Democrat 

Coalition (2010-2015) they were made a mainstream form of school (Salokangas 

and Chapman 2014). By the academic year 2017-2018, 72% of state-funded 

secondary schools in England had become academies – compared with 6% in 

the academic year 2009-2010 (National Audit Office 2018). At the start of 2020, 

77% of state-funded secondary schools and 34.9% of state-funded primary 

schools    in    England    have    become   academies (Department for Education   



 3 

2020)1.This shift has considerably altered the relationship between the state and 

education in two fundamental ways.  

 

Firstly, all academy schools are part of an education trust, which tend to be 

managed by private or third sector organisations, such as businesses, 

universities, charities or faith groups2 (Hutchings and Francis 2018). A key 

difference between maintained schools and academy schools, is that maintained 

schools operate under the control of local education authorities, as opposed to 

private or third sector management. Therefore, the seismic shift in the number of 

academy schools over the past decade has radically increased the size of the 

quasi-market in education. Despite such a vast transformation in the structure of 

schooling across England, very little is known about how multi-academy trusts 

operate from a work and employment perspective, and what effect they have on 

the management of schools, and subsequently on teachers’ experiences of work. 

 

Secondly, a key difference between maintained schools and academy schools, 

is that academy schools have freedom over how they set teachers’ working 

conditions such as pay, working hours and holidays (West and Wolfe 2018). The 

reality of this freedom is limited, to an extent, for most academy schools, because 

teachers who were previously employed under the local education authority have 

their terms and conditions transferred over under Transfer of Undertaking 

Protection of Employment (TUPE) legislation. However, this legislation does not 

cover the terms and conditions of teachers beginning their continuous service in 

academy schools, and also, under TUPE, teachers working conditions can be 

changed at any time, further weakening the position of labour. Therefore, working 

conditions in these organisations are a crucial area of research. Yet there has 

been limited in-depth attention to how school teachers’ working lives are affected 

by being part of an education trust.  

 
1 These percentages include free schools, university technical colleges and studio schools 

because they operate as academies and fall under the same banner. More detail on these 
differences is provided later in the thesis. 

2 Education trusts can be single or multi-academy trusts. At the start of 2020, 77.3% of all 
academy schools (including free schools, studio schools and university technical colleges) are 
part of a multi-academy trust that comprises three or more schools (Department for Education 
2020). This percentage has risen from 70% in 2018 and 55% in 2016 (Hutchings and Francis 
2018). 
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The second area of education reform investigated in this thesis is the Office for 

Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (OFSTED) and its use of  

school performance data. When OFSTED was first introduced in 1992, a major 

shift took place in the nature of information gathered by the school inspection 

body. OFSTED’s predecessor, HMI (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate) operated 

according to the expertise and judgement of the inspector (Maclure 1998; Perry 

2008). In contrast, OFSTED was developed in conjunction with other reforms, 

such as the National Curriculum, the introduction of state compulsory exams and 

performance league tables (Jones et al. 2017; Rosenthal 2004). Its focus was to 

harness more of a quantitative approach, working according to the standards set 

by the National Curriculum (Perry 2008).  

 

This approach was intensified in 2002 when a significant increase in the volume 

of data available was made possible by the introduction of value added measures 

that were able to generate data available for pupils across state schools in 

England (Kelly and Downey 2010; Perry 2016). Under the Labour government a 

contextual value added measure was introduced to create a more even playing 

field between schools in different socio-economic settings (Perry 2016; Reynolds 

et al. 2014). This was removed under the Conservative-Liberal Democrat 

administration and replaced with a simpler value added approach which ignores 

contextual variables (Courtney 2016; Leckie and Goldstein 2019; Perry 2016). 

Scholars have argued that this significant change automatically transfers the 

responsibility of underperformance from government and society, to schools and 

teachers (Courtney 2013; Leckie and Goldstein 2019; Perry 2016). Despite such 

significant implications for teachers’ experiences of work, little is known about 

how this policy translates to the workplace level and impacts teachers. 

 

The third and final area of education reform that is examined in this thesis is 

performance management and performance related pay. Following the 

minimisation of the role of local education authorities (LEAs) through the Local 

Management of Schools reform in the Education Reform Act (1988), there has 

been a significant expansion in the size of senior management teams in schools 

(see Levačić 1998). This growth took place because duties previously carried out 

by LEAs were taken on by schools in the shift towards an individualised 

relationship  between  the  state  and  teachers (following Dickens 2014; Levačić   
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1998).  The increase in school-based management laid the foundations for the 

extension of performance management reforms in teaching, because the 

hierarchical management structure facilitated supervisor-supervisee 

relationships across all organisational levels (see Wragg et al. 1996). A recent 

development on this front has been the rise of leadership training with various 

programmes such as ‘Teaching Leaders’ and ‘Future Leaders’ becoming a part 

of numerous teachers’ professional development. Yet there has been limited 

critical attention to the effects of such programmes on teachers’ work. 

 

The backdrop of increased levels of management and the extension of 

performance management in schools has also been the cornerstone to the 

gradual development of performance related pay (PRP) in teaching. In 1991, 

performance related pay applied only to head teachers and deputy head teachers 

(see Marsden and French 1998). In 2000, performance related pay was 

developed through Threshold Assessment. Under this reform, teachers with over 

five years of experience could apply to be placed on the upper pay spine, which 

operated according to a performance related basis (Mahony et al. 2004). Since 

2014, PRP has applied to all state school teachers (Robb and Simons 2013). Yet 

the current studies that assess the impact of these reforms on teachers tend to 

be large scale and quantitative, much of it being survey-based research (for 

examples see Dawson et al. 2018; Sharp et al. 2017). Given the scale of this 

transformation, there is a pressing need to grasp the impact of performance 

related pay through an in-depth, qualitative lens. 

 

Each of the three reform themes has significant implications for teachers’ 

experiences of work. Yet in each of these areas, there is a stark gap in knowledge 

and understanding of teachers’ working lives. Research at this macro-micro 

intersection has become especially pressing against the backdrop of an 

emergent crisis over teacher shortages. The latest figures from November 2018 

reveal that there were 453,400 full-time equivalent teachers in publicly funded 

schools in England (Department for Education 2019b). Yet, 42,073 full-time 

equivalent teachers left the state-funded sector in the 12 months to November 

2018, representing a wastage rate of 9.8% (Foster 2019). This is juxtaposed 

against an expected increase in pupil numbers by 4% between 2018 and 2024 

(Foster 2019). This timely and pertinent thesis examines the impact of education   
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reform on teachers’ working lives, focussing on the aforementioned three areas 

of reform. 

 

1.3 Theoretical and Methodological Rationale 

 

A nascent stream of critical enquiry into education reform and teachers’ work 

takes a labour process theoretical (LPT) perspective. The concept of 

indeterminacy lies at the heart of LPT, denoting the difference between the 

potential for work – for example, number of hours as agreed in an employment 

contract – and actual work effort (see Thompson and Newsome 2004). Sinclair 

et al. (1996) focussed on the impact of the introduction of local management of 

schools (LMS) and grant-maintained schools (GMS), through the Education 

Reform Act (1988), on the teaching labour process. More recently, Carter and 

Stevenson (2012) built on the work of Sinclair et al. (1996), and their focus was 

on the national agreement, Raising Standards, Tackling Workload (DfES 2003), 

between the government, local education authorities and education unions. 

 

LPT presents an ideal set of theoretical resources with which to examine this 

topic for two main reasons. Firstly, a fundamental analytical aim of LPT is to 

examine transformation at the level of worker experience (Thompson and Smith 

2009), which is the primary level of investigation for this thesis. Secondly, a key 

tenet underpinning LPT is to connect the workplace with the broader political-

economic  structures  that  impact  upon  experiences  of  work  (Thompson  and 

Newsome 2004) – an approach that supports the connecting macro-aspects of 

this study. Therefore, this thesis is based in a labour process theoretical 

perspective. 

 

On the latter point of connecting to the broader causal mechanisms affecting the 

labour process, scholars have acknowledged a limitation in LPT research – the 

lack of engagement with theorisation of the state (Meardi et al. 2016; Smith 2015). 

Addressing this paucity of research, Cunningham (2016) has drawn insight from 

the field of political science, specifically the governance literature, amongst other 

strands of scholarship, and developed a theoretical framework comprising the 

resources of the ‘hollowing-out’ thesis (Rhodes 1994) and customer-orientated 

bureaucracy  (Korczynski  2002).  This  theoretical  framework  is  applied  to  the   
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context of social care services, whilst potential value is highlighted in using these 

tools to develop more detailed insights of other public sector areas experiencing 

similar reforms (Cunningham 2016). 

 

One key area of similarity between education and social care settings is the 

impact of the political rhetoric of ‘choice’ on government policy in each of the 

respective public service areas (Needham 2008). In social care, the direct 

payment scheme has given greater power to service users to decide how best to 

spend allocated funding to suit individual consumer needs – as opposed to local 

commissioners buying the provision (Needham 2008). In education, the 

fragmentation of state provision through the introduction of new types of school, 

such as academies and free schools, has created a quasi-market of education 

choice, where parents can select the best facilities for their children (Grimshaw 

and Rubery 2012).  

 

Each of these public service settings has been affected by similar types of reform, 

yet there is also an acknowledgment that the government’s validation of ‘choice’, 

and the way that the rhetoric is applied and operates in practice, differs across 

areas of provision (Needham 2008). Drawing on Jessop (2013), Rhodes (1994) 

and Saward (1997), education reform is conceptualised in this thesis through the 

lens of hollowing-out upwards, hollowing-out sideways and hollowing-out 

downwards.  In  hollowing-out  upwards,  this  thesis covers the impact of 

international bodies such as the European Union and PISA (Programme for 

International Student Assessment) on schools and subsequently on teachers’ 

work. In hollowing-out sideways – at the state or regional level – this thesis 

focuses  on  two  key  reforms – the academy school model and OFSTED (Office 

for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills). In hollowing-out 

downwards – at the local level – this thesis focuses on performance management 

reforms, namely performance appraisal and performance-related pay (PRP).  

 

The study is underpinned by a critical realist philosophical perspective, which 

views reality through a stratified ontology – an ‘open system of emergent entities’ 

which interact to cause the events that we see (and sometimes do not see) 

(Bhaskar 2007; O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014: 6). Critical realism encourages 

researchers to strive for better explanations through unravelling multiple causes   
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interwoven in datasets, through in-depth exploration (O’Mahoney and Vincent 

2014). Ethnography was adopted as the methodological approach since it 

complements critical realism in providing methods of sustained engagement with 

the research setting, through observation, to uncover patterns of structural 

interaction and causation (Rees and Gatenby 2014). Close participation in 

individuals’ daily lives through observation demarcates ethnography as a unique 

methodological approach to the study of experiences of work (see Hammersley 

and Atkinson 2007; Van Maanen 2011; Watson 2011). 

 

A qualitative ethnography of one secondary, inner-city academy school was 

conducted over a four-month period. The school is given the pseudonym 

Coniston Academy. This comprised a six-week shadowing phase, document 

collection and 26 semi-structured interviews (each averaging between 45 and 90 

minutes), with Teachers, Senior Managers, HR and Trade Union 

Representatives. Shadowing was decided upon as a suitable research method 

because it provides a holistic and contextualised way of examining teachers’ 

experiences (see Gill et al. 2014; McDonald 2005; Quinlan 2008). In-depth 

interviews tend to be longer in duration than standard interviews and are often 

used in conjunction with other methods, such as direct observation and document 

collection (Johnson and Rowlands 2012). Their facilitation of deep 

understandings and adaptability for use in conjunction with other methods made 

them a well-suited approach for exploring teachers’ working lives in relation to 

education reform.  

 

The collection of documents incorporated a wide range of sources including 

public documents – such as government policies, OFSTED reports and school 

policies – and private documents – these comprised organisational materials, 

such as meeting minutes, memos, and letters (following Lee 2012; McCulloch 

2004). Documents provided a particularly important part of the research design. 

Where shadowing and interviews focussed on the individual and organisational 

levels, documents extended beyond the individual, giving information about what 

was happening at organisational, national and international levels. Template 

analysis and abduction were used to derive themes from the data set (King 2012; 

King and Brooks 2017; O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014).   
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To clarify terms, school teachers are referred to in this chapter and throughout 

the rest of the thesis as those members of staff who spend the majority of their 

time teaching, but may hold middle management positions. In contrast, managers 

or senior managers are referred to as those members of staff who spend most of 

their time conducting management duties, who may deliver some teaching, but 

tend to hold higher management positions; such as head teacher, deputy head 

or assistant head teacher. The differentiation between the two terms of either 

‘teacher’ or ‘manager’ will be defined by how much time they spend on teaching 

duties; although it is acknowledged that there will be some overlap between these 

two groups. The terms manager and senior manager will be used 

interchangeably throughout the thesis. 

 

1.4 Overview of the Thesis 

 

Following the introduction (chapter one) to this thesis, there are eight chapters. 

Chapter two is the theoretical literature review. The purpose of this chapter is to 

set out each of the theoretical paradigms adopted by this study – namely labour 

process theory and the hollowing out thesis. Some preliminary progress is made 

within this chapter in amalgamating the two theories. The study comprises four 

key areas of literature: labour process theory, teachers’ work, the hollowing out 

thesis and education reform. This first literature review chapter interweaves the 

first three areas in the development of the theoretical framework of the thesis, 

which leads to the development of focussed research questions. 

 

Chapter three – the second literature review chapter – deploys part of the 

theoretical framework (developed in chapter two) to analyse education reform 

materials. Drawing on the study’s critical realist perspective, it is acknowledged 

that education reform is never developed in a vacuum – new policies overlay 

older policies containing threads of continuity and change as reforms are 

introduced (see Ball 2017). Therefore, a key emphasis in this chapter is to provide 

a historical background to each of the three areas of reform under study. 

 

Chapter four outlines the methodology taken in the thesis covering research 

philosophy, methodology, methods and analytic techniques. A key emphasis in 

this   chapter   is   to   provide   the   practical   details  of  how  the  critical  realist   
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ethnography was carried out – for example how participants were recruited and 

how data were recorded, collected and organised. The data analysis culminates 

in the development of a conceptual map that is used as a framework to support 

the writing up of the findings and analysis chapters. 

 

Chapter five is the first of three findings and analysis chapters. It examines the 

impact of OFSTED on teachers’ working lives. This chapter sets the scene of 

Coniston Academy’s position in relation to a series of challenging OFSTED 

outcomes from previous inspections. These insights are considered in light of the 

school’s demographic context. The chapter analyses how teachers’ workloads 

are affected by these issues and how teachers respond to the ways in which 

these pressures structurally change their work. 

 

Chapter six is the second findings and analysis chapter and it investigates the 

effects of the academy school programme on teachers’ work. The backdrop of 

marketisation frames this chapter which begins with the details of a redundancy 

process at Coniston Academy that reduces staff numbers and extends the 

working time of existing teachers through the academy model. Later, the chapter 

considers the impact of the academy school programme in relation to OFSTED 

education reforms and how the two working in combination affect teachers’ work. 

 

Chapter seven is the final findings and analysis chapter and its focus is on 

performance management and performance related pay. It is positioned within 

the context of the previous two chapters, highlighting strands of performance 

management that surfaced during considerations of the other two areas of 

reform. The key aspects of performance measurement discussed are lesson 

observations and pupil achievement and attainment. The cultural significance of 

performance related pay for teachers’ orientations to work is a central theme of 

this chapter. 

 

The discussion chapter – chapter eight – crystallises the main themes from the 

findings and analysis chapters. Chapter eight begins with a revised theoretical 

framework, developing on the preliminary framework in chapter two. New 

concepts are developed that weave together the hollowing out thesis and labour 

process   theory   with   greater   sophistication.   The   research   questions   are   
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addressed and the theoretical, conceptual and empirical contributions are 

explicated. 

 

Finally, the thesis concludes in chapter nine by outlining each of the contributions 

produced by this research. Three are theoretical, three are conceptual, eight are 

empirical and the final one is methodological. Following the discussion on 

contributions, recommendations for practice and policy are highlighted with a 

focus on reducing teachers’ workload and working hours, and improving 

teachers’ work life balance and mental health. The chapter concludes with a 

consideration of the study’s limitation and future research directions. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The study of the impact of education reform on school teachers’ experiences of 

work is timely and pertinent. Within the past decade alone the context of teachers’ 

work has been significantly transformed through reforms such as the rapid 

expansion of the academy school model. Divergence in research areas in the 

education literature have created a lacuna in which there is limited detailed insight 

into  school  teachers’  working  lives.  Drawing  on  a  nascent  stream  of critical 

analysis in the teaching context, this thesis takes a labour process perspective to 

address the topic in relation to three specific areas of reform. 

 

This chapter has provided some background context to the research, highlighting 

the key knowledge gaps. The theoretical position and methodological design of 

the thesis have been justified and explicated. The final section of this chapter has 

outlined the overall thesis, chapter-by-chapter. The subsequent two chapters 

comprise the literature review of this study.  
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Chapter Two 

 

The Labour Process, Teachers and the State: A Theoretical Framework 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This thesis draws on four main bodies of literature to address the overall research 

aim of this study: to explore the impact of ongoing education reform on teachers’ 

working lives. These intersecting literature areas are labour process theory, 

teachers’ work, the hollowing out thesis and education reform. This literature 

review chapter interweaves the first three areas in the development of a 

theoretical framework and focussed research questions, whilst chapter three 

deploys part of this framework to analyse education reform materials. 

 

This chapter begins with a historical overview of labour process theory as shaped 

by Karl Marx and Harry Braverman. Once this background is sketched, the 

chapter moves beyond Braverman’s perspectives to build an analytical 

framework derived from more sophisticated theories of control and resistance, to 

apply and extend labour process theorisation in the teaching context. Here the 

first two theoretical contributions of this thesis are charted. These will be refined 

further in the discussion chapter. The chapter then moves on to consider these 

developments in light of current progress in the teaching labour process debates. 

 

A key issue highlighted is the limited theorisation of the state in studies that 

explore the impact of education reform on teachers’ work. The final part of the 

chapter addresses this knowledge gap, amalgamating insights from the hollowing 

out literature with labour process theory to build the third theoretical contribution 

of this thesis – to provide an explicit theorisation of the state for the education 

context in England. The foundations for all three theoretical contributions are 

outlined in this chapter and further developed in the discussion chapter of this 

thesis.  



 13 

2.1 The Contributions of Marx and Braverman to Labour Process Theory 

 

Labour process theory has historical roots in Karl Marx’s influential contributions 

to the Sociology of Work field (Knights and Willmott 1990). In his first volume, 

Capital (1867), Marx presents a radical account of the relationship between the 

creative capacities of human labour and the capitalist mode of production 

(Knights and Willmott 1990). Marx characterises labour as a process that occurs 

in the interaction between humans and nature (Marx 1980). To Marx, what makes 

human capacities unique is the ability of a person to conceptualise the end 

product before its creation and to realise meaning and purpose in the 

development of it (Marx 1980). This distinguishes human efforts from any other 

form of labour, for example the work that animals may undertake (Marx 1980). 

 

Marx outlines the three main elements of the labour process as firstly, meaningful 

human activity – this constitutes work, secondly, the entity on which the work is 

to be performed, and thirdly, the instruments of that work, which might include 

tools or technology (Marx 1980; Thompson 1989). Marx identifies the latter two 

elements as the means of production; whilst he classifies the outcome of the 

production process as a use-value (Marx 1980). A use-value is defined as a piece 

of natural material that has been worked upon, such that its form has changed; 

as human labour interacts with the natural element, labour becomes bound up in 

the finished product – labour becomes objectified (Marx 1980).  

 

Marx argues that the labour process is a universal feature of different forms of 

historical modes of production, but that the distinctive aspect of the capitalist 

mode of production is the subordination of human creative capacities to the will 

of capitalist demands (Knights and Willmott 1990). A definition of capitalism 

according to Marx is production for profit as opposed to production for need 

(Knights and Willmott 1990). Here the various components of the labour process 

– labour power and the means of production – are purchased by the capitalist 

who sets about putting these factors of production into action – each element 

interacting with the others (Marx 1980; Thompson 1989). The term labour power 

has been developed by Marx to depict the relationship between capital and 

workers’  physical   and   mental   capacities,  since  the  potential  for  labour   is   
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eventually turned into a value-producing outcome for the capitalist (Thompson 

1989).  

 

According to Marx, the production of a use-value is an elementary objective of 

the employer who aims to exchange commodities in the market (Thompson 

1989). Intrinsically connected, is a greater purpose of the human labour element 

in the process – to extract surplus value, thereby realising a price from the market 

that is higher than the costs incurred during the production process (Thompson 

1989). This is known as the valorisation process (Thompson 1989). Two key 

features situate the place of labour in the capitalist mode of production – firstly, 

work is conducted under the control of the employer, and secondly, the produced 

use-value and surplus value belong to the employer (Thompson 1989).  

 

Despite the significant influence that Marx’s work has had on the study of 

workplace relations in recent decades, for many in-between years there was a 

lack of critical attention to analysis of the employment relationship (Thompson 

1989). A turning point came in the 1970s. Following a period of heightened 

workplace conflict across several Western societies in the 1960s and 1970s, a 

renewal of Marx’s labour process theory was developed by the seminal author, 

Harry Braverman in Labour and Monopoly Capital (Thompson 1989).  

 

Strike action around this time, across countries such as France, Belgium and 

Italy, were revealing changes in the nature of work that was causing unrest 

(Thompson 1989). Against the backdrop of productivity concerns and an 

underachieving economy in the UK, this political and workplace unrest 

culminated in fractures between the government and the unions with proposed 

major structural changes to unions who were believed to be ‘strike-prone’ 

(Towers 2003: 7). Although these changes were averted, the perception that 

unions were a ‘British disease’ influenced Conservative-government policy-

making post-1970 (Towers 2003: 7). 

 

A key theme emerging from this context was that issues of strike action were 

spanning beyond wages and towards aspects of work such as quality of working 

life and the nature of jobs, including pace of work and managerial relations 

(Thompson   1989).   Whilst    Marx’s    conceptions    had    focussed    on   class   



 15 

consciousness, Braverman focussed instead upon the objective features of work, 

and in particular a renewed examination of skills, technology and work 

organisation in the capitalist labour process (Thompson 1989). 

 

Braverman (1974) drew on Marx’s theory of the capitalist division of labour to 

describe how work was being transformed in the contemporary context of his day. 

The division of labour denotes a systematic splitting up of a specific work process 

into parts, where individual aspects of the labour process are conducted by 

different workers, separating conception from execution (Braverman 1974). This 

process is distinct from the social or general division of labour, which refers to the 

dispersion of crafts or various types of work across a society (Braverman 1974). 

 

Marx’s first volume, Capital (1867), was in part an exchange with the views of 

Adam Smith in The Wealth of the Nations (1776) (Foster 1998). Smith argued 

that the division of labour offered dual benefits for employers and workers. 

Workers would gain a higher level of job-specific skills and knowledge as they 

devoted their time to one task in the labour process, whilst employers would make 

savings as workers developed their abilities whilst operating, with less time spent 

on labourers moving between tasks (Foster 1998). Marx drew on the work of 

Charles Babbage to argue that contrary to Smith’s conclusions, the capitalist 

division of labour, in grassroots experience, led to a breaking up of skills and the 

degradation of work, which was warranted by the increased profit benefits to 

employers (Foster 1998). 

 

Braverman (1974) developed this argument further suggesting that these 

conditions were manifest in the application of Frederick Winslow Taylor’s concept 

of scientific management. In a similar fashion to the Babbage principle, Taylor 

believed that it was possible to ‘scientifically’ test any work process and break it 

down into its constituent units, which could be timed, measured, and ultimately 

managed more efficiently (Noon and Blyton 2007). These processes 

subsequently would lead to the degradation of work as employees experienced 

isolated work activities, reduced levels of discretion in job tasks and closer 

monitoring of work performance (Noon and Blyton 2007). Braverman (1974: 60) 

went on to argue that the principles of scientific management had become 

ingrained in later ‘human relations and industrial psychology’ schools of thought.   



 16 

A major criticism of Braverman’s contribution to the labour process debate was 

that the transformation of work revolved around one single form of control, 

scientific management, and that this control mechanism characterised the 

capitalist mode of production (Littler and Salaman 1982). Scholars argue that 

Braverman’s theorisation mechanises the employment relationship and hinders 

analysis of the indeterminate nature of workplace relations, since it is unable to 

examine its contradictory tendencies (Littler and Salaman 1982). In response to 

these criticisms, scholars have developed more complex theorisations of labour 

control strategies (for examples see Edwards 1979; Friedman 1977). 

 

2.2 Beyond Braverman: Theories of Control and Resistance 

 

Strategies of Control 

 

The work of Richard Edwards is a good example of how labour process theorists’ 

grasp of the frontiers of control have been shaped post-Braverman. Edwards 

(1979) notes that there is a difference between management strategies of the 

nineteenth century, which he categorises as simple control mechanisms, and 

control as managed under processes of large-scale production. In the smaller 

production sites of the nineteenth century it was often possible for power to be 

exercised personally by the business owner (Edwards 1979). This meant that 

control over the labour process was kept in close alignment to the interests of the 

employer and any dissent was dealt with swiftly (Edwards 1979). Parenthetically, 

in these workplaces abuse of power often thrived (Edwards 1979).   

 

As products have become increasingly more complex and the scale of production 

has expanded, it has become impossible for simple managerial strategies to 

continue to be as effective (Edwards 1979). The distance between the employer 

and workers has grown, and an additional layer of middle management has 

emerged – foremen and superintendents who replace the employer’s supervisory 

position, in close proximity to the labour process (Edwards 1979). Edwards 

(1979) argues that this is the rise of structural control, as a way of ensuring that 

the labour process continues within the parameters of the interests of capital, and 

he theorises two new forms: technical and bureaucratic.   
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Technical control is control that is woven into the physical structure of the 

workplace; this includes machinery and anything material that affects the 

planning and the flow of work (Edwards 1979). Bureaucratic control is embedded 

into the social structure of the labour process and encompasses procedures for 

evaluating work performance, such as job descriptions and pay scales (Edwards 

1979). A key strength of this contribution to the theorisation of control 

mechanisms is an understanding about the way power becomes institutionalised 

through processes and systems. It is not so easily grasped by looking for the 

people in charge or by examining managerial layers and decision-making.  

 

However, one shortcoming of Edwards’ advancement in labour process 

theorisation has been to continue to conceptualise control as a totalising feature 

of capital-labour relations, as Braverman did (Littler and Salaman 1982). Where 

Braverman argues that scientific management encapsulates control over the 

labour process as a complete solution for management’s problem of controlling 

workers, Edwards replaces this overarching single trend with institutionalised 

control. The criticism directed towards these conceptualisations of control is that 

they portray a conscious attempt by capital to find strategies of regulating the 

labour process that will achieve this totalising agenda (Stark 1980). This has been 

termed control typology ‘panacea fallacy’ (Knight and Willmott 1990: 13). This 

criticism is three-fold. The first assumption is that there is one single, overarching 

source of control. The second is that management are seeking total control. The 

third is that management are successful in their endeavour to harness control.  

 

Yet the reality of control in the labour process is more indirect, varied and often 

the outcome of struggle between workers and employers (see Littler and 

Salaman 1982). Furthermore, managers are not necessarily seeking total control. 

Neither is there one single source of it regulating the employment relationship. 

Callaghan and Thompson (2001) build on Edwards’ (1979) contribution in their 

study of the call centre labour process, addressing this criticism by 

conceptualising Edwards’ categories of technical and bureaucratic control as 

complementary, rather than distinct. They also incorporate the theme of 

normative control, drawing on Hochschild’s (1983) concept of emotional labour, 

to capture the dependence of high-quality interactive service work on employees’ 

feelings (Callaghan and Thompson 2001: 26).   
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This theorisation is more sophisticated and avoids the ‘panacea fallacy’ because 

it recognises that managers use different tactics to harness levels of control and 

consent in the employment relationship. There is no all-encompassing, single 

solution to controlling the workforce. Rather employers and other key actors in 

the employment relationship have certain purposes – for example to minimise 

resistance and improve efficiency – and they will seek out multiple strategies in 

attempts to regulate the employment relationship towards these ends (following 

Price 2015). Even once control mechanisms are in place, there is no guarantee 

that these tactics will achieve their intended purpose, because labour can resist 

and other factors can intercept – although this is not to undermine the greater 

power of the employer or manager in the employment relationship. 

 

This thesis builds on these arguments further and suggests that what also needs 

to be incorporated into Edwards’ analysis is a distinction between the formal and 

the informal aspects of control. Whilst it is crucial to have an understanding of 

formal control mechanisms, matters at a workplace level often take on an informal 

nature (Littler and Salaman 1982). This thesis argues that this dimension can 

also contribute towards overcoming criticisms of control typology ‘panacea 

fallacy’ (see Callaghan and Thompson 2001; Knights and Willmott 1990: 13), 

whilst still holding true to the classic labour process theme of control (Thompson 

and van den Broek 2010), which still has much room for development. 

 

A key aspect of debate that has arisen in labour process studies that analyse the 

nature of interactive or front-line service work – of which education is a part – is 

the role of the customer (Bélanger and Edwards 2013; Korczynski 2013; Lopez 

2010). Scholars argue that the position of the consumer has impacted workplace 

relations to such an extent that the traditional management-worker dyad, that is 

privileged in labour process analysis, should be to be re-cast to consider the 

customer as a third actor in the employment relationship (Bélanger and Edwards 

2013; Korczynski 2013).  

 

Consumer-orientated theories, such as the customer-orientated bureaucracy 

(Korczynski 2002), have been influential in the field of service work and have 

been extended within the domain of public services (Cunningham 2016; Kessler 

and Bach 2011).  These  developments  dovetail  with  an increased policy focus   
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in the public services on consumer choice. For example, Cunningham (2016) 

analyses the impact of individualised budgets and direct payments on managers 

and local authorities in the social care setting. Chapter three, considers in more 

detail the impact of choice in education policy. 

 

However, whilst the impact of choice policies upon public services are 

undeniable, there is considerable debate regarding the extent to which the 

employment relationship should be recast to incorporate the customer as a third 

actor (see Bélanger and Edwards 2013). Bélanger and Edwards (2013) argue 

that whilst the customer holds a form of power in many workplace settings, they 

are far from equals alongside managers/ employers and workers (also see Taylor 

and Bain 2005). Their influence in the relationship is constrained by the limits set 

by managers and/or the responses given by workers.  

 

Furthermore, quite often, consumer needs are a tool used by management in 

meeting a given set of outcomes – a ‘post-hoc justification’ masking underlying 

motives such as profit maximisation and cost reduction (Taylor and Bain 2005: 

264). In the context of education, this thesis argues that the focus on consumer 

interests, through mechanisms such as league tables and OFSTED ratings, 

forms a rhetorical device that justifies increased control over teachers’ work and 

a drive to improve the performance of schools and teachers.  

 

Strategies of Resistance 

 

Resistance is typically framed as a formal, organised set of activities, usually 

administered through the traditional channels of unionisation or through 

legislation change, whilst more informal forms of resistance tend to be overlooked 

(Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Ball and Olmedo 2013). This pattern is also 

reflected in studies of teachers’ work, where there is a long-established trade 

union movement in England (for examples see Carter et al. 2010; Stevenson and 

Little 2015).  

 

Yet, for all of their merits, a major limitation of these studies is the absence of 

detailed insights into teachers’ experiences of work and the ways in which 

teachers  resist  change  on  an  informal  basis,  both  individually and collectively.   
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Ackroyd (2012) argues that a key reason for this absence could be because such 

studies (of misbehaviour) are at odds with a key interest of unions, which is to be 

able to credibly claim that workers are reliable so that they can bargain effectively. 

Yet this approach misses out on much crucial detail that could reveal what being 

a teacher is really like.  

 

Such insights are made more pressing against the backdrop of an undeniable 

decline in formal collective resistance since the 1990s (Bryson et al. 2019; 

Donaghey et al. 2011; Thompson 2016). Even in the public sector, which has 

been renowned for much higher and stable levels of unionisation than the private 

sector (Bryson et al. 2019), there has been a fall in union membership, with a 

particular drop in education union membership levels being a key driver of this 

change in recent times (Tomlinson 2017). Therefore, this thesis addresses this 

knowledge gap, focussing on informal resistance through a labour process 

perspective. 

 

The fundamental contributions of Burawoy (1979) in his ground-breaking 

ethnography, Manufacturing Consent, has made considerable progress on the 

theme of informal worker resistance. In particular, Burawoy problematises a 

simplistic notion of resistance to one of grasping the intricacies of worker agency 

in workplace relations. Rooted in a Marxist perspective, Burawoy argues that 

central to the employee–employer dialectic is a process of obscuring and 

securing surplus value. He uses the framing device of ‘making-out’ to reveal how 

the labour process becomes a game for workers who manoeuvre their way 

around various systems to hit their targets – simultaneously demonstrating 

ingenuity and consenting to their own alienation. 

 

Studies of informal resistance have been a major feature of second-wave post-

Braverman labour process theorisation (Thompson 2016). Nonetheless, study of 

informal resistance at work has a rich and broad background, spanning beyond 

labour process theory, deriving from and being developed across a number of 

disciplines (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999). Ackroyd and Thompson’s (1999) 

pioneering contribution, Organizational Misbehaviour, drew together various 

strands peppered across a number of fields including industrial relations, labour   
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process and deviancy studies to form a more coherent account of resistance and 

dissent at work.  

 

A major step forwards in their contribution has been to consider the range of 

worker rationales for the manifestation of misbehaviour, ranging from sheer 

boredom or having fun, to expressing deeply held orientations to work (Ackroyd 

and Thompson 1999). Where many previous (and sporadic) studies on 

resistance have focussed purely on areas such as sabotage or absence, Ackroyd 

and Thompson (1999) have moved away from narrow constructions of observed 

behaviour, towards a deeper understanding of the meaning behind various forms 

of dissent. They have developed a four-part framework centring on the 

appropriation of time, work, product and identity (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999).  

 

Whilst the terms of resistance, misbehaviour and dissent are all used 

interchangeably, this thesis conceptualises each of these practices through the 

analytical lens of opposition (see Bélanger and Thuderoz 2010). The term 

opposition encompasses the wide-ranging behaviour that arises from structured 

antagonism in the employment relationship – a key aspect of labour process 

theory – underpinned by an understanding of the motives held by workers 

(Bélanger and Thuderoz 2010).  

 

Drawing on Ackroyd and Thompson (1999), Baines (2016) theorises a deeper 

understanding of informal manifestations of resistance. The informal categories 

are separated into external forms, including practices such as work limitations or 

sabotage, and internal forms, encompassing expressions of identity or forms of 

self-expression (Baines 2016). A key argument from Baines’ study, which 

examines resistance in the Non-profit Social Services sector, is that workers 

engage in unpaid labour as a meaningful form of resistance, providing the care 

that is needed, and drawing on this oppositional identity in the context of 

increased standardisation of work, that reduces paid care time (Baines 2016).  

 

A major contribution from Baines’ (2016) study to theorising opposition is in the 

recognition of resistance being based on meanings and values of workers that 

are derived outside of the workplace context. The concept of ‘compromise 

resistance’ (Baines 2016: 125) illustrates the tension that workers experience as   
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they intentionally choose the self-exploitation of engaging in unpaid work to care 

for others – aligning with their altruistic orientations to work. This insight sheds 

new light on the study of resistance within a labour process context, which 

contests the view that workers are always alienated and that work is 

dehumanising – aligning instead with Marx’s earlier, rather than latter 

contributions (see Burawoy 1979; Tweedie and Holley 2016).  

 

Instead, this approach acknowledges that the meaning of work is embedded in a 

‘complex amalgam of values’ derived from a number of different levels of 

experience (Baldry et al. 2007: 16). This could include meaning derived from an 

element in paid employment or the role that work plays in the wider community. 

In particular, Baldry et al. suggest that experiences of work will be influenced by 

factors such as the managerial style of the organisation, the intrinsic or extrinsic 

reward systems in place, in conjunction with the prior dispositions of employees. 

 

Given the strong vocational and altruistic orientations to work that are often 

associated with being a teacher (see Barmby 2006; Kyriacou and Coulthard 

2000; Moran et al. 2001), meaning-based oppositional orientations to work 

provide a fruitful research avenue in the teaching context, for the purposes of 

extending labour process theorisation of resistance. The following section will 

consider the current developments of labour process theory in the teaching 

context in greater detail. 

 

2.3 The Teaching Labour Process 

 

Early scholars advocating the use of labour process theory in education have 

tended to place an emphasis upon the proletarianisation of the teaching 

workforce and the deskilling and intensification of teachers’ work (see Apple 

1986; Harris 1982; Ogza and Lawn 1981). Despite their pioneering efforts, these 

studies have been critiqued for their focus on the single scientific mode of control 

and the deskilling thesis, echoing debates from the broader labour process 

literature (see Reid 2003).  

 

Whilst these disputes in the broader field have led to theoretical renovation 

through  various  control  and  resistance  strategies, labour process theory in the   
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teaching context has become immobilised, unable to expand beyond 

Braverman’s theories (see Reid 2003). In more recent times, a number of studies 

have begun to reinstate the value of labour process analysis for the study of 

teachers’ work (for examples see Carter and Stevenson 2012; Conley and 

Jenkins 2011; Harvie 2006; Reid 2003; Sinclair et al. 1996). This thesis builds on 

this body of research, extending the application of labour process theory to the 

study of teachers’ work, through theories of control and resistance.  

  

Like other public sector professions, a characteristic of the teaching labour 

process is its inherent connection to the state. Much of what happens in 

education, that affects teachers’ working lives, is directly related to changes made 

in education policy. Therefore, the approach that previous studies have taken to 

studying the teaching labour process begin first and foremost with a question 

about what is changing in education reform. The two major studies that have 

contributed to this research area draw on two key phases of policy development 

– the Education Reform Act (1988) and the Workforce Agreement (2003) (see 

Ironside and Seifert 1995; Carter et al. 2010 respectively). 

 

Sinclair et al. (1996) focus on the impact of the introduction of local management 

of schools (LMS) and grant-maintained schools (GMS), through the Education 

Reform Act (1988), on the teaching labour process. Each of these reforms 

involves redistributing financial control away from local education authorities 

(LEAs) towards schools (see Sharp 2002). At the heart of these reforms, Sinclair 

et al. (1996) argue that the financial imperatives to reduce unit labour costs – 

given that teachers make up around 80% of overall school budgets – leads to the 

intensification of teachers’ work and the use of flexible employment contracts. 

The main purpose behind this restructuring of teachers’ work is to find ways of 

obtaining more effort for less cost (Sinclair et al. 1996).  

 

Carter and Stevenson (2012) build on the work of Sinclair et al. (1996), and their 

focus is on the national agreement, Raising Standards, Tackling Workload (DfES 

2003), between the government, local education authorities and education 

unions. The key aim of the reform has been to reduce the workload burden on 

teachers   by   reducing  the  number   of   administrative   tasks   they   undertake,   
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redistributing these aspects of work to teaching assistants (Carter and Stevenson 

2012).  

 

Their study reveals a contradictory outcome in government attempts to reduce 

workload pressures, resulting in an increasingly complex division of labour, 

expanding the role of support staff, and the heightened intensity of work for 

teachers (Carter and Stevenson 2012). As teachers are able to focus on the main 

job and other tasks are removed, it is expected that they will spend more time 

raising standards in the classroom and producing data to demonstrate their 

performance (Carter and Stevenson 2012). Therefore, rather than alleviating 

pressure through a reduced workload, the expectations to raise standards leads 

to increased intensity (Carter and Stevenson 2012). 

 

Both studies are written from an industrial relations perspective and therefore 

each of the areas of reform discussed centre around key moments of strike action 

and government intervention in teaching employment relations. The contribution 

of Sinclair et al. (1996) is written in the context of the collapse of the Burnham 

pay-setting mechanism, replaced by centralised government control over 

teachers’ pay, with a government focus on reducing unit labour costs. Carter and 

Stevenson (2012) develop their analysis against the backdrop of the threat of 

coordinated industrial action around 2001 regarding unmanageable teacher 

workloads, with the government’s response being a social partnership agreement 

on the restructuring of teachers’ work. 

 

Each of these studies has revealed the intricacies of how ongoing education 

reform filters through various systems from the government level to the school 

level and impacts teachers’ experiences of work on the front line. They provide a 

vital foundation for rigorous analysis in their use of labour process theory. 

However, a crucial area of under theorisation in these studies is on the issue of 

the state. The state is openly discussed through reference to various eras of 

education reform, yet discussions of the state remain implicit rather than explicit. 

 

This limitation of the current labour process studies in teaching can be 

understood more holistically in the context of the wider industrial relations 

literature.  Industrial  relations  approaches  do  engage  with conceptualising the   
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state; however, frameworks on this subject tend to focus on formal accounts of 

actors, meaning that the perspectives take a narrower institutional view focussing 

on a specific range of actions and organisations (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; 

Lakhani et al. 2013). For example, Dunlop’s theory of Industrial relations (1958) 

focusses predominantly on management, labour and governments and has been 

criticised, alongside more recent frameworks, as being too static and not able to 

fully conceptualise inter-organisational relationships (Lakhani et al. 2013).  

 

This thesis argues that the industrial relations approach has restricted more 

detailed analysis of ongoing education reform, and furthermore, has not been 

able to facilitate sophisticated theorisation of the state. Echoes of these 

sentiments – under theorisation of the state – have been voiced in the broader 

labour process and sociology of work literatures (Meardi et al. 2016; Smith et al. 

2015). 

 

The core argument of this thesis is that an explicit theorisation of the state is 

required that moves beyond the industrial relations literature, facilitating in-depth 

analysis of education reform, in order to grasp a fuller understanding of its impact 

on teachers’ working lives. Furthermore, this theoretical framework needs to be 

flexible in order to capture the continual transformation of the state. This thesis 

aims to develop a theory of the state in amalgamation with labour process theory, 

that can reveal deeper insights into the impact of ongoing education reform on 

teachers’ experiences of work. 

 

2.4 Reconnecting to the State: A Rationale for the Hollowing Out Thesis 

 

Cunningham’s (2016) pioneering work on state theory, set within the context of 

social care and investigating state–non-profit relations in an era of the contracting 

out of social services, draws insight from the hollowing out thesis. Cunningham 

(2016) argues that personalisation and austerity are contemporary forms of 

destatisation as Scottish government reforms simultaneously seek to increase 

customer authority and reduce expenditure, leading to an overall degradation in 

work for non-profit employees. This thesis draws selectively from Cunningham’s 

(2016) work in the further development of state theorisation, with the specific aim 

of extending labour process analysis in the context of teachers’ work.  
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Against the backdrop of a turbulent era of politics in the UK around the 1980s and 

1990s, the Hollowing Out Thesis has been a concept originally developed by Rod 

Rhodes, used to depict transformation in the public sector (Rhodes 1994). 

Broadly speaking, the period of the post-war consensus, from 1945 to the 1970s, 

witnessed a time of co-operation between Labour and Conservative 

governments, characterised by Keynesian economics and a mixed economy 

(Doherty 2007). Some prominent features of this period included the 

nationalisation of key industries and, perhaps most ground-breaking, the 

development of the welfare state – a central feature being the National Health 

Service (Doherty 2007).  

 

However, by the end of the 1960s, growing criticisms stemming from public 

choice architects began to highlight the inefficiencies and unaccountability of 

public sector bureaucracies, which they argued were aligned too closely to 

employee interests, rather than serving public interests (Bach and Kessler 2012). 

The solution proposed was to reduce the size of the state and introduce private 

sector influences into the public sector in order to make services, such as health 

and education, more responsive to service-user needs (Bach and Kessler 2012). 

These neoliberal ideologies were catalysed by the incoming Conservative 

government in 1979, led by Margaret Thatcher (see Bach and Kessler 2012). 

 

There are four main trends that the Hollowing Out Thesis illustrates. Firstly, it 

depicts increased private sector involvement and reduced state intervention in 

public services; secondly, the loss of various central and local government 

departments to alternative service delivery options (Rhodes 1994). The third 

trend portrays hollowing out on an international scale, with a loss of government 

functions towards the European Union (Rhodes 1994). The fourth pattern 

represents a process of hollowing out through reduced levels of public servant 

autonomy and an increased focus on managerial accountability (Rhodes 1994). 

 

The hollowing out thesis constitutes a central thread of debate in the broader 

governance literature. It emphasises the role of non-government bodies in policy-

making and the rapidly increasing suite of complex state-society relationships 

that operate through networks rather than through hierarchies (Bache 2003). This 

area  of  literature  builds  on  previous  conceptions  of New Public Management,   
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which tended to focus on the growth of management-based, ‘business-like’ 

initiatives in solving various problems (Ball and Junemann 2012; Pollitt and 

Bouckaert 2011).  

 

One major advantage of the broader governance literature is that it is able to 

incorporate conceptualisations of wider political structures and processes that 

have been limited in New Public Management considerations (see Pollitt and 

Bouckaert 2011). As a consequence, the governance approach is able to theorise 

the way that the state is being restructured as new actors take on roles of 

authority (Ball and Junemann 2012). Most importantly for this study then, the 

hollowing out thesis is a more adaptable and flexible approach to theorising the 

state compared to industrial relations approaches. As a result, this theoretical 

lens facilitates the development of an explicit theorisation of the state, which is 

currently missing in teacher labour process studies. 

 

Addressing Criticism of the Hollowing Out Thesis 

 

Yet the move towards more sophisticated analyses through multiple theoretical 

lenses, emanating from the governance literature – the hollowing out thesis being 

one – have not been without criticism. It is key to note at this stage that there are 

a number of different positions within the governance approach and some 

examples include network governance and meta-governance (see Scott 2014). 

This is a vast field of research in its own right and to discuss the breadth of these 

debates is beyond the scope of study in this thesis. Therefore, this thesis focuses 

specifically upon the debate that holds most relevance for the theory 

development of this study. 

 

One key point of critique that holds relevance for this thesis surrounds the issue 

of power. Some scholars in the governance field – particularly in the network 

governance approach – argue that inter-organisational networks operate 

according to patterns of resource-dependency (see Ball and Junemann 2012). In 

this approach, power is conceptualised as diffuse, extending beyond the state to 

various key actors within policy networks, who are involved in policy decision-

making, each controlling varying degrees of resources (Marsh et al. 2003; Bache 

2003).   
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A number of scholars have argued that this approach does not fully consider the 

asymmetries of power and unequal spread of various resources between actors 

(Marsh et al. 2003). Scholars in the governance field have taken these criticisms 

on board and continue to build on previous progress made in governance 

theorisation.  

 

Jessop (2016) argues that as the number of policy networks increase, rather than 

the state losing control, there is a recalibration of state power as governments 

operationalise various parts of the network, governing in new ways, and thus 

maintaining political efficacy. This approach simultaneously conceptualises the 

complexity involved as the state hollows out and various other entities emerge to 

fill the capacity gaps, yet it also recognises the continual transformation of the 

state within this context as it seeks to govern the complex set of networks.  

 

Heterarchisation 

 

One particularly fruitful avenue of dialogue that adopts this nuanced stance has 

been the recent work on heterarchies. Heterarchies refer to a broader trend in 

the governance literature, which is the shift from government to governance and 

from hierarchies to networks – the notion that government no longer operates in 

a top-down approach, but rather steers from a distance through the myriad of 

actors in the education domain (see Jessop 1998; Scott 2014).  

 

This is not to suggest that the government does not still intervene directly in 

certain areas of education policy, but rather the term heterarchy conceptualises 

the more specific forms of organisation that fall in-between the original 

hierarchical structures that have previously characterised the state and the 

recently developed fluid ‘networks’ that conceptualise hollowing-out processes 

(see Avelar and Ball 2019). This development in the governance literature is 

crucial for grasping the intricacies of inter-organisational networks that cannot be 

studied using current industrial relations approaches. 

 

The versatility of the concept of heterarchies is that it develops the infrastructure 

for being able to conceptualise power in a more concrete way compared to simply 

seeing power as diffuse across an array of networks. At the same time, there is   
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an acknowledgement that there are various actors, alongside the state, that hold 

considerable power in education. This advance in the governance literature not 

only addresses the earlier criticisms of the resource-dependency approach (see 

Marsh et al. 2003), but further enhances the theoretical resources offered through 

the hollowing out thesis to more accurately conceptualise the interlacing power 

asymmetries in operation in education.  

 

The most important application of this approach in recent times has been to the 

expansion of the academy schools programme (see Ball 2009). The rapid 

expansion of the academies programme has introduced a significant new set of 

actors into the education policy domain – education trusts. Comprising charities, 

businesses, faith groups, universities and entrepreneurs, amongst others, this 

group of organisations introduce new forms of power and authority in shaping 

governable domains that were traditionally held by local education authorities 

(Ball 2009; Ball and Junemann 2012). One key example of this is in the powers 

they hold to set teachers’ levels of pay, hours of work and holidays (see West 

and Wolfe 2018). This chapter will now begin to apply and extend the hollowing 

out thesis in the education setting. 

 

2.5 Amalgamating the Hollowing Out Thesis and Labour Process Theory 

 

Scott (2014) convincingly argues that the education governance debate lags 

behind the rapid progress of discussion in the wider governance literature. This 

section of the chapter pushes the boundaries of theoretical knowledge of the 

hollowing out thesis in the education setting. It sets the foundation for conceptual 

innovation by applying and extending the hollowing out thesis to the education 

context and connecting it with labour process theory. 

 

Scholars have moved the field forward and refined the hollowing out thesis over 

recent decades (see Ball 2009; Cunningham 2016; Jessop 2013). Jessop (2013) 

has developed conceptual clarification of the hollowing out thesis by capturing 

the directional movement of state power. If state power moves upwards, it is 

engaging with international bodies such as the European Union; if it moves 

sideways,  it  is  interacting with relatively autonomous parastatal bodies; and if it   
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moves downwards it is being hollowed out on a regional or a local scale (Jessop 

2013; Rhodes 1997).  

 

It is key to note that state-power is not conceptualised in zero-sum terms; whilst 

power may transfer in various directions through a process of hollowing out, the 

state is not a passive body – it does respond to its environment (see Jessop 

2013). It continually re-shapes itself and makes moves to regain control through 

its various power reserves – it should not be grasped as a weakened entity 

because of the process of hollowing out (following Jessop 2013). Chapter three, 

to follow, uses this directional dimension as a framework of analysis for education 

reform. 

 

A crucial dimension that has been developed by Jessop (2013) is the process of 

destatisation. Destatisation means redrawing the boundaries of public and private 

sector involvement, such that services are moved from one sphere to the other 

(Jessop 2013). A good example of this is where public services are contracted 

out to private or third sector organisations, reducing the level of public sector 

involvement and spending (see Jessop 2013).  

 

The concept of destatisation is closely related to a neoliberal ideology of the state, 

which privileges the role of markets and society, and depicts a departure from 

bureaucratic methods of governance (following Jessop 2013). Once again, it is 

key to note that the process of destatisation can involve the government 

becoming responsible in new areas that were previously assigned to the market 

or civil society (see Jessop 2013). This highlights once again that capacity and 

power cannot be grasped with a simplistic zero-sum understanding of power and 

government capacity (see Jessop 2013).  

 

Overview of the Hollowing Out Thesis: Theoretical Dimensions and Rationale 

 

Table 2.1 gives an overview of each of the processes of hollowing out – which 

will be applied in chapter three – whilst table 2.2 explicates each of the key 

concepts to be used in the theoretical framework of this thesis. These issues will 

be re-visited in the discussion chapter.   
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Processes of Destatisation 

Destatisation 
upwards 

Responding to 
poor PISA results 
with policy 
borrowing – 
academy idea 
derived from 
Charter Schools in 
the USA 

  

Destatisation 
sideways 

 Replacing Her 
Majesty’s 
Inspectorate with 
OFSTED, a non-
ministerial 
government 
department 

Reducing the size 
of state education 
and investing in 
the growth of the 
academy school 
project 

Destatisation 
downwards 

  Minimising the 
role of LEAs, 
expanding the 
role of head 
teachers and 
school governors 
– increase in 
performance 
management 
techniques 

 
Table 2.1 Theoretical Dimensions of the Hollowing Out Thesis (created by the 
researcher)  
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Returning to the comments made in an earlier part of this chapter, changes made 

by the government on issues of education policy have a significant impact on 

teachers’ experiences of work. As a recap, this chapter highlights that current 

studies which take a labour process approach to studying teachers’ work tend to 

theorise the state implicitly. This section has been outlining an explicit 

theorisation of the state.   

Table 2.2 Concepts, definitions and corresponding education reforms or 
worker orientations 

Concept Definition Corresponding 
aspect of education 
reform or worker 
opposition 

Destatisation A process of state reduction in public 
service delivery and an increase of 
private or voluntary sector 
involvement in delivering services 
through contracting out. 

See table 2.1 above 
for the key processes 
of destatisation 

Technical 
controls 

Structural changes embedded in 
education reform that affect the 
pace, flow and planning of teachers’ 
work. This dimension impacts the 
nature of teachers’ work. 

Removal of CVA and 
the extension of 
performance related 
pay 

Management 
controls 

The transformation of management 
structures away from hierarchical 
formations towards diverse networks 
that operate vertically and 
horizontally. These forms of 
organisation are increasing in the 
context of destatisation as the 
government reduces its public sector 
involvement and management at the 
school level increases. 

A cultural shift in 
management practices 
that weakens 
teachers’ working 
rights 

Oppositional 
orientations 
to work 

The meaning of work held by 
teachers both individually and 
collectively that forms a basis for 
resistance, manifesting in a variety 
of informal practices. These 
practices can go on to inform formal 
processes of opposition – for 
example through unions or 
legislation. 

Opposition based on 
the meaning of work 
held by teachers – for 
example, non-
compliance with filling 
out paperwork for 
OFSTED, spending 
more time on lesson 
preparation 
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The key contribution of theorising the state that is being developed in this thesis, 

emerges from criticisms regarding the limitations of industrial relations 

approaches to grasping the activities of the state broadly enough to explain the 

full extent of ongoing education reform’s impact on teachers’ working lives (an 

argument extended from Ackroyd and Thompson 1999 and Lakhani et al. 2013).  

 

Building on table 2.1, this thesis develops the following theoretical framework in 

figure 2.1 to solidify connections between the concept of destatisation and labour 

process theory. The framework is organised into three key sections that mirror 

the three theoretical contributions of this thesis. The first contribution is to develop 

an explicit theorisation of the state. The second is to develop more sophisticated 

conceptualisations of control mechanisms to extend labour process theory in the 

teaching context. The third and final theoretical contribution of the study is to gain 

deeper insights into ways in which teachers informally resist based on the shared 

meaning of work held in their personal orientations to work. The value of this 

framework is that it can be adopted for studying the impact of reform in other 

public sector contexts on various groups of workers. This framework will be 

discussed in more detail now.  
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In the top section of the framework, on destatisation, this thesis draws on 

Jessop’s (2013) directional concept of the hollowing out thesis to apply the 

upwards, sideways and downwards movements to the education reform context. 

For example, one form of hollowing out sideways discussed in this thesis is the 

rapid expansion of the academy school programme which has led to a significant 

growth in the quasi-education market. Schools that were previously run by local 

education authorities are now managed by private and third sector organisations 

that form education trusts. This shift of the contracting out of education has 

ultimately reduced the size of state school provision in a hollowing out sideways 

direction. There are four key forms of hollowing out that are discussed in this 

thesis – and presented in this theoretical framework. Chapter three develops on 

each of these areas in greater detail. 

 

The middle section of the framework focusses on extending labour process 

theory through more complex conceptualisation of control mechanisms. Where 

the hollowing out thesis denotes a shift in state power in numerous directions, 

labour process theory emphasises the consolidation of state intervention and 

employer action to shape teachers’ experiences of work. In the education context, 

as in other public sector settings, the position of the employer is shared between 

the state, individual schools, local education authorities and academy trusts in 

various arrangements. This thesis conceptualises control in this context as a 

development that emerges from inter-organisational relations between the state 

and schools. For example, performance related pay has been extended to all 

teachers as a result of government legislation; at the same time, performance 

management processes are implemented in a variety of ways in schools 

dependent on organisational policies and practices. The concepts of technical 

controls and management controls will be developed further in this thesis and will 

aim to incorporate the various dimensions of the position of employer. 

 

The third and final section of the theoretical framework addresses how teachers 

oppose the effects of the control mechanisms that shape their experiences of 

work. Research around the meaning of work held by teachers suggests that 

altruistic values rooted in making a difference are a central motive for entering 

into and remaining in teaching (see see Barmby 2006; Kyriacou and Coulthard 

2000; Moran et al. 2001). Following Ackroyd and Thompson (1999) and Baines   
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(2016), this framework theorises resistance as a way of teachers maintaining 

some autonomy to conduct their work in a way that they feel aligns with their 

values. One potential form of resistance might be a refusal of some teachers to 

comply with fully completing paperwork that has been designed to tick boxes for 

OFSTED, so that more time can be spent on preparing lessons or marking. 

 

This framework drives three key research questions in this thesis. The second 

question is separated into two parts:- 

 

1. What are the processes of destatisation that manifest in education reform? 

2. a) What are the control mechanisms that emerge from inter-organisational 

networks between the state and schools and how do they manifest in 

education reform? 

b) What is the impact of these control mechanisms and their manifestations 

in education reform on teachers’ experiences of work? 

3. What are the informal ways that teachers draw upon to resist the effects of 

these control mechanisms? 

 

Conclusion 

 

Early attempts in the 1980s and 1990s to introduce labour process theory to the 

study of teachers’ work came up against a wave of criticism, reflecting debates 

in the wider labour process literature – that there was an over emphasis on the 

single scientific mode of control (see Littler and Salaman 1982; Reid 2003). For 

a period of time, efforts on this front appeared to have been abandoned (Carter 

and Stevenson 2012). Yet a number of studies have since invested renewed 

attention to the development of labour process theory in the context of teachers’ 

work (see Carter and Stevenson 2012; Conley and Jenkins 2011; Harvie 2006; 

Reid 2003; Sinclair et al. 1996), providing a nascent and fertile setting for study. 

 

This thesis draws on more recent developments in control and resistance 

theorisation that move beyond Braverman’s concepts to build on this body of 

work and extend labour process theory in this area. The first theoretical 

contribution of this study is the conceptual advancement of control mechanisms.   
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Drawing on Edwards (1979) and Callaghan and Thompson (2001), this thesis 

argues  that  the  frontiers  of  control  in  teaching  need  to  be analysed further, 

through the  analytical  devices  of  structural  controls.  Structural  controls,  as 

developed by Edwards (1979) and further advanced by Callaghan and Thompson 

(2001), move beyond a view that management is purely the embodied presence 

of appointed individuals who keep the labour process in check, to a view of the 

embedded nature of control technically and bureaucratically in the labour 

process.  

 

At the other end of the spectrum, this thesis emphasises the limitation of the 

approach to studying resistance in education, which is typically framed by a focus 

on formal, organised activities administered through unionisation or legislative 

change (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Ball and Olmedo 2013). Addressing this 

knowledge gap, this study adopts the contemporary conceptualisation of 

meaning-based opposition to study individual and collective forms of informal 

resistance (see Baines 2016; Bélanger and Thuderoz 2010; Tweedie and Holley 

2016). This is the second theoretical contribution to the application and extension 

of labour process theory in the teaching context. 

 

Finally, this thesis moves beyond the narrow institutional perspectives from 

industrial relations literature that limit state theorisation (an argument extended 

from Ackroyd and Thompson 1999 and Lakhani et al. 2013), drawing instead 

upon the hollowing out thesis in amalgamation with labour process theory. This 

third cutting-edge theoretical contribution facilitates an explicit theorisation of the 

state to better frame education reform and understand its impact on teachers’ 

working lives from a labour process perspective. The hollowing out process of 

destatisation (see Jessop 2013; Cunningham 2016) and its more recent 

conceptual clarification of directional movement, upwards, sideways and 

downwards (Jessop 2013), is applied to the education reform context. Chapter 

three goes on to apply this framework to the education reform literature.  
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Chapter Three 

 

Education Reform Under the Lens of the Hollowing Out Thesis 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter specifically applies the hollowing out thesis (Cunningham 2016; 

Jessop 2013; Rhodes 1994; Saward 1997) to education reform literature. The 

three areas of emphasis are OFSTED, the Academy School Programme and 

Performance Management/ Performance Related Pay. Education policy is never 

developed in a vacuum – new policies overlay older policies containing threads 

of continuity and change as reforms are introduced (Ball 2017). Therefore, a 

historical background is provided for each of these areas of reform and each one 

is set against a backdrop of hollowing out at a different level: international, 

national, regional and local. This approach aligns with the study’s critical realist 

perspective, placing each of the reforms within their broader historical and 

material context (following Bhaskar 2007; O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014).  

 

The first section – ‘Hollowing Out Upwards: International Comparative Statistics’ 

– sets the study within an international context and considers how international 

pressures impact education policy in England. The subsequent three sections 

frame the discussion on the three key areas of education reform within the 

intersecting literatures of austerity, choice and raising standards. 

 

Chapter Two discusses the theoretical framework of this thesis and explains the 

hollowing out thesis in greater depth. As a brief overview for the purposes of this 

chapter, the hollowing out thesis as originally developed by Rhodes (1994) 

depicts four main trends. Firstly, the increase of private sector involvement and 

decrease of state intervention in public services; secondly, the replacement of 

various central and local government departments by alternative service delivery 

options (Rhodes 1994). The third trend depicts hollowing out on an international 

scale  with  a  loss of government functions towards the European Union and the   
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fourth trend describes the decrease in public servant autonomy with an increase 

in managerial accountability at a local level (Rhodes 1994). 

 

3.1 Hollowing Out Upwards: International Comparative Statistics 

 

Research that examines education policy and education reform has tended to be 

framed at a national level, with an implicit perception that national education 

systems are ‘relatively closed off’ from global shifts and trends (Grek 2014: 266). 

Given the critical realist philosophical stance of this thesis, drawing on scholars 

such as Bhaskar (2007) and O’Mahoney and Vincent (2014), the national level 

cannot be treated as a bounded entity. Although, the focus of this thesis is on the 

English education setting, it is recognised that events on an international scale 

can have an influence on the way that education reform is shaped nationally. 

Therefore, it is the purpose of this section to explore how education reform in 

England has been influenced by international pressures. 

 

On an international scale, many economists, policy makers and other influential 

figures perceive education through an economistic human capital framework, as 

an essential feature of economic growth and poverty reduction (Kauko et al. 

2018; Lingard and Grek 2007; Morris 2015). In this view, good quality education 

is seen as a way of improving general average earnings across a population, 

whilst honing key skills, abilities and knowledge for the advantage of producing 

world-leading goods and services (Patrinos 2016). In keeping with this 

perspective, international governmental organisations (IGOs) are now playing a 

more central role in shaping education reform, since it is seen as a core aspect 

of economic policy (Lingard and Grek 2007). Many national governments are 

looking to IGOs for support and advice in developing education strategies 

(Lingard and Grek 2007). 

 

One particular IGO that is built upon the values of education promoting economic 

growth is the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) 

(Lingard and Grek 2007). Founded in 1961, the OECD developed against the 

backdrop of the reconstruction of post-Cold War Europe, focussing on economic 

growth, and grew out of the Organisation for the European Economic Co-

operation  (OEEC),  which  was  funded  by  the  USA  through the Marshall Plan   
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(Lingard and Grek 2007). The OECD’s role in the education field globally has 

become more influential over recent decades. To start out, in the early 1970s and 

1980s, the OECD published a handful of ad-hoc reports detailing statistics of the 

education systems of various member countries (Martens and Balzer 2004). 

These publications tended to measure ‘input’ factors of education, such as private 

and public spending, staff costs, staffing levels, and enrolment numbers (Martens 

and Balzar 2004).  

 

However, a major shift took place from the 1990s onwards, as the OECD began 

to produce more regular publications on educational statistics (Martens and 

Balzar 2004). With its first publication in 1992, Education at a glance has become 

a renowned and regular annual report that has positioned the OECD as a major 

provider of comparative educational statistics across a number of member and 

non-member countries (Martens and Balzar 2004).  

 

Underpinning the development of the OECD’s involvement in education was the 

establishment of the INES (Indicators of Education Systems) – a programme 

dedicated to making the collection of educational statistics systematic and 

rigorous (Martens and Balzar 2004). The US, France, Austria and Sweden had 

put pressure on the OECD, in the mid-1980s, to begin more systematic, 

quantitative work in creating comparative educational indicators (Martens and 

Balzar 2004). One key difference between previous publications and the new 

reports was that there was a change in focus from statistics detailing purely ‘input’ 

measures to statistics detailing both ‘input’ and ‘output’ measures (Martens and 

Balzar 2004). An emphasis was placed on the effectiveness of education systems 

with the main aim of enabling countries to assess their performance against one 

another using key indicators (Martens and Balzar 2004; OECD 2012). 

 

As the INES has continued to develop its projects on producing rigorous 

international educational statistics, PISA (Programme for International Student 

Assessment) has emerged as one of the most successful and influential sets of 

indicators in recent times (Martens and Balzar 2004). PISA is a three-yearly 

conducted survey that tests the ability of 15-year-olds across different countries 

on reading, mathematics and science (Lingard and Grek 2007). Since it began in 

2000, there have been seven rounds of the PISA survey, with each three-yearly   
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assessment having a different focus on one of the three subject areas. In 2018, 

over eighty countries took part in PISA – a significant increase from the 32 

countries that took part in 2000 (Educational Research Centre 2019). Rather than 

assessing wrote learning, the purpose of the assessments is to ascertain whether 

students are able to apply the knowledge they have learned in a classroom 

environment to ‘real-life’ situations in preparation for adult life (Breakspear 2014; 

OECD 1999). 

 

However, the growing influence of the OECD in education, through programmes 

such as PISA, has not developed without criticism (Lingard and Grek 2007). In 

2014, a long list of prominent academics and teaching practitioners wrote an 

open letter to the director of the OECD’s PISA, Dr Andreas Schleicher, to raise 

awareness of the negative impact PISA is having on governments, schools, 

teachers, pupils and communities (Araujo et al. 2017).  

 

A major criticism of PISA pertains to its methodology (see Araujo et al. 2017; 

Goldstein 2004). Whilst it is beyond the scope of this thesis to analyse each of 

the criticisms of PISA in depth, one critique in particular stands out. The selection 

of items used in the item response model that measures abstract ‘life skills’ is 

narrowed and treated unidimensionally (Araujo et al. 2017). For example, items 

that are considered to respond differently across countries are suspected of 

cultural bias and eliminated from the analysis, excluding potentially important 

information (Goldstein 2004). Goldstein (2004) argues that comparing education 

across different countries is a multidimensional issue and to neglect these 

differences is to homogenise the reality of education in varying contexts.  

 

One crucial point highlighted in the open letter to Dr Andreas Schleicher, as well 

as in other literature, centres around the detrimental impact of comparative tests 

on national governments that engage in short-term reform fixes to climb the 

international league tables – often detracting from the main aim of investing in 

high quality teaching and learning (Araujo et al. 2017; Breakspear 2014; The 

Guardian 2014). Where a country’s ranking in the PISA ratings is deemed as low, 

this can urge governments into action (Araujo et al. 2017).  
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The Effects of PISA in Germany 

 

Germany experienced what has been described as a ‘PISA shock’ when their 

results in the international league tables positioned them 20th out of 32 countries 

in reading, mathematics and science (Grek 2009; Lingard and Grek 2007: 30). 

Perhaps a crucial aspect of this shock stems from the German education 

system’s international reputation of high quality and effectiveness, which is 

perceived as mirroring their strong economy (Davoli and Entorf 2018).   

 

Media coverage in Germany of the PISA results was widespread – reports 

appeared in the majority of newspapers, senior education officials were involved 

in interviews and there were television broadcasts held to discuss the results 

(Lingard and Grek 2007). The culmination of this activity was a ministerial 

conference, which was held in 2002 to discuss radical reforms to remedy the 

situation (Lingard and Grek 2007). Despite criticism of the methodology behind 

the PISA survey – both from other countries and within Germany – changes were 

introduced (Grek 2009). One of the major changes was to introduce National 

Education Standards (NES) for all federal states of Germany – of which there are 

16, known as Länder – to align forms of testing across state borders (Davoli and 

Entorf 2018). Up until this point, and to some extent this continues, education in 

Germany is administered autonomously through Länder, rather than at a 

centralised government point (Davoli and Entorf 2018).  

 

The Effects of PISA in England 

 

In England, the impact of PISA has taken longer to manifest than in Germany. In 

2000 and 2003, the response rates of the PISA survey were low. PISA operates 

according to a two-stage sampling design – firstly of schools that educate 15-

years-olds and secondly a random sample of pupils from each school 

(Micklewright and Schnepf 2006). In 2000, England fell below the 85% minimum 

response rate for schools with a result of 82%, whilst the 80% minimum pupil 

response rate was narrowly passed at 81% (Micklewright and Schnepf 2006). In 

2003, both of these response rates fell below the minimum expected level at 77% 

for both school and student responses (Micklewright and Schnepf 2006). This led 

to  uncertainties  regarding  England’s  sample  of schools and students – limiting   
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the comparative element of the results to other countries (Lingard and Grek 

2007).  

 

However, in 2003 and 2006, there was a prolonged decline in England’s PISA 

scores and in 2006, these outcomes were given significant media coverage 

(Lingard et al. 2016). The Conservative opposition party at the time referred 

continually to the PISA survey in their criticisms of the Labour government 

(Lingard et al. 2016). As the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition came into 

power in 2010, significant education transformation began to take place in 

England (Lingard et al. 2016). 

 

In a somewhat similar scenario to Germany six years earlier, the exposure of 

England’s below average PISA scores across the globe, activated the 

government into a variety of reforms. The most prominent of these reforms has 

been the academy school project, which is discussed in greater detail under the 

hollowing out sideways section. Academy schools are state-funded, but 

independently operated – as opposed to being under local authority control 

(Bolton 2015). Maintained schools are still managed through local education 

authorities. 

 

Under the Labour government, from 1997-2010, academies were introduced in 

one sense as an approach to fragmenting state education provision, to 

encourage ‘choice’ for parents in education services for their children, and to 

encourage schools to improve performance through competition for pupils 

(following Needham 2008). In a parallel aim, academies were originally 

developed to target the most deprived areas in England, with philanthropic 

sponsors investing their expertise in areas of need to improve various outcomes 

for pupils, such as their results (West and Bailey 2013). 

 

Yet, the turning point came in 2010 as the opposition party, in a new formation – 

the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition – came into power. The 

Conservatives drew heavily on the OECD educational indicators and PISA results 

in making a case for radical education reform. This is demonstrated in the 

following extract of the Academies Bill Second Reading in 2010:  
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“The need for action to transform our state education system has never 

been more urgent. In the past 10 years we have seen a decline in the 

performance of our country’s education in comparison with our 

competitors. We were, 10 years ago, fourth in the world for the quality of 

our science education; we are now 14th…” (Hansard: Lords 2010: 11) 

 

Michael Gove, the new education secretary of the time, referred particularly to 

the countries that promoted school autonomy, listing Hong Kong, Singapore, 

Sweden and the United States of America as a number of key reference societies 

to emulate (Gove 2012). The autonomy of the charter schools of Chicago and 

New York were of particular appeal. Charter schools in the USA are publicly 

funded, but independently managed by a body that has a greater level of 

autonomy compared to public schools (Machin and Vernoit 2011). 

 

Through the policies and legislation of the Coalition government, a dramatic 

transformation of the education landscape took place in England where all 

schools were encouraged to become academies. By the academic year 2017-

2018, 72% of state-funded secondary schools in England had become 

academies – compared with 6% in the academic year 2009-2010 (National Audit 

Office 2018). 

 

The examples drawn from Germany and England demonstrate the power that 

IGOs, such as the OECD, hold in the field of education policy. IGOs do not 

possess the legislative powers or the financial resources that national 

governments occupy in reforming education. Yet, the comparative nature of key 

educational indicators which expose individual countries in scores and rankings 

– often intensified through media coverage in countries – means that they do 

exert a form of power in shaping education reform from a distance. This process 

is depicted in this thesis as a type of hollowing out upwards, because power shifts 

from the government level to the level of an IGO.  

 

3.2 Hollowing Out Sideways: Shrinking the Size of State Education 

 

This section continues to explore the academy school reforms in England, with a 

shifting  perspective  to  hollowing  out  sideways,  adding  an  additional  layer of   
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complexity to the hollowing out framework. Where the previous section focussed 

primarily on international pressures that bear down upon national governments 

to reform education, this section examines the detail of how such reforms are 

translated on a national scale. A key thread that runs throughout each of the 

following sections in this chapter is the way in which various external events, such 

as the PISA scores, present an opportunity for governments to pursue their own 

personal agendas (following Morris 2012; 2015). 

 

Austerity 

 

In the UK, the effects of the financial crisis sparked with the collapse of Northern 

Rock in September 2007 (see Gamble 2009; Williams and Scott 2016). Following 

the news that the bank was facing financial difficulty, a run on the bank – to the 

value of billions of pounds – created a liquidity crisis, which resulted in a record-

breaking government bailout (Grimshaw and Rubery 2012; Whitfield 2017).  

 

The financial crisis of 2008 in the UK was the result of a combination of the British 

economy’s over-reliance on financial services, high levels of lending and 

deregulated markets (Crotty 2009; Grimshaw and Rubery 2012; Stanley 2014; 

Williams and Scott 2016). This created a credit meltdown (Grimshaw and Rubery 

2012). Risky lending through US sub-prime mortgages were the major trigger to 

the financial crash (Stanley 2014; Williams and Scott 2016), although analysts 

have pointed towards the toxic combination of financial market innovation with 

light touch government regulation of the sector as the root cause of the problem 

(Crotty 2009). The condition of the economy faced by the government in 2010 

provides the backdrop to this discussion. As the new Conservative-led coalition 

came into power, following a 13-year period of Labour governments in office, the 

country was in recession (Williams and Scott 2016).  

 

Despite the economic problems being rooted in the banking sectors of the UK 

and the USA, the crisis became framed instead as a ‘fiscal’, government debt 

crisis, rather than a ‘financial’, banking one (Bach 2016; Clarke and Newman 

2012; McCann 2013). As the new Chancellor of the Exchequer, George 

Osbourne, came into position, austerity became the governing political mantra 

justified on the basis of two questionable claims (Skidelsky 2015), which will now   
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be outlined in further detail. Austerity is defined as an economic policy of tackling 

government debt by reducing public expenditure, raising taxes or a combination 

of the two (Williams and Scott 2016). In the case of the UK, the focus was on 

decreasing public spending (Williams and Scott 2016). 

 

Firstly, the chancellor referred to the example of the Greek sovereign debt 

dilemma in his justification of austerity – to reassure international markets of the 

UK’s strong handling of the economy and to avoid a downgrading of the UK’s 

credit rating (Skidelsky 2015; Williams and Scott 2016). Yet Britain was in a very 

different situation to Greece, partly due to the fact that it has its own currency 

(Williams and Scott 2016).  Secondly, the chancellor pointed the blame of the 

public deficit towards the irresponsible economic management and overspending 

of the Labour government; although the reality was that the main cause in the 

rise of public debt was due to the government’s response to the financial crisis, 

caused by the banks, and the ensuing recession (Krugman 2015; Skidelsky 

2015). The underlying issue was that both parties chose to ignore the cracks 

emerging in an unstable financial services sector (Skidelsky 2015).   

 

In an approach that mirrors dominant global consensus regarding fiscal austerity, 

attention turned to reducing government debt through cutting back on welfare 

services, public spending and public debt (including the public debt used to 

rescue the banks) (Bach 2016; Clarke and Newman 2012; McCann 2013). One 

possible way of perceiving the situation is that through the financial crisis, which 

stemmed from economic instability, the Coalition government found an 

opportunity to pursue its own political agenda through re-framing the upheaval as 

a debt crisis (see Clarke and Newman 2012; McCann 2013). Bach (2012) argues 

that the Conservative party were determined to reverse the expansion of state 

capacity as under the Labour government – effectively reducing the size of the 

state – even before the full extent of the financial crisis was known. 

 

Weaving the impact of the PISA survey into this argument, it could be suggested 

that the timing of the lower than average PISA results, against the backdrop of 

the ‘debt crisis’, came together at an opportune time for the Conservative party 

to pursue its aim in education – to reduce the amount of state school provision. 

This would explain the vigour with which the Coalition government promoted the   
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academies programme – moving it from a marginal form of school provision to a 

mainstream one. Building on the development of the academy school model 

under the Labour government, the academies programme has dramatically 

transformed the education landscape in England, particularly under the Coalition 

government. The background to academy schools will now be discussed and 

framed within the context of hollowing out sideways through shrinking the size of 

the state. 

 

Academy Schools 

 

Academy schools form a major part of recent education reform in England. They 

are state-funded, but they operate independently from local education authorities 

– predominantly run by private and third sector organisations, such as 

businesses, universities, other schools and faith groups (Bolton 2015; New 

Schools Network 2017). The formation of the academy school has its roots in a 

reform made under the Conservative administration in 1986: city technology 

colleges (CTCs) (West and Bailey 2013). These schools were centrally funded 

by the government, rather than through the local education authority, they were 

situated in inner-city regions, and their focus was to fill the gap in technical and 

vocational education where comprehensive schools fell short (West and Bailey 

2013).  

 

Building on this foundation, the Labour government (1997-2010) introduced 

sponsored academies in the early 2000s to replace schools that were deemed to 

be underperforming according to OFSTED reports (Machin and Vernoit 2011; 

West and Bailey 2013). The original aim was to introduce this type of school as 

part of a mixed economy of education services in order to improve education 

standards, efficiency and to create choice and diversity in provision (West and 

Bailey 2013). 

 

However, in 2010, as the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition (2010-2015) 

came into office, a shift in stance on the academy school programme followed. 

Reports in 2007 had highlighted the success of academy schools in tackling the 

educational attainment gap between disadvantaged and more affluent students,   
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and the results were accredited to the independent status of academies (West 

and Bailey 2013).  

 

Despite the contradictory evidence on the success of academy schools (for 

further information see Hutchings and Francis 2018), these findings conveniently 

dovetailed with events at the start of the Coalition administration. The government 

was looking for an avenue of radical education transformation following England’s 

declining PISA scores and had already drawn lessons on the success of 

autonomous schools, for example in the USA and Singapore (Gove 2012).  

 

Yet perhaps of greater significance, was the opportunity gauged by politicians to 

pursue their own agenda (following McCann 2013), harnessing the financial crisis 

and the political narrative of austerity to reduce the size of the state via 

contracting out education services to private and voluntary sector organisations 

(Bach 2012; Krugman 2015; Skidelsky 2015). This radical move aligned with the 

broader neoliberal agenda being pursued by the Coalition government of 

increased levels of deregulation and privatisation, coupled with a greater reliance 

on the free market (Williams and Scott 2016). 

 

Conservative party policy at the time argued that the benefits of the academy 

model should be made available to all schools, and following their election in 

2010, the Academies Act (2010) was passed, enabling schools to ‘convert’ to 

academy status (West and Bailey 2013). A key element of this legislation was 

that it streamlined the conversion process to academy status, and it also opened 

up the opportunity for primary and specialist schools to become academies 

(Bolton 2012). Previously only secondary schools could become academies 

under the sponsored programme (Bolton 2012).  

 

At the time, individual school funding levels were not guaranteed (West and 

Bailey 2013). Since academy schools receive funding for the services that local 

authorities would ordinarily provide, such as attendance monitoring, admissions, 

and the distribution of certain funds, it has been suggested that many schools 

converted to academy status to minimise the effects of austerity (West and Bailey 

2013). According to a large-scale survey of academy schools, 78% chose to 

transfer  partly  because  of  the  perception  that  extra  funding  would  be made   
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available to academies – amongst other reasons such as greater financial and 

educational autonomy (Bassett et al. 2012).  

 

Alongside the open invitation to all schools becoming academies, the Education 

Bill (2011) contained a legal supposition that all new schools would also be set 

up as academies, whilst schools that were deemed to be ‘coasting’ or ‘failing’ 

were forced to become academies (House of Commons Library 2015). The 

culmination of these factors explains the rapid expansion of academy schools 

over the last decade. The most recent figures at the start of 2020 show that 77% 

of state-funded secondary schools and 41.9% of all state-funded schools in 

England are now academies3 (Department for Education 2020). 

 

Following the general election of 2015, where the Conservative government won 

a majority, education policy continued to hail the success of the reform. The white 

paper, Educational Excellence Everywhere, set out plans to enforce all schools 

to become academies by 2022 (West and Wolfe 2018). However, in May 2016, 

this proposal failed following strong opposition within government – although it 

was stated that there remained an aspiration for all schools to become academies 

(West and Wolfe 2018). Whilst the pace of academy school growth may have 

slowed after the surge of conversions in the 2010-2015 period, the scale of effects 

within the education sector has been considerable. Between the periods of 2009-

2010 and 2017-2018, the number of academy schools at secondary level in 

England increased from 6% to 72% (National Audit Office 2018). The figure below 

graphically illustrates the scale of this increase between these academic years.  

 
3 These percentages include free schools, university technical colleges and studio schools 

because they operate as academies and fall under the same banner. The difference between 
academy schools and these other forms of school is that free schools, university technical 
colleges and studio schools are brand new, whereas academy schools transfer from maintained 
status to academy status. This means that they are already established schools, which have 
previously been under local authority control. 
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Figure 3.1 The Percentage of Academy Schools in England, 2002/03 to 2017/18, 
from National Audit Office (2018: 8) 
 

This raises a crucial work and employment concern for teachers across England, 

because academies are exempt from working in accordance with the School 

Teachers Pay and Conditions statutory guidance (West and Wolfe 2018). This 

guidance is legally binding on schools working in local education authorities and 

affords a level of protection to various elements of teachers’ work, such as their 

pay and working hours, in schools across England and Wales (Department for 

Education 2018).  

 

The guidelines form a part of teachers and head teachers’ contract of 

employment and are subject to consultation amongst key stakeholders, such as 

employers and teaching unions (Department for Education 2018). However, if 

education trusts are not bound by the regulations, then it highlights questions 

about what working conditions are like in the academy school setting, and how 

teachers experience this on a day-to-day basis. These issues are situated in a 

wider neoliberal context that has historically provided limited and even restrictive 

legislative support for forms of collective bargaining with a preference for 

individualised methods of managing employment relations (Dickens 2014). 

 

This section of Chapter Three has outlined the process of hollowing out sideways 

through shrinking the state – a phrase borrowed from Bach (2012). The impact   
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of the academy school reforms over the past decade has been vast and it is of 

vital importance that teachers, school leaders, parents, academics, trade union 

officials and other key education stakeholders have a better understanding of 

how the changes impact teachers’ work. The next section of this chapter will now 

go on to consider another form of hollowing out sideways, through the 

marketisation of school inspection. 

 

3.3 Hollowing Out Sideways: Marketising the Inspection Process 

 

School Choice in Education 

 

The rhetoric of choice has been a major underpinning feature of education policy 

in reforms spanning the past thirty years. This issue surfaced briefly in the 

previous section when discussing the introduction of academy schools as part of 

a mixed economy of education services under the Labour government (see West 

and Bailey 2013). This section goes on to cover the issue of choice in more detail 

– with specific reference to education and choice of school. 

 

Parental choice of school has been a feature of education policy in the UK since 

1989 (Le Grand 2007) and has been at the heart of two fundamental debates in 

education policy ever since. The first area of contestation regarding school choice 

is the issue of equity. Supporters and opponents of school choice argue over 

whether parent selection of school acts as a remedy to inequality of opportunity 

for children of different social backgrounds, or rather increases segregation and 

class differences (Le Grand 2007). The second area of disagreement is 

imbricated with the first and refers to whether or not school selection drives up 

education standards (Gorard et al. 2003). These issues will now be discussed in 

further detail. 

 

Under previous education policy, children were allocated school places based on 

catchment  areas  chosen  mainly  by  local authorities (Gorard et al. 2003). As a   
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result, children that grew up in areas with higher levels of deprivation, for 

example, some inner-city regions, were placed in concentration into certain 

schools, whilst children that came from more affluent backgrounds, living perhaps 

in more sub-urban areas, attended different schools (see Gorard et al. 2003). 

This led to educational opportunities being based on postcode, rather than a 

child’s ability (Le Grand 2007), and it raised concerns for politicians, educators, 

trade union officials, parents and other key stakeholders. Parental choice of 

school was around in principle following the Education Act (1944), but it was only 

through the Education Reform Act (1988) that it was written into legislation 

(Gorard et al. 2003). 

 

The Education Reform Act (1988) gave all parents the right to state their 

preference over which school their child should attend, including schools outside 

of the local catchment area (Gorard et al. 2003). School funding is calculated on 

a per pupil basis and therefore finance follows pupils in a process similar to a 

national ‘voucher’ scheme (Gorard et al. 2003). Central to this process is the 

publishing of school performance and inspection data, providing parents with the 

information they need to select the best possible school for their child (Gorard et 

al. 2003).  

 

The supposed logic is that parents will choose the schools which perform highest 

in league tables and have the best grades of inspection; market forces will take 

over and the highest performing schools will grow (Gorard et al. 2003). 

Meanwhile, the worst performing schools will be pushed out of the competition 

as they gradually lose pupils and subsequently funding decreases (Gorard et al. 

2003). Protagonists of the choice agenda argue that its policies support equality 

in education for this very reason, because children from any background, in 

theory, can attend the best schools and receive good quality education. In a 

similar vein, choice advocates argue that its policies raise education standards 

(Gorard et al. 2003). 

 

However, critics argue that in contrast to improving levels of equality, choice 

policies lead to greater inequality and increased segregation (Gorard et al. 2003). 

Since education can never function in the form of a pure market, as schools are 

not run primarily for profit and state education is funded by the government, they   
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become quasi-market entities (Whitty 2000). The problem is that schools that 

function well in league tables and inspection reports are limited in their capacity, 

for example, there are only so many pupils that can fit into one classroom or so 

many classrooms available in one building (Gorard et al. 2003).  

 

Critics of the parental choice agenda argue that schools that are oversubscribed 

may become more selective, perpetuating the inequality issue (Gorard et al. 

2003). A further key argument is that the system of parental choice favours those 

parents who have greater accessibility to the system (Gorard et al. 2003). For 

example, through social and cultural capital, knowing the right people with the 

right information and having the financial resources to transport their children to 

schools further away – some parents have an advantage over others (see Gorard 

et al. 2003).  

 

Education was a major focus of the Labour administration and in a speech on 

public service reform in 2001, Tony Blair emphasised the importance of greater 

choice for the public as one of the four key priorities to address (Department for 

Education and Skills 2001). Diversification became a key solidifying ingredient to 

this end (Department for Education and Skills 2005). In 2005, the white paper, 

Higher Standards, Better Schools for all: More choice for parents and pupils was 

published, outlining a number of measures that would give schools the option to 

pursue different avenues for diversification (Department for Education and Skills 

2005).  

 

For example, schools would be given the freedom to become either a self-

governing trust, similar to academy schools, or a foundation school (Department 

for Education and Skills 2005). The hallmark of these establishments was their 

independence from local authorities – managing their own admissions processes, 

assets and recruitment of staff (Department for Education and Skills 2005). 

Additionally, local authorities were required to work with a national school 

commissioner, ensuring a greater diversity of school choice; for example, 

matching schools with new partners (Greener and Powell 2009; Department for 

Education and Skills 2005).  



 54 

One key purpose behind having more choice of schools for parents was to drive 

up standards in education, because it was expected that families would take their 

child out of a poorly performing school and place them in a school that had a 

better inspection rating and higher results (Department for Education and Skills 

2005). In turn, this would force schools with a lower performance to improve 

(Department for Education and Skills 2005). A major supporting pressure to this 

end is that school funding is linked to the number of pupils on roll, and therefore, 

in theory, if too many parents take their children out of a school, it can have an 

impact on job security for teachers as the school loses money (Jones and Tymms 

2014). OFSTED provides a key mechanism for parents in the choice agenda 

which will be discussed further now. 

 

The Background to the School Inspectorate 

 

OFSTED (Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills) is 

the school inspectorate in England, and league tables provide SATs and GCSE 

scores for all maintained schools in England. SATs are national tests in primary 

schools, taken by pupils aged seven and 11 and GCSEs are national tests in 

secondary schools, taken by pupils aged between 14 and 16. OFSTED and 

league tables are pivotal mechanisms in the choice agenda in education (Millar 

2016; Needham 2008). Parental choice of school cannot work unless families are 

given information about individual schools on which they can base their decisions 

(Jones and Tymms 2014).  

 

However, as has already been discussed earlier in the chapter – in the example 

of politicians re-framing the financial crisis caused by the banking sector as a debt 

crisis (see McCann 2013) – governments often have multiple and overlapping 

agendas when they implement policy. The implementation of choice policies is 

no different. This thesis now goes on to examine the development of OFSTED 

(originally known as the Office for Standards in Education) which has manifested 

through the choice agenda. It is important to note, as in the previous section, that 

the inspection regime in England is different to that of Scotland, Northern Ireland, 

and Wales. Given the scope of this thesis, it is not possible to do justice to 

inspection systems in these parts of the United Kingdom.  



 55 

HMI was the original inspectorate in England, established with its first two 

inspectors in 1838 (Department of Education and Science 1990). Its position was 

independent of the government, it reported to the government on the state of 

affairs within education and it tended to hold a developmental and advisory role 

in its interaction with schools (Baxter 2014). For many years it operated without 

government intervention to the extent that there was little mention of inspection 

in the education acts between 1944 and 1988 (McVeigh 2015). However, the 

status quo of inspection in England, along with education reform in the wider 

sense, changed dramatically in the late 1980s and 1990s.  

 

In 1976, a speech by James Callaghan at Ruskin College challenged the 

‘monopoly of teacher education and educationalists over the…methods and 

purposes of education’ (Ball 2017: 82). The speech paved the way for a raft of 

radical reforms implemented by the subsequent Conservative government (Ball 

2017). In conjunction, the speech also drew on concerns raised in the Black 

Papers4 regarding the low quality of teaching in comprehensive schools (Ball 

2017). From the government’s perspective, education had spiralled out of control 

and this was made more serious against the backdrop of perceived teacher 

incompetence across the board. It is within this context that the tensions between 

HMI and the government heightened.  

 

There were around 480 inspectors that made up HMI in the height of its operation 

(Maclure 1998). These officials mostly comprised well-experienced teachers, 

usually with management experience, who would spend their time in schools 

guiding teachers and head teachers, gathering evidence, preparing reports and 

feeding back on their findings to the Secretary of State (Maclure 1998). Due to 

their limited resources, only a sample of schools could be inspected in any given 

year, which meant that many schools went uninspected for long periods of time 

(Maclure 1998). Whilst their capacity to inspect comprehensive education 

thoroughly  was  an  issue,  which  led  to  the  creation  of  OFSTED, it was their   

 
4 The Black Papers (1969-1977) are a series of publications written by a number of authors, 

including academics and politicians, that are rooted in a right-wing perspective of education that 
favours selection and is typically critical of comprehensive schooling (Ball 2017). At the time 
they were written, these publications raised concerns over the standards of comprehensive 
education and the quality of teaching in these establishments (Ball 2017). 
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independence that made them a target for right-wing thinking reformers (Maclure 

1998).  

 

HMI had the authority to criticise government policy and were believed to have 

‘gone native’ to the extent that they advocated many of the progressive education 

policies that went against the grain of more traditional dogmas of education 

(Maclure 1998: 21). Progressive education policies stem from pedagogical 

theories developed in Western Europe from the eighteenth century, which 

became popular in Britain in the twentieth century and included practices such as 

breaking down traditional curriculum barriers and embracing creative activities 

(Secondary Education and Social Change 2017).  

 

When Kenneth Baker became Secretary of State for Education in the late 1980s, 

he outlined his apprehension over the close-knit relationship between HMI and 

many senior civil servants, accusing the then DES – Department of Education 

and Science – of backing teaching unions, local authorities and education 

researchers in university departments (Baker 1993; Lee and Fitz 1997). These 

events came to a head in 1991 under John Major’s government with plans to 

create a more transparent inspection process (Baxter 2014).  

 

In 1992, OFSTED (originally the Office for Standards in Education) was created 

in place of HMI – a non-ministerial department, outside of the education 

department (Maclure 1998) and its focus was on regulation and inspection, 

replacing the former advisory and developmental role of HMI (Baxter 2014; 

Maclure 1998). The original purpose of OFSTED – which has remained relatively 

constant – was to ensure that the National Curriculum was being taught; to 

monitor standards in teaching and learning; to ensure the public, namely parents, 

were receiving value for money; and to oversee a holistic development of pupils, 

for example socially and culturally, as well as educationally (Maclure 1998). A 

defining aspect of this transformation was that the results of OFSTED reports 

were to be made available to the public (Lee and Fitz 1997; Jones and Tymms 

2014).  

 

The way that the inspectorate was transformed in practice was through the 

process   of   tendering.  The  central  number  of  inspectors  employed  by  the   



 57 

government was reduced from over 450 inspectors, in 1991, to 175 inspectors, 

in 1992 – when OFSTED began (Maclure 1998; McVeigh 2015). The rest of the 

inspection work was to be contracted out to private providers who would train 

inspectors (McVeigh 2015). This approach meant that the reach of inspection 

was significantly increased – all schools would now be held accountable in 

contrast to the strategy of inspecting samples of schools as under HMI (see 

Maclure 1998). This marketisation of the school inspectorate constitutes a 

process of hollowing out sideways. 

 

There have been many different iterations of OFSTED frameworks and operation 

since the body’s inception in 1992 and some of the key changes will be outlined 

briefly now. One change in 2014, has been the distancing of OFSTED from 

private sector organisations such as Serco and Tribal in the management of 

school inspections to ensure quality control (Ehren et al. 2014). Yet this thesis 

aligns with the view that although the inspectorate has evolved from the time it 

was created, its function and essence has remained relatively constant (Jones 

and Tymms 2014). The shift from an advisory role to one that is more inspection 

focussed and regulatory, as noted by Baxter (2014), has not changed since 1992. 

In a later section of this chapter, the theme of inspection progresses to an 

exploration of performance management reforms at the school level. 

 

A significant period of reform to OFSTED took place during the years of the 

Labour administration between 1997 and 2010. By 2005, the remit of OFSTED 

had expanded to include other areas of public service and the body was renamed 

the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills in 2005 

(McVeigh 2015). This is also the title that is currently in use at the time of writing 

in 2020. The list of criteria that inspectors were expected to monitor during their 

visit increased, whilst the amount of time they had in which to complete the 

inspection decreased (McVeigh 2015). When OFSTED first began operation, an 

inspection would consist of a team going into a set school to carry out an 

inspection, and they would be given a full week to complete the process 

(Rosenthal 2004). By 2005, inspectors spent considerably less time in schools, 

usually two to three days (McVeigh 2015). This is also roughly the same 

timeframe given to inspections at the time of writing in 2020.  
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The Quantification of Teaching 

 

One significant outcome of the change in focus from the inspectorate under HMI 

to the inspectorate under OFSTED, has been the nature of the information 

gathered. HMI tended to build their conclusions based on the observations of the 

well-experienced inspector, whereas OFSTED harnesses more of a quantitative 

approach (Maclure 1998). To grasp the differences in these approaches, 

OFSTED needs to be discussed as part of the broader reforms in education that 

followed the Education Reform Act (1988) (Rosenthal 2004). Alongside the 

national curriculum, the introduction of compulsory state exams – SATS and 

GCSEs (1988) – and performance league tables (1991), which rank schools in 

England according to these exams, form key policy components to England’s 

school accountability system (Jones et al. 2017; Rosenthal 2004). 

 

A fundamental aspect of the Education Reform Act (1988), was the introduction 

of the National Curriculum – parts of which were developed by HMI (Rosenthal 

2004; McVeigh 2015). The National Curriculum laid out the programme of study 

for state schools across the country at each level (Rosenthal 2004). The first 

OFSTED inspection handbook was developed in 1993 – it effectively provided 

the guidelines on how to inspect each school subject to ensure uniformity of 

curriculum across state schools, in the drive to raise standards in education 

(OFSTED 1993, cited in McVeigh 2015: 52).  

 

In contrast to the previous approach of HMI, which was a judgement based on 

the expertise of the inspector, OFSTED works according to the standards set by 

the National Curriculum (Perry 2008). These standards provide the quantifiable 

data required by government to define the quality of schools; although the nature 

of this change has led to criticisms of OFSTED adopting a tick-box culture (Perry 

2008). 

 

In 2002, there was a significant shift in the volume of data available as value 

added measures were introduced, based on school effectiveness research (see 

Kelly and Downey 2010; Perry 2016). Where earlier threshold performance 

measurements produced information on the number of pupils achieving five or 

more  GCSE  grades  A* to C –  also  known  as  league  tables  –  value  added   
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measures generate data for pupils across state schools in England from Key 

Stage to Key Stage5 and they facilitate comparison of individual pupil progression 

on a national scale (Kelly and Downey 2010). These measures derive from pupil 

results in high-stakes standardised tests (Leckie and Goldstein 2019). 

 

The key difference between the two approaches – ‘threshold’ and ‘value added’ 

– is that earlier threshold indicators take a snapshot of performance, whereas 

value added measures capture progress made by individual pupils over a period 

of time (Kelly and Downey 2010). The statistical advancement behind this change 

is the model’s ability to link prior attainment with outcomes by monitoring pupils 

at a number of stages in their education rather than simply at one or two points, 

such as at GCSE stage (Kelly and Downey 2010). Now, schools are held to 

account based on data drawn from high-stakes standardised tests and 

examinations (Leckie and Goldstein 2019). 

 

There have been various versions of the value added measure since they were 

first introduced. The most recent adaptation in 2016 has been Progress 8. This 

figure measures the progress of each individual pupil between the end of primary 

school and GCSE level (Leckie and Goldstein 2019). Attainment 8 is the new 

measure for pupils at GCSE stage and generates a total score across all eight 

academic subjects (Leckie and Goldstein 2019). Crucially, high-stakes 

standardised tests constitute a central part of OFSTED’s accountability agenda 

in monitoring school performance (Department for Education 2019a; Kelly and 

Downey 2010; Leckie and Goldstein 2019; Stevenson and Wood 2013).  

 

A significant area of debate in the value added measure currently in operation is 

the inclusion of contextual variables, such as levels of deprivation and ethnicity 

(see Courtney 2013; Kelly and Downey 2010; Leckie and Goldstein 2019; Perry 

2016; Perryman 2006). Under the Labour administration, from 2005, a contextual 

value added measure was introduced in the comparison of secondary schools 

(Perry 2016; Reynolds et al. 2014). The purpose of this measure was to take  

account   of  pupils’   backgrounds,   including    characteristics  such    as    age,   

 
5 Key Stages operate according to the National Curriculum and denote major points in a pupil’s 

education that relate to his or her age. At the end of these Key Stages, there are often tests 
administered to assess a student’s knowledge and understanding. For example, at the end of 
Key Stage 4, pupils in England sit their GCSEs. 
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gender, ethnicity, eligibility for free school meals (FSM) and special educational 

needs (SEN) (Leckie and Goldstein 2019).  

 

However, as the Conservative-led Coalition government came into office from 

2010, changes were afoot. As part of the January 2012 inspection framework, 

the ‘contextual value added’ (CVA) statistical model of comparing schools in 

performance data was removed and replaced with the simpler value added 

approach which ignores contextual variables (Courtney 2016; Leckie and 

Goldstein 2019; Perry 2016). The current version of this model – Progress 8 – 

has already been outlined.  

 

In contrast, the argument against including the contextual value added measure, 

is that adjustment for pupil background reinforces socio-economic inequalities 

and provides an excuse for underperformance in school comparative data 

(Leckie and Goldstein 2019). In other words, supporters of this perspective argue 

that there is no reason why a pupil from a deprived background and a pupil from 

an affluent background cannot achieve the same results and make the same 

progress (see Leckie and Goldstein 2019). Additionally, scholars highlighted the 

challenges that practitioners face in using the multi-level, rather than linear 

regression, model which was experienced as too complex (Kelly and Downey 

2010). 

 

Despite the issues of complexity and potential excuse-making, other scholars 

argue that by ignoring contextual factors, schools situated in complex 

demographic and socio-economic settings are significantly disadvantaged by the 

value added model (Courtney 2013; Leckie and Goldstein 2019; Perry 2016). 

Instead, they argue that the contextual value added measure creates an even 

playing field for pupils from different backgrounds (see Leckie and Goldstein 

2019). Research has shown that the demographic and socio-economic 

backgrounds of students are an important additional predictor of attainment 

(Reynolds et al. 2014). As a side note, prior attainment has always been the key 

predictor of these comparisons (Leckie and Goldstein 2019). 

 

Scholars argue that if education policy is designed as though demographic 

characteristics  are   ineffective,  it   automatically   places  the  responsibility  for   
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underperformance onto schools and teachers (Courtney 2013; Leckie and 

Goldstein 2019; Perry 2016). Courtney raises the significant implications of this 

issue upon recruitment and retention, and careers, as undesirable inspection 

ratings can dissuade school staff from applying to or remaining in schools that 

serve demographically and socio-economically complex communities (see 

Courtney 2013).  

 

It is suggested that further research progress should be made into whether the 

January 2012 OFSTED framework does indeed penalise schools in socio-

economically deprived areas and how this impacts headteachers and teachers 

(Courtney 2013). Given the scope of this thesis, these issues are positioned 

within a work and employment context. 

 

3.4 Hollowing Out Downwards: Minimising the Role of Local Education 

Authorities  

 

The Transformation of Local Education Authorities 

 

The previous section discussed the infiltration of private sector thinking into the 

school inspection process through a process of hollowing out sideways. In an 

effort to drive up standards, the transformation of OFSTED became one avenue 

through which the government sought to introduce market principles into 

education. This section considers a set of reforms that have been designed to 

raise standards on a school-based level – hollowing out downwards. It begins 

with an overview of the change in structure to the original tripartite system of 

education, in which local education authorities played a significant role. 

 

The post-war consensus between the Labour party and the Conservative party – 

which spanned between the end of the second world war in 1945 and the late 

1970s – was a period of time in British politics that was underpinned by trust and 

co-operation (Chitty 2002). Fractures were beginning to emerge in the 1970s, 

marked  most  prominently  in education by the James Callaghan Ruskin College   
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speech in 1976. At the heart of this tension was the view that education had 

become disorderly, bringing into question the tripartite system, which was 

originally developed as a strategy for holding schools to account (following Chitty 

2002). The tripartite system described the interlocking relationship between 

central government, local education authorities and schools to ensure power was 

spread across a broad network of actors to hold schools and teachers to account 

(Chitty 2002).  

 

A key event that drew attention to the role of the LEAs was the William Tyndale 

affair, which occurred between Spring of 1974 and Autumn of 1975 (Davis 2002). 

During this period, William Tyndale Primary School – situated in the north of 

London – pioneered radical education policies, led by a majority of the staff, 

including the head teacher and deputy head (Davis 2002). They introduced 

democratic principles into the classroom, for example giving pupils greater choice 

over work and play, which was argued by many to detract from helping pupils to 

make academic progress (Davis 2002).  

 

As tensions mounted between the core group of staff leading the changes on one 

side, and parents and the remainder of teachers on the other side, media 

coverage of the issue proliferated (Davis 2002). One result of the row was the 

set-up of a ‘strike school’ in a nearby location as the teachers leading the changes 

withdrew their labour in protest of an inspection (Davis 2002). Following the 

events that took place, the number of pupils on roll at the school fell dramatically 

(Davis 2002). 

 

Against the backdrop of this episode, the role of the Inner London Educational 

Authority was brought into question (Davis 2002). Although ultimately responsible 

through the tripartite system of education, which was supposed to provide checks 

and balances on schools, they were hesitant to act and instead requested 

evidence of local concern from managers before intervening (Davis 2002). LEA 

handling of the William Tyndale affair has been cited as a key moment that 

subsequently led to later reforms that removed significant powers from LEAs 

(Chitty 2002; Davis 2002).   
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Yet, there were also broader concerns that LEAs acted as barriers to raising 

education standards and led to too much variation in the way that education was 

being managed across the country (Fitz et al. 2002). In particular, they were 

viewed as bureaucratic and as hindering the implementation of market 

mechanisms – namely getting in the way of allowing schools to compete for pupils 

on a per capita basis (Fitz et al. 2002). Although there was a delay between the 

start of growing tensions and government action that impacted LEAs (see Chitty 

2002 for more detail), changes came about through the Education Reform Act 

(1988) under the Major government.  

 

Amongst several other interlocking policies, Local Management of Schools (LMS) 

played a significant part in devolving power from LEAs to schools (see Fitz et al. 

2002). As one form of the broader school-based management model, local 

management of schools decentralised key decisions on issues, such as 

curriculum and management of school finances, to the school level, with the 

intention of improving efficiency and responsiveness to the local environment 

(Levačić 1998). In particular, the vast majority of funding was devolved from LEAs 

directly to schools, leaving LEAs in charge of only a fraction of the funding (Fitz 

et al. 2002).  

 

It is important to note that the role of local education authorities was revised – 

although in a minimised form – in subsequent years, following a period of 

uncertainty regarding their purpose (Sharp 2002). It was not until the Labour 

government came into office in 1997 that their adjusted function was clarified. 

Fashioning a type of new centre-left politics, much of the previous reform agenda 

implemented by the Conservative government remained in-tact (Sharp 2002). 

Labour’s discussion paper developed in 2000, The Role of the Local Education 

Authority in School Education, outlined key functions of LEAs (Sharp 2002). 

These included overseeing fair admissions processes, managing building and 

transport resources, identifying and ensuring adequate provision for children with 

special educational needs and also excluded pupils, and supervising school 

performance – in particular supporting underperforming schools (Sharp 2002).  

 

Under the Labour administration, it was made clear that LEAs would themselves 

be  kept  in  check (Sharp 2002).  The Education Act (1997) introduced OFSTED   
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inspection of LEAs (Sharp 2002). Furthermore, their role was firmly asserted as 

one of many partners, including school governors, parents, churches and the 

business community (Sharp 2002). This marked an evident break away from the 

tripartite system by both Conservative and Labour governments, removing much 

of the previous power held by LEAs. 

 

Drawing back key responsibilities from LEAs has had the direct consequence of 

expanding the role of the head teacher, and also officially school governors who 

are supposed to act as a management board, accountable to parents 

(Department for Education 1993, cited in Levačić 1998: 336). However, on the 

ground, research has shown that although the role of governors has expanded, 

governors tend to hold a more advisory or supportive role to the head teacher 

(Levačić 1998). This is mainly due to their reliance upon the head teacher who is 

at the heart of communication flows and has the relevant knowledge and 

expertise (Levačić 1998).  

 

The knock-on impact of the expanded head teacher role has been the need for a 

larger team of senior management in providing support for the greater number of 

responsibilities that schools became in charge of (Levačić 1998). An outline of 

some of the roles now expected of head teachers and supporting senior 

managers include: financial manager, curriculum leader and outstanding teacher 

(following Levačić 1998). This list has expanded dramatically in recent years to 

include many other roles. It is against this backdrop of hollowing out downwards 

that the foundations of performance management reforms begun.  

 

Following the events that took place during the 1970s, such as the William 

Tyndale Affair and the James Callaghan Ruskin College Speech, amongst other 

factors, there was widespread public perception of teacher incompetence 

(Bartlett 2000). The transforming hierarchical structure of schools, post-local 

management of schools, would mean that there was an ideal set of supervisor-

supervisee relationships across all organisational levels to administer 

performance management, and to hold individual teachers to account (Wragg et 

al. 1996).  
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Throughout each of the three key sections of this chapter, an important thread is 

to unmask the hidden agendas interwoven in government policy. In this section, 

the political narrative being discussed is the raising standards agenda which has 

played a major part in the minimisation of LEA authority and devolvement of 

power to head teachers and senior management teams within schools. Yet, 

alongside the raising standards agenda, concomitant pressures of a growing 

demand on public services and increased financial pressure placed upon national 

budgets, against the backdrop of a recession in the early 1960s, did mean that 

governments were also seeking ways of reducing public expenditure (Ironside 

and Seifert 1995; Marsden and French 1998).  

 

Given that teachers’ salaries comprise a significant proportion of the finance 

allocated to schools, their pay becomes a central issue in the management of 

resources along a leaner agenda (see Ironside and Seifert 1995). To heighten 

this issue further, the number of teachers and schools in England had risen 

significantly between the 1940s and the 1960s (see Ironside and Seifert 1995). 

 

The growth of school based management through the process of hollowing out 

local education authorities (downwards) has prepared a foundation in the move 

towards a more individualised relationship between teachers/ schools and the 

state. By breaking down the tripartite system of education, which has traditionally 

comprised the state, schools and local education authorities, governments now 

have greater control over what happens in schools. The erosion of collective 

bargaining has also been a part of this individualisation project. It is because of 

this backdrop that performance management reforms have gone on to generate 

such an impact on teachers’ working lives. These issues will now be discussed 

further.  

 

The Advancement of Performance Related Pay in Teaching 

 

A key definition of performance management is ‘a process that translates the 

mission, aims and values of an organisation into individual objectives’ (Forrester 

2011: 5). Performance management involves the setting and agreement over 

individual  objectives  between  supervisor  and  supervisee,  the  monitoring  of   
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progress concerning those objectives, and finally a review where performance is 

appraised (Forrester 2011).  

 

A key point to highlight is that there is a difference in terms between appraisal 

and performance management. In light of the more competitive environment in 

which organisations function, performance management encompasses a broader 

remit than appraisal, taking into account human resource policies and 

organisational strategy in its processes (Bach 2005). Appraisal, on the other 

hand, has a narrower definition and tends to be backward looking in its scope, 

reviewing past performance, but not necessarily linking this to organisational 

goals (see Bach 2005). Performance related pay is the specific linking between 

an individuals’ performance and their earnings, measured through targets or 

other various criteria, and underpinned by an assumption that employees are 

motivated by opportunities to earn a higher salary (Kessler and Purcell 1992; 

Prowse and Prowse 2009).  

 

In teaching, performance related pay was perceived as a strategy for 

simultaneously introducing greater flexibility and control over pay, whilst shifting 

organisational culture – a key aim being to encourage teachers to align their 

attitudes towards meeting overall school objectives (see Marsden and French 

1998). Performance related pay was to replace a salary structure that had 

previously operated on a length of service basis, where teachers moved up in 

pay increments based on their experience (Marsden and French 1998). Despite 

the plethora of policy development on performance management reforms over 

the past thirty years or so, implementation has been far from straightforward for 

the government and the result has been a patchwork of legislation spanning three 

decades which will now be covered briefly.  

 

At the heart of tensions over the introduction of performance management 

policies into teaching was the argument over its purpose, which originated in the 

development of performance appraisal (see Healy 1997). Against the backdrop 

of a declining public image of teachers, following events such as the William 

Tyndale affair (Bartlett 2000), the government’s focus was on a national appraisal 

programme (Poster and Poster 1993), with an emphasis on linking appraisal with 

performance  related  pay  (Healy 1997).  Appraisal  was  viewed as a solution to  
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 tackling teacher underperformance and its emphasis was a judgmental one of 

removing supposedly incompetent teachers from the profession (Poster and 

Poster 1993).  

 

However, behind the government push on improving performance through a 

national appraisal scheme was a growing movement, supported by many 

forward-thinking LEAs, trade unions, schools and teachers, of building a tailored 

approach to teacher appraisal with an emphasis on developing teachers’ skills, 

knowledge and careers (Healy 1997; Poster and Poster 1993). At the heart of 

this approach was a supportive tone of development.  

 

The government neglected to acknowledge the progress that had been made by 

many schools on staff appraisal (Poster and Poster 1993) and instead proceeded 

with its emphasis on linking pay with performance, underpinned by an 

assessment-based appraisal process (Healy 1997; Poster and Poster 1993). This 

approach took a more judgmental stance, highlighting the difference at the time 

between the emphasis on development as reinforced by LEAs, trade unions and 

schools, and a more punitive approach as advocated by the government (see 

Healy 1997). 

 

Yet the argument for this link became highly questionable in light of the findings 

from the report commissioned by the then Department for Education and Science 

from Suffolk LEA – one of the pioneering LEAs involved in the introduction of 

appraisal schemes (Healy 1997; Poster and Poster 1993). The report 

emphasised that the lynchpin of the appraisal process is ‘the belief that teachers 

wish to improve their performance in order to enhance the education of pupils’ 

(Poster and Poster 1993: 13).  

 

After some delay regarding the expense of appraisal, The Education (School 

Teacher Appraisal) Regulations were passed in 1991, although contradiction 

remained over the competing purposes of appraisal – between developmental 

and judgmental aims (Bartlett 2000). In some ways, this was a success for 

teachers, LEAs and teaching trade unions given that the alternative appraisal 

system  would  have  been one based on performance related pay. Performance   
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related pay did come into force for head teachers and deputy heads in 1991 

(Marsden and French 1998). 

 

However, events unravelling in parallel succession were to create a level of 

uncertainty in any future potential impetus for performance related pay. By 1987, 

a two-year pay dispute had been in process caused by a combination of factors 

including the rapid growth of the teaching sector, an attack on the well-

established Burnham system of pay as negotiated by the teaching unions (under 

the rhetoric of ‘affordability’) and the subsequent uncertainty over teachers’ pay 

(Ironside and Seifert 1995).  

 

Behind the scenes of the pay conflict was also growing divisions between unions 

as each organisation was faced with policy choices often either along the lines of 

advancing education and professional unity or aligning with organised labour 

(Ironside and Seifert 1995). There were also other group-focussed interests, for 

example the National Association of Head Teachers saw opportunities to 

increase the status of head teachers and deputy heads through many of the 

reforms that were taking place at the time (Ironside and Seifert 1995). 

 

A major blow to union opposition was the removal of national bargaining, which 

was superseded by the passing of the Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Act in 1987 

(Fredman and Morris 1987a; Townley 1990). Prior to this point, and since 1919, 

collective bargaining had been the machinery through which pay was agreed 

between teaching unions and LEAs, and this process was made statutory through 

the Education Act 1944 (Fredman and Morris 1987b).  

 

The negotiating processes began to breakdown as the education system 

developed further in the 1970s and 1980s with greater demands placed on 

teachers – a key problem being the separation between pay bargaining from 

other conditions of service, such as working hours and holidays (Fredman and 

Morris 1987b). This event placed pay firmly within the control of central 

government, the consequence being that performance related pay could 

potentially reappear on the political horizon and in the years to come it did.  
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The School Teachers’ Review Body (STRB) was set up in 1991 as a replacement 

to the previous collective bargaining arrangements (STRB 2019). The key 

difference of commissioning the review body was that from this point onwards, 

unions only had the right to be consulted on matters of teachers’ pay and 

conditions, whereas previously they had had bargaining rights (Stevenson 2013). 

 

A key turning point for the introduction of performance related pay in England 

came in 2000 under the Labour government through Threshold Assessment. Up 

until this point, previous governments had moved cautiously and were practically 

hindered by the efforts that various professional organisations and unions 

asserted. Threshold Assessment was to demarcate the point in a teachers’ 

career, usually after five years, where they could apply to transition from the main 

pay scale to the upper pay scale – the upper pay scale operating on a 

performance related pay basis (Mahony et al. 2004).  

 

Between the periods of induction and Threshold, teachers would remain on the 

length of service yearly increments (Mahony et al. 2004). At the point of moving 

successfully beyond the threshold, teachers would earn a further £2,000 per year, 

with further increments attainable on the upper pay spine if sufficient progress 

was made (Mahony et al. 2002). Teachers had to apply to go through this process 

(Mahony et al. 2002) and the performance review was to provide the mechanism 

for collecting evidence in the assessment of threshold (Tomlinson 2000). 

 

This was a turbulent period of time as teachers, head teachers, trade unions and 

all those involved got to grips with the new pay structure (see Haynes et al. 2003). 

A key difficulty for many head teachers was that whilst an expectation was placed 

on them to be making their first performance related pay awards from September 

2002, there was relatively little guidance or criteria on how decisions should be 

made (Haynes et al. 2003). A key study by Haynes et al. (2003) examined the 

introduction of these reforms from the perspective of head teachers, revealing 

that neither the criteria was clear nor the procedure, which resulted in many 

making the process up as they went along.  

 

A recent, significant development that is solidifying the individualisation of the 

employment  relationship  between  teachers  and  the  state  is the extension of   
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performance related pay to all teachers working in state schools (Bach 2016; 

Robb and Simons 2013; Stevenson 2013). Up until the period 2013-2014, when 

this change has come about (Robb and Simons 2013), Threshold Assessment 

has restricted the application of performance related pay to teachers moving from 

the main pay scale to the upper pay scale (see Mahony et al. 2004). Under 

Threshold Assessment, teachers being remunerated according to the main pay 

scale would still move up in increments based on seniority (see Bach 2016; 

Stevenson 2013). 

 

A well-documented concern over the introduction of performance related pay into 

teaching has been the impact on the workforce, with scholars arguing that it 

creates division and rivalry amongst teachers in an environment that has tended 

to value a collective, team working ethos (Haynes et al. 2003; Mahony et al. 2004; 

Marsden and French 1998). At the heart of some of these concerns are criticisms 

over the fairness and transparency of performance related pay in teaching 

(Chamberlin et al. 2002; Mahony et al. 2004) – particularly since performance 

management processes across schools vary significantly (Mahony et al. 2002).  

 

A more recent survey of the performance management reforms highlights that 

although they have been in operation in teaching for nearly two decades, many 

of the same concerns over fairness and effects upon team work still remain 

(Marsden 2015). Marsden (2015) has also found that a large majority of teachers 

state that there has been either little or no change to various aspects of their work 

as a result of appraisal or objective setting. Corroborating this evidence, in a 

survey of the performance management reforms implemented by schools, Sharp 

et al. (2017) have found that 58% of teachers feel that performance related pay 

makes no difference to the way that they work. 

 

Instead, studies reveal a range of unintended consequences that are brought 

about as a result of performance management processes – a significant one 

being an increase in workload for teachers who have to make time to conduct 

these procedures (Civinini 2019; Marsden 2015; Sharp et al. 2017). Another 

major unintended consequence found by Dawson et al. (2018), in their survey on 

teachers’, leaders’ and governors’ views of the pay framework, is that the majority   
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of these individuals find pay to be a significantly demotivating factor where it is 

considered to be either unfairly awarded or unequally matched to the work. 

 

Despite such stark findings on the detrimental outcomes of performance 

management reforms, performance management and performance related pay 

have now been fully extended into the teaching workforce (see Robb and Simons 

2013). The focus of this thesis is on the unintended outcomes that emerge in 

teachers’ experiences of work as a result of the extension of performance related 

pay and performance management reforms in teaching to all teachers in state 

schools. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has applied the theoretical lens of the hollowing out thesis 

(Cunningham 2016; Jessop 2013; Rhodes 1994; Saward 1997) to analyse 

education reform in England – specifically charting the history of three reforms: 

the Academy School Programme, OFSTED and Performance Management/ 

Performance Related Pay. Each of these reforms is situated against the backdrop 

of the hollowing out of the state at different levels. Following Jessop (2013), these 

levels are hollowing out upwards, hollowing out sideways and hollowing out 

downwards. Hollowing out upwards – through international comparative statistics 

– has only briefly been covered. The emphasis of this chapter has been on 

hollowing out sideways, through shrinking the size of state education and 

marketising the school inspection process, and on hollowing out downwards, 

through minimising the role of local education authorities. The methodology 

chapter will now explain how these research questions are to be addressed.  
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Chapter Four 

 

Researching Education Reform and Teachers’ Work: A Methodology 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This thesis aims to explore the impact of ongoing education reform on teachers’ 

experiences of work. This chapter outlines in detail how this aim is to be achieved. 

The first two sections explicate the critical realist philosophical positioning of the 

thesis, the ethnographic methodology and the research methods of shadowing, 

in-depth interviews and document collection. These first two sections are 

embedded in methodological debates, drawing on key literature to justify the 

strategies adopted in this thesis.  

 

The subsequent sections of the chapter explain the practical steps taken to 

collect, organise and analyse the data. The third section on data collection 

considers the sampling strategy, research design and participant demographic 

characteristics. This is followed by discussion in the fourth section about how 

ethical dimensions of the research were handled, covering research access, 

communication and informed consent, and confidentiality and anonymity. The 

final section of this chapter focusses on how the data were organised, analysed 

and how the position of the researcher impacted in various ways on the research 

process.  

 

4.1 A Critical Realist Philosophical Stance 

 

This thesis is embedded in a critical realist philosophical perspective. Originally 

developed by the British philosopher Roy Bhaskar (1944-2014), critical realism 

transpired from a growing dissatisfaction of positivist approaches in the social 

sciences, which tended to be underpinned by the Humean theory of causal laws 

(Bhaskar 1997; Bhaskar 2007; Mingers and Standing 2017). The source of 

dissatisfaction with Humean theory for philosophers such as Bhaskar was that 

this stance investigated phenomena based purely on what could be observed, 

measured,  tested  and proven  (Mingers  and  Standing 2017). More specifically,   
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Hume argued that if one event occurred directly after another on a regular basis, 

then one could conclude that this constant conjunction proved a causal 

relationship (Mingers and Standing 2017). 

 

In contrast, critical realism makes a clear distinction between the world as an 

objective phenomenon or a real part of existence, and the world as it is known – 

in other words people’s subjective interpretations of it (Archer et al. 1998; 

O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). These domains are conceptualised in a critical 

realist perspective as the intransitive and transitive realms, where intransitive 

signifies the objective world beyond human experience, and transitive denotes 

what can be known about that world (Archer et al. 1998). These spheres map 

directly onto discussions of ontology and epistemology more broadly in 

philosophical debates. Critical realism argues that positivist perspectives reduce 

ontology (the nature of reality) to epistemology (our knowledge of reality) because 

these viewpoints are unable to imagine plausible explanations beyond what can 

be ‘proven’ (Archer et al. 1998; Fletcher 2017; Mingers and Standing 2017).  

 

The CR perspective argues that strong constructionist approaches have the 

opposite problem, because they do not conceive of any social reality apart from 

the interpretations and discourses that constitute them. Fleetwood (2005) argues 

that by rejecting the dualism of agency and structure (or the difference between 

transitive and intransitive realms) – in treating social structures as 

representations or heuristic devices – structure is merely collapsed into agency. 

In contrast, intransivity, or the acknowledgement of a reality that might be beyond 

our complete grasp, but one which we can nevertheless be continuing to make 

sense of, is a central tenet of critical realism (see Fletcher 2017). 

 

Critical realist ontology is stratified at three levels: real, actual and empirical 

(Fletcher 2017). The level of the ‘real’ operates in the intransitive realm where 

mechanisms that have causal properties interact and behave in particular ways 

(Mingers and Standing 2017). In the ‘actual’ domain, events may or may not 

occur, though expected, depending on the way that causal mechanisms relate to 

one another (Mingers and Standing 2017). Finally, the realm of the ‘empirical’ is 

the tip of the iceberg where we observe a fraction of what is happening beneath 

the surface (see Fletcher 2017; Mingers and Standing 2017). This is the sphere   



 74 

in which empirical investigation takes place, filtered through human experience 

and interpretation (Fletcher 2017). The below diagram, taken from Fletcher 

(2017: 183) explicates critical realist ontology in a visual format. 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Visual Representation of the Critical Realist Depth Ontology (or 

Stratification) 

 

In a critical realist investigation, the search for answers to explain how various 

occurrences manifest goes beyond the empirical level to the actual and real 

domains, deciphering the causal mechanisms in operation (see Brannan et al. 

2017). These occurrences are theorised as demi-regularities that function as 

tendencies, governed by causal mechanisms, rather than by laws (Brannan et al. 

2017). The key distinction to make here is between open and closed systems. 

Empirical investigation that takes a positivist approach, as in the natural sciences, 

conducts experiments under artificial conditions, such as in laboratories, where 

the main aim is to find event regularities in closed systems (Fleetwood 2017).  

 

However, critical realists argue that the social world can never operate as a 

closed system and to search for event regularities does not represent a true 

picture of the way that the social world works. For example, causal mechanisms 

interacting in the ‘real’ sphere may on one occasion give rise to an event in the 

‘actual’ domain that is captured in ‘empirical’ investigation. Whereas on another   
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occasion these entities may interact in such a way that this event does not occur. 

Or the event does occur, but for some reason is not captured in the empirical 

sphere. Therefore, the critical realist perspective argues that the social world is 

enveloped in stratification and many different patterns of interacting causal 

mechanisms operating in open systems, such that partial and approximate 

regularities, or demi-regularities, become the main features of explanation to 

grasp (Brannan et al. 2017). Demi-regularities function according to the following 

logic, whenever situation A occurs, then sometimes, but not always, B also occurs 

(Brannan et al. 2017). 

 

Building on the stratification principle further, CR refers to each of the ‘parts’ of 

the universe as ‘entities’ and emphasises the ways in which entities interact and 

interconnect in ‘complex and unpredictable feedback loops’ to cause the events 

that we observe (O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014: 6). At the heart of this conception 

is the notion of emergence, which suggests that entities hold causal properties 

that make their sum greater than their parts, such that the combination of 

particular entities in particular sequences and ways leads to the creation of a new 

entity which makes a difference of its own (O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). The 

below table, taken from Brannen et al. (2017: 23) outlines the types of entity that 

operate at each of the different stratified levels of real, actual and empirical. 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Entities in the Critical Realist Depth Ontology (or Stratification) 

 

Explanation and generative causality (rather than Humean causality) are the key 

priorities of critical realist research investigation (Mingers and Standing 2017; 

O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). Critical realist research often engages in ‘thick’ 

explanation and in-depth qualitative research in order to tease out multiple 

causes from detailed examination of research settings (Brannan et al. 2017; 

O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). CR scholars have argued that positivism and 

positivist methods offer ‘thin’ description since their philosophical commitment to 

valuing epistemology over ontology leads to decontextualised findings (following   
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Bhaskar 2007; O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). Where positivist studies may 

simply describe an empirical event, CR studies by contrast would engage in a 

deeper level of analysis – seeking why and in what circumstances certain 

outcomes arise within a certain context (O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). 

Therefore, a crucial part of a CR oriented study is explanation within a given set 

of identified circumstances, in which the causal powers between entities and 

mechanisms are exercised (Morais 2011). 

 

This philosophical positioning requires an approach to research which facilitates 

rich contextualisation. It could be argued that some of the most suitable 

methodological approaches to carry through on a CR ontology are in-depth 

qualitative methods – particularly ethnographies and case studies (see Easton 

2010; Rees and Gatenby 2014; Vincent and Wapshott 2014). Both approaches 

provide a context-bound setting in which to explore interactions and 

interconnections between causal mechanisms and structures, in order to develop 

detailed explanations of how the various parts of the whole fit together. Perhaps 

even more suited to developing ‘thick’ explanation is the ethnographic 

methodology (O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014; Rees and Gatenby 2014). A CR 

ontology is suggested to provide the ‘connective tissue’ to an ethnographic study, 

linking rich individual subjective accounts to their structural and social origins 

(Rees and Gatenby 2014: 132). Therefore, an ethnographic methodological 

approach is taken in this thesis. 

 

4.2 A Critical Realist Ethnographic Methodology 

 

The concept of ethnography has a varied and rich history and is defined as an 

approach to empirical research which aims ‘to understand the social meaning 

and activities of people in a given “field” or setting…which involves close 

association with this setting’ (Brewer 2000: 11). Derived from two separate 

schools of thought – namely social anthropology and sociology – ethnography 

has a foothold in colonial roots and became increasingly popular in the twentieth 

century as the British empire sought to extend its rule (Brewer 2000). 

Ethnography became an avenue through which to gain an understanding of 

various foreign and exotic cultures and groups, through immersion and 

observation of the ‘native’ environment (Brewer 2000).   



 77 

A second path of development in ethnographic study was through the Chicago 

school of sociology in the 1920s and 1930s (Brewer 2000). The focus of this 

strand of ethnography was around deviant subgroups at the margins of industrial 

societies, for example prostitutes, drug dealers and street gangs (Brewer 2000). 

Following these two contributing and parallel developments in ethnographic 

study, anthropologists began researching in Western rural and urban settings, 

stimulating interdisciplinary interest in ethnographic work (Hammersley and 

Atkinson 2007). Towards the close of the twentieth century, a third strand of 

interest emerged in the form of cultural studies, which brought a new dimension 

to the concept of ethnography; in conjunction with the spread of ethnography into 

other fields such as psychology and human geography (Hammersley and 

Atkinson 2007). 

 

The richness and multiplicity of the historical context surrounding the 

ethnographic concept has surfaced some considerable debate over the meaning, 

definition and boundaries of what ethnography is and what an ethnographic study 

entails (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). A closely related methodological 

framework could be suggested to characterize many similarities with 

ethnography. The ‘case study’ is a renowned approach that is widely adopted in 

qualitative research. Running in parallel to the development of the ethnographic 

stance, the case study grew in application in the 1920s through to the 1950s 

within the Chicago school of sociology (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). This 

methodology held a similar aim to ethnography, which was to carry out an 

investigation of human social life (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007).  

 

However, it is the depth of study and proximity of the researcher to the research 

that sets ethnography apart from the case study (Watson 2011). Close 

participation in individuals’ daily lives through overt or covert observation 

demarcates its stance as a unique methodological approach to the study of 

experiences of work (see Hammersley and Atkinson 2007; Van Maanen 2011; 

Watson 2011). Ethnographers spend their time in the field watching what 

happens, asking questions – either formally, through interviews, or informally – 

making notes and collecting documents (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). 

Ethnography requires the researcher to engage in deep immersion in the field of 

study for a sustained period of time (Watson 2011). It is a costly form of research   
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in a number of ways, especially in terms of time, because it requires the 

researcher to join the group or organisation under study, sharing their day to day 

experiences and leaving behind usual routines and social contexts (Van Maanen 

2011; Watson 2011).  

 

What is unique about a critical realist ethnography is its ability to connect micro-

level insights of everyday experience with the macro social, political and 

economic structures that shape and constrain experience (Porter 2002; Rees and 

Gatenby 2014). This is a contrast to the approach of many ethnographies that 

are underpinned by a constructionist philosophy and focus predominantly on 

subjective experiences without connecting to the macro context (Porter 2002; 

Rees and Gatenby 2014). Where structures are collapsed into subjectivities, 

interpretation becomes the main focus at the expense of considering how social 

structures affect those interpretations (Porter 2002). Those particular lines of 

connection and of ‘causality’ give critical realism its explanatory potential.   

 

Such macro–micro features are built into each of the following research questions 

of this thesis: 1) What are the processes of destatisation that manifest in 

education reform? 2a) What are the control mechanisms that emerge from inter-

organisational networks between the state and schools and how do they manifest 

in education reform? 2b) What is the impact of these control mechanisms and 

their manifestations in education reform on teachers’ experiences of work? 3) 

What are the informal ways that teachers draw upon to resist the effects of these 

control mechanisms? This study uses multiple research methods in order to 

make the connections between macro and micro levels of inquiry. The three 

research methods are: shadowing, in-depth interviews and document collection. 

Each of these methods will be outlined in greater detail now. 

 

A Multi-Method Approach 

 

Shadowing is a form of ethnographic research method that involves closely 

following an individual throughout their day to day lives to find out what happens 

(McDonald 2005; Quinlan 2008). It is a non-participant, direct observation method 

that provides context, meaning and purpose to the actions of others (McDonald 

2005).  A  hallmark  of  the  shadowing  methodological  approach   is   that  data   
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collected is grounded in actual events; in contrast to the recollections constructed 

by participants in interview and focus group data (Quinlan 2008). 

 

Perhaps the most well-known application of shadowing resides within the 

vocational education setting, where the technique has been used for experiential 

learning; enabling students to acquire the skills and knowledge of professional 

roles, such as nursing (McDonald 2005). During the 1940s and 1950s, 

quantitative studies that investigated time and motion drew on the shadowing 

technique to improve efficiency and productivity (Quinlan 2008). This perspective 

shifted in the 1970s towards a different understanding of shadowing as a 

qualitative tool for supporting insight into perspectives and roles (McDonald 2005; 

Quinlan 2008). 

 

Shadowing was selected as a suitable research method because it provided a 

holistic and contextualised way of examining teachers’ experiences (see Gill et 

al. 2014; McDonald 2005; Quinlan 2008). The role of the shadower (who was 

also the researcher) was an active one of keeping track of shadowees comments 

and facial expressions, as well as asking questions to elicit the reasons why 

certain actions were taken (following Bartkowiak-Theron and Sappey 2012; 

Gilliat-Ray 2011). Copious notes were made to retain the details of various events 

and exchanges between shadower and shadowee, but also between the 

shadowee and other individuals at the school (following Knutas 2019). This 

meant that teachers’ work could be studied in connection to surrounding 

phenomena, which was important when trying to grasp how various aspects of 

education reform impacted teachers.  

 

For example, during the fieldwork, many teachers’ comments related to changes 

that were being made by Hayeswater Academy – a sister school in the multi-

academy trust that had been commissioned to support Coniston Academy in 

improving its performance. Originally, time-use diaries were considered as an 

option for data collection. However, this was decided against because of this very 

reason. To address the crux of the research questions, the researcher needed to 

be immersed in the research setting in order to contextualise participants’ 

comments  and  also  to  see  teachers  in  action,  to hear their conversations in-  
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between lessons and during meetings, to be a part of whole school meetings 

where reforms were being implemented at the school level by senior managers. 

 

A further reason why shadowing was considered to be an appropriate research 

method was because the researcher was not a qualified school teacher. 

Therefore, without school teaching experience, shadowing provided the 

researcher with an ideal route through which to obtain in-depth insights at an 

expert level, going at the pace of a competent practitioner (following McDonald 

and Simpson 2014). The researcher started the school day at the same time as 

participants, which was usually around 7.45am, and also finished the school day 

at the same time as them – normally around 4.00pm. On a number of occasions, 

the researcher also attended after school meetings with participants and finished 

the day nearer 5.30pm. Shadowing took place over a six-week period. 

 

The second research method adopted in this thesis was in-depth interviews. 

Defined as one-to-one, face-to-face and semi-structured, they seek to elicit deep 

understanding from participants on topics of an intimate nature, such as lived 

experiences, values and personal decision-making (Johnson and Rowlands 

2012). In-depth interviews tend to be longer in duration than standard interviews 

and are often used in conjunction with other methods, such as direct observation 

and document collection (Johnson and Rowlands 2012). Their facilitation of deep 

understandings and adaptability for use in conjunction with other methods made 

them a well-suited approach for exploring teachers’ working lives in relation to 

education reform. Interviews with participants lasted between 45 minutes and one 

hour and 30 minutes, although one interview was two hours in duration. The 

interview schedule was organised into several themes (following Johnson and 

Rowlands 2012), for example questions were categorised according to sections 

such as everyday working experiences and experiences of change (see appendix 

4). 

 

Documents were the final form of data collection used in the multiple method 

approach to study the impact of education reform on school teachers’ working 

lives. The collection of documents incorporated a wide range of sources including 

public documents – such as government policies, OFSTED reports and school 

policies  –  and  private  documents  –  these comprised organisational materials,   



 81 

such as meeting minutes and memos, and letters (following Lee 2012; McCulloch 

2004). The breadth of material that can be encapsulated in document collection 

is vast and McCulloch (2004) argues that documents are so extensive and 

ubiquitous, that they are taken for granted and underutilised in sociological 

research. The approach of this study was to be selective in the incorporation of 

documents. 

 

Documents provided a particularly important part of the research design. Where 

shadowing and interviews focussed on the individual and organisational levels, 

documents extended beyond the individual, giving information about what was 

happening at organisational, national and international levels. For example, 

education policy documents, surveys of various reform outcomes and 

organisational memos about various reforms gave macro-level information that 

facilitated a grasp of the links between education reform and teachers’ working 

lives. To clarify, the collection of documents referred to items that had been 

produced without any involvement by the researcher, for example organisational 

policies, rather than documents created by the researcher, such as interview 

transcripts (see McCulloch 2004).  

 

One drawback of this multi-method research design was the physically and 

mentally demanding nature of shadowing, because it was an embodied process 

that required spending long periods of time in the presence of another person 

(see Gill et al. 2014). Shadowing required the researcher to become involved in 

the shadowee’s daily routine – negotiating the relationship – whilst taking notes, 

observing and improvising responses to situations as they arose (Gill et al. 2014). 

The constant visibility of the researcher (as well as the researched) meant being 

continually ‘on stage’, which added another dimension of relationality to manage 

(see Gill et al. 2014: 82). Rest breaks were built in, but the researcher had to be 

constantly on guard.  

 

The researcher found that one of the best ways to handle this process was to 

carry out some work alongside participants with a laptop, to make the shadowing 

experience feel less intrusive for participants. The researcher found that by 

conducting her PhD work, participants became more relaxed and went about their 

daily activities. However, this also meant having to monitor the content that could   
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be seen by participants on the laptop. The researcher chose webpages in 

advance to have on her screen that would not give any indication about what was 

being recorded and that would not raise participants’ apprehensions. This 

required a high degree of mental and physical energy because at any one time 

the researcher was simultaneously observing, performing and even trying to 

complete some PhD work. Sometimes only brief notes could be recorded, and 

the researcher had to remember each of the details to record as soon as possible 

after the event. This became easier as time went on and the researcher had had 

more practice. 

 

The highly relational approach of shadowing is one of its greatest strengths as 

an in-depth qualitative method. However, if not managed properly can lead to an 

exhausting process for the researcher and researched. Therefore, an agreement 

was made – both at the initial meeting with the shadowee, but also revisited 

throughout the shadowing process – about how to handle rest breaks to refresh. 

 

4.3 Data Collection 

 

Sampling Strategy 

 

Secondary education was chosen as the focus of this study because previous 

conversations with teachers and education specialists – in primary, secondary 

and special educational settings – revealed the challenges that secondary 

educators face in terms of scale. For example, having to manage several classes 

and often teaching over 100 pupils in the space of a week; alongside working in 

a much larger organisation. In contrast, primary and special educational settings 

tend to have a smaller organisational size and teachers tend to work mainly with 

one class – often spending more time on their own or working with their teaching 

assistants; perhaps engaging less frequently with other teachers. Whilst it cannot 

be inferred that the secondary sector is necessarily more demanding than the 

other two settings, it does provide an ideal setting for exploring the complexity of 

teachers’ working lives as they move from class to class, attend meetings and 

engage more frequently with other members of staff.   
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In order to facilitate research within the same context-bound setting, an in-depth 

study of one secondary school was conducted. By focussing on one school, when 

teachers were talking about management or various other events that were 

happening, they were discussing the same management team and the same set 

of issues. Inferences and lines of connection between reforms and teachers’ 

experiences would have been more complicated to grasp if several different 

schools had been chosen for the study. 

 

Purposive sampling was used to select the school and research participants in 

this thesis. There were three important school characteristics that were taken into 

consideration prior to selecting the organisation for the research setting: 

demographic profile of students, academy school status and the operation of 

performance management and performance related pay in teaching staff pay 

policies and practices. Each of these characteristics relate directly to the research 

questions derived from the literature review.  

 

Data collection took place in the North of England between June 2017 and 

October 2017. An online Google search of secondary schools in one local 

authority was used to create a target sample of organisations to approach with 

the project information. First of all, the demographic profile of all secondary 

academy schools in the area was analysed using OFSTED report data. This 

process generated a sample of schools which had a higher than national 

average: number of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, number of pupils 

with special educational needs and disabilities, and number of students that 

spoke English as an additional language.  

 

Only schools with over 1000 pupils were included in the target sample. This 

decision was made purely for confidentiality and anonymity purposes, because 

larger schools, that have more pupils, also have a greater number of teachers. In 

these organisations, it was thought more likely that details synthesized and 

thematised from data analysis would be harder to trace to individuals due to the 

volume of teachers working at the school. Of this target sample, school websites 

were reviewed to find out which organisations had performance management and 

performance related pay policies and practices in place. Following this process, 

project  information  was  sent  out  to  schools  in  the  target sample and school   
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selection was decided on a first come first served basis. The head teacher and 

deputy head at Coniston Academy consented to the participation of their school. 

All names of people, places and schools in this thesis are given pseudonyms to 

protect anonymity. 

 

The shadowees and interview participants were also recruited using purposive 

sampling. Three subject groups were picked for the focus of the study – maths, 

English and science. This approach also facilitated the study of the subject-group 

setting and provided opportunities to shadow participants in relation to one 

another. The researcher chose maths and English as key subject groups to 

examine because they are double weighted in headline performance measures 

(Department for Education 2019a)6 making them a key focus in school 

improvement plans and performance management agendas. A third subject was 

needed to provide enough participants for the study and science was chosen as 

a similar type of subject to maths and English in terms of its focus as a ‘core’ 

subject. Participants from these three groups were asked if they would like to 

volunteer to be shadowed and/or interviewed and they were recruited on a first 

come first served basis. 

 

Research Design 

 

The shadowing took place in June and July and the interviews took place after 

the summer holiday in September and October. There were some areas of 

overlap between the phases. For example, a handful of interviews were 

conducted in phase one and some whole school meetings were attended by the 

researcher in phase two.  

 

In phase one, six participants were shadowed each over a four-day period. Four 

days  was  chosen  as  an  ideal  amount  of  time  to grasp a good insight into an   

 
6 Progress 8 and Attainment 8 are the key headline measures that are used in statistical 

publications at national, local authority and school levels to define school performance 
(Department for Education 2019a). These measures are calculated across eight qualifications 
(Department for Education 2019a). Progress 8 captures pupil progress between the end of 
primary school to GCSE stage and Attainment 8 is more of a snapshot at GCSE stage 
measuring attainment across all eight subjects (Department for Education 2019a; Leckie and 
Goldstein 2019). In these calculations maths is double weighted and English language or 
literature is also double weighted provided that pupils have taken both qualifications 
(Department for Education 2019a). 
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individual school teachers’ experiences; whilst also being a short enough time-

frame to enable the shadowing of several teachers – balancing depth and breadth 

of study. In qualitative shadowing, smaller samples sizes are advocated, as the 

aim is to explore in depth and detail (see Johnson 2014). Each four-day 

shadowing period was spread over one week in order to cultivate a concentrated 

immersion for the researcher in the participants’ working week. A one-day time 

gap during this period allowed for reflection, transcription and the further 

development of questions. It also provided an intermittent rest period throughout 

the shadowing process for both researcher and shadowee.  

 

In order to cater for the potential observer effect that the researcher may have 

had on individual participants being shadowed, an initial ‘dummy’ day of 

observation was incorporated into this four-day period. During this day, no 

notetaking took place, but rather it provided an opportunity for the participant to 

grow accustomed to the researchers’ presence. Additionally, the researcher 

refrained from notetaking at times that might have had a greater impact on school 

teachers. For example, taking copious amounts of notes whilst a teacher was 

teaching a lesson could have made them feel as though their performance was 

being monitored. In such scenarios, a few key notes were taken and the 

researcher made use of free gaps to catch up on notetaking away from the 

presence of the teacher. 

 

The shadowing method incorporated a combination of observation during 

lessons, observation during non-contact time, following teachers as they moved 

from class to class and also attending meetings with them. A range of meetings 

were attended by the researcher including several weekly curriculum meetings in 

each department, an after-school management meeting, two whole school 

meetings which were a part of teachers’ training days, and weekly teaching staff 

briefing meetings. Snippets of informal interview were ongoing as the researcher 

engaged with teachers in-between lessons, during non-contact time and after 

meetings.  

 

Informal questions were asked around the following topics: participants’ 

experiences of assessments and marking, lesson preparation, OFSTED, the 

national curriculum, management, performance management, managing emails,   
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dealing with parents and other parties - such as social workers, and also 

managing pupil behaviour. Participants were also encouraged to provide 

commentary on their activities of work where possible to enable the researcher 

to develop live insights into their perspectives and decision-making. Drawing from 

the human geography literature, walking interviews are suggested to generate 

richer data because participants are prompted by the meanings and connections 

to their surrounding environments and tend not to feel as though they have to 

produce the ‘right’ answer (Evans and Jones 2011). At the end of each week of 

shadowing, an in-depth interview was held with the shadowee to ask detailed 

questions on their experiences of work, as well as to ask the participant for their 

reflections on the shadowing experience.  

 

In phase two, the focus was on conducting the majority of the interviews. As well 

as the six interviews conducted with shadowed participants from phase one, a 

further 21 interviews were carried out with a range of teachers also chosen 

through purposive sampling. This group included the head teacher, the deputy 

head teacher, three assistant head teachers, the Human Resource Officer, the 

Operations Manager, the trade union representative, a trade union lay divisional 

officer and the rest of the teachers from the maths, English and science subject 

groups. This range of participants was chosen to provide a holistic overview of 

teachers’ experiences of work within one school. In line with Tracy’s (2010: 844) 

eight criteria for high quality qualitative research, qualitative credibility can be 

achieved through ‘multivocality’ – where multiple and varied voices can improve 

the interpretation of meaning.  

 

Interview schedules were tailored according to the different roles held by 

participants (see appendix 4). Teachers were asked about the highlights and 

challenges they faced in work, their experiences of the reforms being brought in, 

working with others, experiences of OFSTED visits, and of dealing with parents 

and pupils, as well as work-life balance and career aspirations. Those in senior 

management were asked a similar set of questions with an emphasis on their 

experiences of being in management. The head teachers’ and deputy head 

teachers’ questions also asked the generic set of questions, but with a focus 

around experiences of being a part of the Lakeway multi-academy trust and how 

performance management measures operated.   
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The operations manager and human resource officer were asked about how the 

various functions both in Coniston Academy and across schools in the trust 

worked together. There was a particular emphasis in these questions on 

highlights and challenges experienced in the human resource and data 

management departments. Finally, the questions to the trade union 

representative and lay divisional officer centred around experiences of providing 

trade union support, the impact of academy school status, performance 

management and OFSTED processes on schools and teachers, as well as 

experiences of working with senior managers in schools. 

 

Documents formed a key contextual part to the research. As the fieldwork began, 

participants provided the researcher with different types of information and as a 

result, both paper and virtual documents accumulated. Some of these documents 

were provided voluntarily and other documents the researcher asked for in order 

to organise the research. For example, teachers’ timetables were a necessary 

resource to ensure that participants were approached about the research at 

convenient points during their working day and not disrupted during lesson times 

or during meetings. 

 

The researcher was given a staff email address for the purposes of 

communication with participants and therefore generic emails that were sent out 

to all staff were also received by the researcher. Other documents included 

organisational memos that were handed out in meetings that explicated the 

changes that Hayeswater Academy were implementing, and other key initiatives 

being introduced by senior managers. Where documents were being handed out 

to staff, they were usually also passed to the researcher. There were staff 

bulletins, school policies, lesson plans and schemes of work, OFSTED reports, 

generic job descriptions and letters from the head teacher to all staff. 

 

It is important to note that no personal or confidential records or information were 

shared by any participants with the researcher. Each of the documents shared 

were also accessible to many other teachers. Furthermore, items such as school 

policies and OFSTED reports were publicly available from the school’s website. 

This list of documents does not include material that was created by the 

researcher, such as forms to record participants’ consent or interview transcripts.   
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Care has been taken throughout this thesis to only include documents or aspects 

of documents from the school that were generally relatable to any academy 

school to protect anonymity. 

 

Participant Demographic Characteristics  

 

There were 27 participants that took part in the study. Of this number, 59% were 

female and 41% were male. Participants’ ethnicities ranged between 59% white, 

33% Asian or Asian British and 4% Black, African, Caribbean or Black British – 

4% preferred not to say. In terms of age, 7% were in the age bracket 19-24, 41% 

were between 25-34, 15% were aged 35-44, 30% were 45-54 and finally, 7% 

were 55-64. Of the 27 participants, 56% had caring responsibilities – either 

childcare or eldercare – and 89% were members of either a trade union or 

professional association. The below table outlines these demographic 

characteristics in greater detail.  

 

It is key to note that whilst this section of the chapter outlines participants’ 

demographic characteristics, there were no intentions of obtaining a 

representative sample. The sampling strategy for both stages of the research – 

shadowing and interviews – was purposive and based on the subject taught by 

teachers, with participants recruited on a first come first served basis.
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Table 4.1 Participant Demographic Information (created by the researcher) (continued on the 
next page) 

Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity 
Age 

Category 

Caring 
Responsibilities 

(childcare or 
eldercare) 

Overall 
Years of 
Teaching 

Experience 
Member 
of a TU 

Samantha Springer F 

Black/ African/ 
Caribbean/ Black 
British 25-34 Y 4.5 Y 

Amy Wormsley F White 25-34 N 4 N 

Mevash Rafeeq F Asian/ Asian British 25-34 N 2 Y 

Zara Taj F Asian/ Asian British 25-34 Y 8 N 

Alisha Siddiqui F Asian/ Asian British 19-24 N 1 N 

Mike Marsden M White 45-54 Y 23 Y 
Stephanie 
Birkenshaw F White 35-44 Y 11 Y 

Colette Burns F White 25-34 N 7 Y 

Tracy Hatfield F White 25-34 Y 5 Y 

Adele Rogers F White 55-64 Y 24 Y 

Harry Ives M White 45-54 Y 26 Y 

Ellie Rowley F White 25-34 N 9 Y 

Sidra Ahmed F Asian/ Asian British 19-24 N 2 Y 
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Table 4.1 Continued Participant Demographic Information (created by the researcher) 

Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity 
Age 

Category 

Caring 
Responsibilities 

(childcare or 
eldercare) 

Overall 
Years of 
Teaching 

Experience 
Member 
of a TU 

Nazir Farooq M Asian/ Asian British 25-34 N 4 Y 

Kashif Masood M Asian/ Asian British 25-34 N 5 Y 

Shahnaz Kalif F Asian/ Asian British 25-34 N 5 Y 

Humyra Butt F Asian/ Asian British 35-44 Y 10 Y 

Alan Torrington M White 45-54 Y 25 Y 

Albert Jones M White 55-64 N 39 Y 

Holly Rees F White 25-34 N 6 Y 

Stanley Faulkner M White 45-54 Y 21 Y 

Anthony Andrews M White 35-44 Y 20 Y 

Clive Shaw M White 45-54 Y 23 Y 

Ian Bartle M White 35-44 Y N/A Y 

Barbara Strong F White 45-54 Y N/A Y 

Colin Gough M Prefer not to say 45-54 Y 22 Y 

Arianna Armstrong F Asian/ Asian British 45-54 N 13 Y 
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The specific role of each participant was removed from this table to protect 

individual identities. Instead figure 4.3 below gives an overview of the range of 

roles held by participants in the study. These roles have been categorised under 

five general headings. However, in reality these positions were varied with 

numerous stratifications within each category.  

 

For example, the general heading of ‘teacher with team leadership 

responsibilities’ (TLR) incorporates roles such as ‘second in maths’, ‘numeracy 

coordinator’, ‘lead teacher for marking and feedback’ and ‘key stage 3 science 

lead’. The ‘second in maths’ position is located in the hierarchy directly below the 

head of department. Below this position are the leaders of various key stages. 

The two other positions – ‘lead teacher for marking and feedback’ and ‘numeracy 

coordinator’ are below key stage leaders and above the ‘classroom teacher’ 

category. The striking feature of this pie chart is that 63% of all participants from 

this study held some form of management position – either as a senior manager7 

or a TLR.  

 

 

 

  

 
7 Senior manager includes the categories of head teacher, deputy head teacher and assistant 

head teachers. 
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4.4 Ethical Dimensions to the Research 

 

Research Access 

 

The first point of contact with the school was an email to the deputy head teacher 

with a project information pack explaining the research (see appendix 1). 

Following this, the researcher met initially with the deputy head teacher, Anthony, 

to discuss the project. Anthony, along with Clive the head teacher, consented to 

their school taking part in the research on the proviso that the researcher could 

obtain an Enhanced DBS check8, processed by the university, to work in the 

school. The process for obtaining a DBS check was a challenging one because 

it had not previously been attempted in the researcher’s faculty. Advice was 

sought from other faculties at the university. Once the correct university 

department and DBS procedure were ascertained, the check was sent off and it 

took seven days to be completed. 

 

Upon beginning the fieldwork at Coniston Academy, Anthony gave the researcher 

a tour around the school and made some introductions with key members of staff, 

including heads of department and assistant head teachers. A temporary office 

space was provided so that work could be continued in between shadowing and 

interviews. Access to the school building was granted with a staff card so that the 

researcher could move between departments and offices as necessary. After this 

initial introduction, Anthony stepped back and the researcher was able to conduct 

the fieldwork and liaise with staff at the school autonomously. The researcher 

arranged to meet each of the three subject groups to introduce the research and 

to ask for volunteers to shadow and interview. The three subject groups have 

been given the pseudonyms of Potter, Ruskin and Wainwright to protect 

anonymity.  

 

Once the study had been introduced to subject groups, emails were sent out with 

the  project  information  to potential participants. There was an ongoing process   

 
8 DBS stands for Disclosure and Barring Service and it reveals whether a person has any criminal 

convictions, for example sexual or violence offences. The enhanced DBS is the highest level of 
disclosure and is a necessary requirement for all those working closely with children and young 
people. Since the researcher was in close proximity to pupils and had free access to conduct 
research in the school, this was a necessary requirement. 
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throughout the fieldwork of going back and forth between staff workrooms to 

arrange dates and times with participants. Teachers’ timetables were obtained 

from administration staff to ensure that they were approached at a convenient 

point when they were not teaching. The researcher had to agree access to each 

meeting that a shadowee attended from the person in charge of the meeting. 

Usually this person was either the head of department, the deputy head teacher 

or any other meeting facilitator. Access was granted on all occasions except for 

one.  

 

Communication and Informed Consent 

 

Informed consent was sought from all participants. At the school level, the 

researcher contacted the school and provided the head teacher with an email 

about the research and a project information pack (see appendix 1). This 

information including invitations to participate, a project summary, project 

information sheets to dispatch to participants and a consent form for all 

participants to sign. The deputy head teacher, Anthony, was given a week to 

consider the request for research access. Consent was given. Anthony was the 

researcher’s key contact throughout the fieldwork and before research began, 

Anthony was provided with a project schedule (see appendix 2) to give an outline 

of the timeframe needed to complete data collection. 

 

At an individual participant level, obtaining informed consent was conducted in 

person. The researcher provided a brief introduction of the research to 

participants in their weekly curriculum meetings in each of the maths, English and 

science departments. Participants were informed that they were chosen for the 

research because of the subject group in which they taught. Initial face-to-face 

contact with participants was the most preferable approach because it gave the 

researcher a chance to greet participants in person, give a brief introduction to 

the research, hand out a project information pack and to ask them personally for 

their contact details. Following this introduction, the project information pack was 

emailed to participants.  

 

Where it was not possible to be introduced face-to-face, the researcher provided 

the head of department with the information packs by email and in hard copy and   
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asked for the information to be sent to potentially interested participants. Where 

heads of department or the deputy head provided the researcher with the contact 

details of potentially interested participants, the information was emailed directly 

to them.  

 

The information pack stated the aims of the research, clarified why participants 

had been selected to participate, explained the level of involvement required of 

the participant, including time commitments, provided the researchers’ contact 

details and included an invitation to participate and a copy of the consent form. It 

was explained to participants that an overall summary of the findings and some 

recommendations for practice and policy would be presented to senior 

management as a report, but that there would be no identification of individual 

participants or individual participants’ data. It was also explained that the aim of 

the research was to publish the findings in other domains, such as academic 

journals where their individual data would be anonymised. Separate packs were 

designed for phases one and two, so that participants interested in being 

shadowed and interviewed were given pack one, and participants interested in 

being interviewed were given pack two.  

 

In the weekly curriculum meetings, a proforma was handed out to teachers once 

they had had a chance to look over the information in order to capture the names 

and email addresses of teachers that were interested in participating in the 

research. This proforma (see appendix 3) captured other key details such as 

current position (e.g. head of department, class teacher or teacher with team 

leadership responsibilities), gender, years of experience and also which phase of 

the research the teacher would be willing to participate in. The Potter department 

meeting was conducted twice because not all teachers were present in the first 

meeting.  

 

Other participants also needed to be approached, for example the trade union 

representative, assistant head teachers and the human resource officer. In these 

cases, the researcher visited the offices of these individuals directly to explain 

the project and personally hand over the project information. The only participant 

that was external to Coniston Academy was the trade union lay divisional officer. 

In  this  case  an  email  was  sent  directly  to  the divisional trade union office to   
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explicate the nature and purpose of the research. The email also provided the 

project information pack. Arianna, the lay divisional officer responded to the 

email, agreeing to participate in the research. 

 

Participants were given at least 24 hours to consider if they would like to take part 

in the research. After three days (from the date the information pack had been 

received) participants were contacted either in person or by email to follow up on 

their decision to partake. At this stage, no pressure was put on participants and 

where participants chose not to take part, they were thanked for their time and 

no further contact was made. Participants who agreed to take part in the study 

were made aware of their right to withdraw from the study at any time up until one 

month9 following the last date of participation. They were assured that if they did 

choose to withdraw, their data would be destroyed and not included in any stages 

of the study.  

 

For participants who agreed to take part in phase one of the study, an initial 

meeting lasting around 15 minutes was arranged in order to discuss any 

questions that the participant had, to discuss the shadowing placement and to 

ensure that the consent form was signed. At this stage, dates for the shadowing 

placement and interview were set. Following Gill et al. (2014), this initial meeting 

was an opportunity to get to know the participant and also come to an agreement 

about which aspects of their work could be shadowed – demarcating personal 

spaces. The aspects of work to be shadowed was balanced between the needs 

of the shadowee and the researcher’s interests (see Gill et al. 2014).  

 

During this phase, consent was also managed on an ongoing basis during the 

shadowing process in order to support participant comfort. At the initial meeting 

participants were encouraged to be open about their experience of the shadowing 

process. They were informed that there would be a formal point mid-way through 

the shadowing period to discuss their comfort levels and that they could raise the 

topic at any time. For participants that agreed to take part in phase two of the 

study,  a  date  was  set  for  the  interview. Before the start of each interview, the   

 
9 This timeframe was deemed appropriate because data analysis tends to begin informally whilst 

conducting fieldwork in ethnography. Once the processes of synthesis and thematising begin, 
it would become more challenging to remove one individual participants’ data from the overall 
frame of analysis. 
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project information pack was briefly reviewed, the consent form was signed, and 

a participant demographic form was filled out to capture key details such as age, 

ethnicity and years of teaching experience. 

 

The researcher found that despite all the ethical procedures that had been put in 

place prior to fieldwork commencing, participants tended not to express if they 

needed a break in the midst of shadowing. Therefore, the researcher had to 

ascertain participants’ feelings based on body language, facial expressions and 

gestures, and adapt to their needs accordingly. In a handful of situations, the 

researcher withdrew for a period of time from the shadowing process. For 

example, on one occasion a shadowee had had an argument with another 

member of staff. On another occasion the participant had experienced a string of 

lessons where pupils’ behaviour had been difficult to handle. In each of these 

circumstances the researcher felt it was necessary to provide participants with a 

break. 

 

On the consent form, participants were asked separately if they would consent to 

their interview being audio-recorded for transcription and data analysis purposes. 

Participants were also made aware of how their data would be stored. Shadowing 

data were not audio-recorded, but documented through field notes written up by 

the researcher at various intervals during the shadowing period. Participants 

were also given the option to receive the summary findings report once data 

analysis was complete. In total, five participants expressed an interest in 

receiving the report, which will be produced and emailed to these participants 

following the submission of this thesis. 

 

Where the researcher came into contact with other members of staff whilst 

shadowing, consent forms were sought as and when necessary. This form of 

access was managed on the basis of the situation. There were occasions where 

trying to obtain a consent form would have disrupted the events taking place. For 

example, asking members to sign forms at the start of some meetings would have 

obstructed the purpose of the meeting and created unnecessary tension. 

Therefore, in these situations verbal consent was obtained from the person in 

charge of the meeting. Where requests to record information were denied, the 

researcher stopped notetaking and did not include these pieces of information in   
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the research from that point onwards. Additionally, Anthony (the deputy head 

teacher) emailed all staff at Coniston Academy before the research began, to 

make other members of staff aware of the researcher’s presence. He also 

emailed them when the researcher had left so they knew that the fieldwork had 

been completed. 

 

The researcher only came into contact with pupils through the process of 

shadowing school teachers, for example in a classroom setting. In such settings, 

field notes were taken, but no audio recordings were made. The researcher was 

treated as a member of staff and no informed consent from pupils or their parents/ 

legal guardians was required since the focus of the research was on the teachers 

and not the pupils. A DBS check was completed on 11th May 2017 and ethics 

approval for this research was granted by the university on 18th May 2017. 

 

Confidentiality and Anonymity 

 

All individual participants’ data, including transcriptions, audio-recordings, field 

notes/ handwritten notes and analysis, were saved in Microsoft Word under 

pseudonymised names given to each participant at the stage of data collection, 

with their identities known only to the researcher. The researcher also used 

Microsoft OneNote to organise the data, including the documents collected, such 

as teachers’ timetables and key information received via email. This electronic 

information was stored on a password-protected computer; accessible only by 

the researcher. Printed copies of data were organised under pseudonyms and 

stored in locked cabinets at a private location, accessible only by the researcher. 

Furthermore, when conducting fieldwork, the researcher kept field notes and the 

audio-recorder on her possession at all times. This secure management of data 

storage ensured that the confidentiality of participants’ data was protected both 

during and after the research had been conducted. Data were transcribed and 

analysed by the researcher only, in handwritten note format, in Microsoft Word 

documents and using Microsoft OneNote, stored confidentially in the above 

specified locations.  

 

One challenge of the shadowing methodology was the visibility to other members 

of staff within the school which teachers were being shadowed, as the researcher   
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was following them around. Therefore, this information was made clear to 

shadowees before the shadowing placement commenced. Given the ethical 

challenge of visibility – and following Johnson (2014) – where organisational 

members asked about the researcher’s shadowing experience, only vague and 

positive answers were shared. When pressed further, the researcher explained 

that judgements could not be made prior to the data analysis stage. This 

response ensured that shadowees’ data remained confidential; despite some 

challenge to anonymity. The researcher managed to get access to a room in an 

unused part of the school to conduct interviews. This meant that participants were 

free to express their opinions during interviews without concerns of being 

overheard. 

 

Although anonymity for shadowees presented a challenge at the data collection 

stage, anonymity for all participants was less challenging to conceal at the data 

analysis and writing up stages of the research, since participants were working 

in similar subject groups, doing similar activities throughout their working day. All 

organisation and participant names were pseudonymised. When the overall 

summary findings and recommendations for practice and policy are written up for 

senior management and participants to read, the researcher will not include any 

direct quotations or refer to any specific roles. For example, individuals who had 

a potentially identifiable position, such as the HR Officer, will be referred to 

generally under the category of management. The aims of this report will be to 

make recommendations about how teachers’ workloads and working hours can 

be reduced, and how the work life balance and mental health of teachers can be 

improved. 

 
 
4.5 Data Analysis 

 

Data Organisation 

 

The researcher’s typical day in the field consisted of a combination of conducting 

shadowing and/or interviews, attending staff meetings (as a part of shadowing), 

arranging appointments with future participants and catching up on notetaking. 

Down time, or periods where there was not as much activity to record was used 

to catch up on notetaking and to develop some early data analysis (see Gill et al.   
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2014). Evenings and days in between shadowing were also used to type up notes 

and transcribe audio recordings.  

 

Shadowing data were recorded in the field in written format using a pen and small 

hardback notebooks. Interview data were audio recorded. Documents were 

collated either electronically via email or in paper format. All interview and 

shadowing data were word processed and documents that had been collected 

were scanned into PDF format and collated in Microsoft OneNote. Shadowing 

fieldnotes and audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim, manually by 

the researcher. A foot pedal was used to increase the speed of interview 

transcription.  

 

Microsoft OneNote was a useful storage system for the ethnographic data set 

because its display is set up to facilitate quick navigation between various tabs in 

order to view several aspects of the data at once10. This programme was used to 

store all the data during the data analysis process – although back-up copies 

were also saved in Microsoft Word. An example of how this storage system was 

used can be seen in figure 4.4 below. Data were categorised according to each 

participant. Each participant’s tab contained their interview transcript, shadowing 

data and any other related documents. 

 

Shadowing data were broken down into events, for example a lesson or a team 

meeting and these were each treated as one unit of data. Each interview 

transcript and document was also treated as one unit. Each piece of information 

was coded to indicate the following details:  participants’ pseudonym (initials), 

type of event, group of people at the event, event place, lesson period, date and 

time. In the particular example on display below, the researcher shadowed Sidra 

Ahmed during a team meeting (TM) attended by all staff in The Ridge, during 

period one, on the 10th July at 8.30am. This coding system had no other purpose 

than to keep the data organised.  

 
10 In Microsoft Word to view a number of documents at once would require opening several pages 

and moving back and forth between different items. However, in Microsoft OneNote, each of 
these pages are already open and can be accessed by clicking on whichever tab is needed. 
This display function gave versatility to viewing transcripts, shadowing data etc. when 
conducting analysis. 
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Figure 4.4: Microsoft OneNote as a Data Organisation Tool (created by the 

researcher) 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Template analysis was conducted as the first stage in data analysis, which 

merged into abduction – the second stage in data analysis. This is a form of 

thematic analysis that sits in-between ‘top-down’ approaches, such as framework 

analysis, and ‘bottom-up approaches’, such as grounded theory (King 2004; 

2012). Top down approaches to data analysis tend to have fixed categories, 

derived from either theory or practice, into which chunks of data are categorised 

(King 2012). These are considered deductive methods, because they begin with 

theory and hypotheses, and test the data against predetermined categories (King 

and Brooks 2017). Bottom up forms of analysis approach the data (as much as 

possible) without preconceptions and aim to generate themes derived from 

findings, rather than a priori assumptions or theory (King 2012). These are 

inductive forms of analysis, as they move from observations to general 

theorisation (King and Brooks 2017).  

 

Template analysis can vary on the spectrum between inductive and deductive 

techniques, and incorporates both structure and flexibility in the analytic process, 

with  the  aim  of  meeting the criteria necessary to answer the research question   
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(King 2012; King and Brooks 2017). It can also be used by researchers from a 

range of epistemological perspectives (King 2004; 2012). The flexibility of the 

coding structure facilitated a process of moving back and forth between 

theoretical assumptions and insights emerging from the findings in an abductive 

logic. This approach fits well with the critical realist philosophical stance of this 

thesis, which uses abduction. Abduction is used in critical realist research to 

develop the most plausible explanation of how entities and mechanisms combine 

to cause observable events (see O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). 

 

Before commencing fieldwork, a list of a priori themes had been drawn up that 

gave a relatively loose structure to earlier versions of the template. Some key 

general themes on this list included: OFSTED, management, broader political 

changes, internal school politics, performance and the academy trust. Template 

analysis began by selecting a sub-set of the data to develop an initial template, 

which was then applied to the rest of the data and revised as and when necessary 

(see King 2012). Data items were chosen to represent a cross section of the 

overall collection including interview transcripts from different groups of 

participants, shadowing fieldnotes and documents (following King and Brooks 

2017). 

 

The researcher began with interviews, followed by the shadowing notes and then 

finally completed this process by incorporating the documents into analysis. 

NVivo was initially tested as an approach to code the data, but this process was 

found to be too inflexible for the researchers’ style. Instead Microsoft Word was 

used as the software to support data analysis. Transcripts were formatted so that 

the text was double-line spaced, with wide page margins. Both pages and lines 

were numbered to ensure that any pieces of text included in quotations could 

later be found and to index coding without removing the text (see King and Brooks 

2017). The track changes function was then used to highlight sections of text and 

to make explanatory comments. 

 

Audio recordings were played back, and the researcher read through each piece 

of data from the selected sub-set, marking relevant sections with preliminary 

codes and some explanatory comments (see King and Brooks 2017). After 

completing analysis of the first transcript, key themes that began to emerge were   
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noted down. This process was repeated, and these themes were updated 

following analysis of each interview, and an initial template was developed. Whilst 

analysis was ongoing, preliminary codes were clustered in the template with 

meaningful connections made both hierarchically and laterally (following King and 

Brooks 2017). The template was colour coded according to the themes. Figure 

4.5 (below) illustrates and explains the data coding process, whilst figure 4.6 

gives an example extract from the template. A key benefit of template analysis is 

that the number of levels of coding is flexible and depends on the relevance of a 

particular theme to the research questions (see King 2004), facilitating a focussed 

approach to data analysis. For example, figure 4.6 illustrates a section of coding 

from the ‘nature of teachers’ work’ theme. This theme was highly relevant to the 

research questions and it was therefore coded up to six levels. Levels of coding 

are indicated in the template by page indentations. However, themes that were 

of less relevance to the research questions were coded up to two or three levels.  
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Figure 4.6: Extract from the final template (created by the researcher) 

 

Themes moved position as the rest of the data were analysed. For example, 

some lower order themes became more crucial to the study and moved up in 

priority, whilst on a number of occasions, new themes needed to be added (see 

King 2004). Once each of the transcripts had been analysed, the template was 

read and re-read to find integrative themes that connected laterally across other 

hierarchical categories that had emerged from data analysis. Following Crabtree 

and Miller (1999), a conceptual map was drawn to take these themes that were 

presented  in  a  linear  format  and  transform  them into a visual display. Various   
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iterations of this map were drawn, and the final hand drawn diagram can be seen 

in figure 4.7 below. 

 

 

Figure 4.7: Conceptual Map of Research Findings (created by the researcher) 

 

To write the findings and analysis chapters in a meaningful way that answered 

the research questions, it was decided to focus on the three key areas of reform 

that had emerged from the literature review: OFSTED, the academy school 

programme and performance management/ performance related pay. 

 

The Position of the Researcher 

 

In a critical realist approach, it is acknowledged that the position of the researcher 

is not neutral, but rather imbued with values, beliefs, personal experiences, 

biases and assumptions (O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). Therefore, it is vital to 

state the position of the researcher and to explicate these personal attributes 

(O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). In the researcher’s case, the study came about 

originally  through  fascination  in  the  topic  after many conversations with family   
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and friends who held teaching positions – alongside insights from a Masters’ 

research project that examined teachers’ work-life balance. 

 

The culmination of each of these experiences for the researcher was a sense of 

injustice at the way that various reforms impacted teachers at a personal level. 

Many of the researchers’ family and friends spoke about the challenges that they 

faced with workload and many had left the profession for this very reason. Others 

expressed the way that intense scrutiny had affected their mental health. These 

experiences and insights played a crucial part in building trust with participants. 

 

For the most part, it was evident to participants that the researcher took a critical 

approach to the research, because of the research questions being asked – 

although this was not made overtly obvious in discussions with participants. This 

meant that on the whole, teachers were comfortable to share their experiences 

with the researcher – whether they were positive or difficult experiences – without 

fear of judgement. 

 

On the other hand, managers could also sense the perspective that the 

researcher was coming from. Whilst the majority of the senior managers were 

candid in their interview responses, two in particular were more reserved. When 

asked about changes being implemented by Hayeswater Academy, they tended 

to be defensive and reflect predominantly on the positive aspects, rather than 

presenting a balanced view. 

 

On reflection this would have been a difficult issue to avoid since the priority of 

the researcher was to obtain detailed insights on experiences of work from 

teachers. If the researcher had adopted a pro-management stance, teachers 

might have found it difficult to be open with the researcher with information about 

challenging aspects of their working lives. Therefore, the researcher felt that this 

critical stance was necessary and reflective of the labour process perspective 

taken by the researcher. Futhermore, insights into teachers’ experiences of work 

are timely and pertinent against the backdrop of recruitment and retention 

challenges that are leading to crisis levels in teacher shortages (see Worth 2018).  
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This insight did also reveal something of the political stance of senior managers 

who were so open with the researcher about their experiences. The researcher 

did feel as though there were a number of senior managers who were very 

supportive of the researchers’ project. One way of interpreting this is perhaps this 

study was an outlet for them to say things that they would not have normally been 

able to say. Following an interview, one senior manager commented that this was 

an important project to be pursued and he wished the researcher luck. Another 

senior manager advised on some ideas about how to develop the project beyond 

its current remit. They were open in their expressions about the problems they 

faced. For example, one senior manager opened up about the challenges he 

faced working with Hayeswater Academy and the wider Lakeway academy trust. 

Another manager vented his feelings about the recent OFSTED inspection and 

what he felt going through this experience. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter explains how the research questions of this thesis were addressed. 

The study was underpinned by a critical realist ontology, an ethnographic 

methodology, and adopted the research methods of shadowing, in-depth 

interviews and document collection. Template analysis was conducted to reveal 

key  hierarchical  and  lateral  themes  from  the  rich  data  set, and this process 

culminated in the development of a conceptual map that facilitated the writing of 

the findings and analysis chapters. 

 

The methodological contribution of this thesis outlined in this chapter is to present 

a practical ‘how-to’ guide of how to conduct an ethnographic methodology, 

underpinned by a critical realist philosophical perspective. Ackroyd and Karlsson 

(2014: 45) have emphasised the need for ‘accessible material on CR-informed 

methodology’ for academics that are new to the field of critical realism. These 

issues are discussed in further detail in the conclusion chapter. The subsequent 

three chapters present the findings and analysis of the thesis organised 

according to three areas of reform: OFSTED, the academy school programme 

and performance management/ performance related pay.  
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Chapter Five 

 

The Impact of OFSTED on Teachers’ Working Lives 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The Structure of the Findings and Analysis Chapters 

 

The aim of this thesis is to explore how education reform impacts teachers’ 

working lives. This chapter explores the effects of OFSTED (Office for Standards 

in Education, Children’s Services and Skills), as an education reform and 

monitoring body, on teachers’ experiences of work. This is the first of three 

education reforms discussed throughout these findings and analysis chapters. 

Chapter six considers how the academy school model affects teachers’ work and 

chapter seven explores performance management and performance related pay 

in relation to teachers’ working lives. 

 

This thesis draws on a critical realist framework which carves the structure of the 

findings and analysis chapters in two ways. Firstly, it draws a connection between 

the macro and micro contexts. Secondly, it focuses on developing a better 

understanding of the various interactions between structures and processes and 

how these affect experiences of work. Each of the education reforms discussed 

– although separated into three distinct chapters – interlace and overlap one 

another. For example, chapter six, which attends specifically to the academy 

school reforms, considers the transformation of work deriving from the interaction 

between OFSTED and academy school changes. 

 

Moving from macro-level issues at the start of the chapter towards micro-level 

issues discussed in later sections, this chapter charts the effects of OFSTED, as 

an education reform, as it filters throughout a school environment. It begins by 

examining the impact of a series of OFSTED reviews in relation to the school’s 

demographic context, at a macro-societal level, before transitioning to consider 

issues manifesting at the grassroots, including the workload of teachers, 

teachers’ enjoyment of their subject, and management culture. Work-life balance   
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and mental health concerns are raised as significant issues ensuing from this 

setting.  

 

Each of the findings and analysis chapters weaves together various elements 

drawn from the ethnographic dataset, such as shadowed team meetings, PPA 

(planning, preparation and assessment) time and lessons, personal diary entries, 

interviews and documents. The chapters are written in a first-person format in 

order to capture the fabric of the ethnography. Each chapter begins with a brief 

summary of the reform area being discussed. 

 

Summary of the OFSTED Reforms 

 

A core purpose underlying OFSTED is to ensure that schools are striving to 

improve performance (Jones and Tymms 2014), enabling pupils to achieve the 

best possible results. Following the creation of OFSTED in 1992, there was a 

shift from a developmental and supportive approach of advice, as administered 

under Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI), towards a regulatory inspection regime 

(Baxter 2014; Maclure 1998). OFSTED works in an interlocking suite of policy 

mechanisms, comprising the national curriculum, league tables and standardised 

tests that were originally set into motion under the Education Reform Act (1988) 

(see Rosenthal 2004). Chapter three outlines the contextual literature of the 

background to the school inspectorate in greater detail. 

 

Whilst OFSTED is an older education reform, a core argument of this thesis is 

that it is a major cog in the wheel of education reform from the 1988 Education 

Reform Act, which has put in place the foundations for more recent reforms – 

examined in subsequent chapters of this thesis. Without OFSTED, the more 

recent education reforms, such as the development of the academy school model 

(see chapter six) or the introduction of performance-related pay (see chapter 

seven), would not have the same impact in education.  

 

Under the Labour administration (1997-2010), a key change has been the volume 

of data made available to the public through the implementation of value added 

measures  that  quantify  individual  pupil  progress  from  key stage to key stage   
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through high stakes standardised tests (Kelly and Downey 2010; Leckie and 

Goldstein 2019). 

 

The analysis from this chapter brings into question the value of OFSTED as a 

monitoring body in light of some of its damaging effects in education. More 

broadly, this first findings and analysis chapter is part of an ongoing debate 

throughout this thesis that problematises the underlying premises of the 

government reform agenda in education dating over 30 years. The conclusion 

chapter argues for a culture shift in the government’s education reform agenda, 

offering some practical recommendations. 

 

Prologue 

 

“Is now a good time to re-schedule Clive’s interview?” Jeanette, Clive’s 

personal assistant, lifted her head from the computer – a sympathetic 

expression on her face. She knew I had been trying to arrange an interview 

with the head teacher and the last two appointments had been cancelled. 

‘Come back in an hour and I’ll see if he’s available.’ Clive had been off ill 

with both an infection and a virus but had come back to school with ill-

health in preparation for the imminent OFSTED inspection. This was to be 

my last interview before finishing at Coniston Academy and I felt awful 

about asking Clive for his time when he looked as pale as a ghost. I strolled 

back upstairs to the community office – a shared office space allocated to 

me during my time at the school – and waited. Within around twenty 

minutes Clive came to find me on his rounds of the school. Somehow, in 

and amongst getting up to date after a week off, he managed to fit me in. 

 

5.1 OFSTED and the School’s Demographics 

 

On arriving at Coniston Academy in June 2017, I soon came to learn that the 

school was in a challenging position regarding its OFSTED rating. Two prior 

OFSTED visits in 2014 and 2016 had placed the school in the category of 

‘requires improvement’. In the upcoming November 2017 visit, the school was in 

danger of remaining in the ‘requires improvement’ category – or worse, being 

downgraded  to  ‘special measures’.  In a final attempt to improve the school, the   
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senior management team drafted in support from a sister school in the academy 

trust – Hayeswater Academy.  

 

Hayeswater was a free school in the trust, rated by OFSTED as ‘outstanding’. 

During the period of June 2017 to October 2017, which was the timeframe of this 

research, there was much to-ing and fro-ing of staff between Coniston and 

Hayeswater, as the schools collaborated in their efforts to make improvements at 

Coniston. One deputy principal from Hayeswater academy joined the senior 

management team at Coniston, and through their combined efforts, the team 

introduced a host of changes in the hope of obtaining a rating of ‘good’ in the 

forthcoming inspection. Chapter six focuses more specifically on the impact of 

the academy school model on teachers’ work. 

 

A key challenge for the school in relation to its OFSTED rating centred around its 

profile of students. Situated in an inner-city location, the pupils at Coniston faced 

four particular challenges. Firstly, the majority of them came from poorer 

backgrounds – the eligibility of pupils for free school meals exceeded twice the 

national average. Secondly, a high proportion of pupils came from minority ethnic 

backgrounds, and the majority spoke English as a second language. Thirdly, 

there was also a high number of pupils with special educational needs and 

disabilities. Fourthly, there were a high number of pupils facing child protection 

issues. Clive expressed his frustrations of the inherent unfairness that schools 

serving disadvantaged pupils faced in the OFSTED inspection process: 

 

“I’ve always worked in the most challenging schools, so I’ve always had 

very difficult OFSTED inspections. OFSTED to me is completely wrong. 

It’s not supportive…if you’ve got a community school like ourselves, with 

students who come in with very low results from Primary, it makes it very 

difficult for a school like this to get a ‘good’ [rating].” (Clive – head teacher 

– interview, page 13, lines 428-436). 

 

From Clive’s experiences in similar schools, he felt as though Coniston Academy, 

which served disadvantaged students, was further disadvantaged by the 

OFSTED process. He argued that the entire process was based on an unrealistic 

ideal and that schools like Coniston would never fit this model:  
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“You know, why should our children do Spanish or French when actually 

for most of them, English is a second language – surely we should be 

doing that! We should be concentrating on English, but because of the 

qualifications and the ‘middle bucket’ we call it, they’ve got to do French 

and – it’s crazy…” (Clive – head teacher – interview, pages 31-32, lines 

1045-1049). 

 

It is important to highlight the impact that the national curriculum has upon the 

school and to acknowledge that the OFSTED process for state-funded schools 

draws significantly from the national curriculum in its assessment of teaching and 

learning. Clive’s comments here demonstrate the interlinking between OFSTED 

and the national curriculum. However, the focus of this thesis is on OFSTED and 

its use of school performance data rather than the national curriculum, because 

the literature review reveals that it is OFSTED’s accountability agenda that gives 

the national curriculum and school performance data its influence in education 

(see Department for Education 2019a; Kelly and Downey 2010; Stevenson and 

Wood 2013). The national curriculum forms a template against which school 

performance data is generated and it is the metrics themselves which give 

OFSTED the information/ power to be able to judge the quality of schools. Without 

the transformation of OFSTED towards a quantified approach, the national 

curriculum in and of itself would not hold the power that it does. An additional 

reason why the national curriculum was not the focus of this thesis, is because it 

would have moved the study away from its critical investigation of teachers’ work 

and towards an education-based exploration of the ways in which teachers either 

follow or do not follow the curriculum. 

 

The demographic profile of the school was also an issue raised by teachers and 

their comments support Clive’s argument that the OFSTED process does not 

adequately cater for the issues faced by schools like Coniston. Colette was a 

teacher with team leadership responsibilities (TLR) from the Ruskin department 

and she expressed her frustrations about a particular group of pupils she taught, 

many of whom had special educational needs and disabilities:  
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“Like I was saying to you about the support group, our children need that, 

but we can’t have it because OFSTED don’t recognise it…a lot of them 

wouldn’t have been able to get the bus or make a doctor’s appointment – 

basic things like that. We would have been much better off putting a 

programme in for them, and that’s where it stops becoming about the kids 

– we’re doing it for OFSTED.” (Colette – TLR – interview, pages 21-22, 

lines 710-725) 

 

There is an underlying problem of how OFSTED inspects schools with 

fundamentally different characteristics, which impacts all aspects of the school 

and  its  societal  sphere.  The  underlying  purpose  of OFSTED is to ensure that 

schools are improving in their performance. Yet in a school like Coniston, where 

there was so much basic need, at times a different approach was needed. The 

following is an example of when striving to improve results was not the first 

priority. 

 

During my first few weeks at Coniston Academy, the school’s HR officer advised 

me to attend child protection training provided by the school. Although I did not 

feel there was a need for me to take part in the training, I thought that the training 

might provide me with some important contextual pieces of information, so I 

attended. This training was one element of a full-week induction for new teachers 

starting in the Autumn term. Upon entering the room, I greeted the new staff and 

explained that I was a researcher, not a teacher. The content of the meeting was, 

in places, disturbing as the following extract demonstrates: 

 

“Currently within the school we have 278 open cases of child protection. 

Now these range in severity from issues such as neglect and emotional 

abuse, to physical abuse and sexual exploitation. Unfortunately, we 

encounter the whole spectrum. It’s not every day that it happens, but 

because of the catchment area and the fact that we’re an inner-city school, 

it brings about those issues.” (Ebony – senior manager – Non-participant 

observation of child protection training, 5th July 2017) 

 

I was generally aware of these problems, but the scale of the issues brought into 

school  from  pupils’  backgrounds  was  startling.  Albert was the child protection   
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officer and explained what education looked like for some pupils who were facing 

such issues: 

 

“Things might have gone on historically and with your intervention, and 

other agencies as well, you can make kids genuinely happier. They might 

not succeed educationally. They have a better chance, but they will be 

going home and waking up in the morning maybe feeling safer.” (Albert – 

senior manager – interview, page 7, lines 223-230) 

 

This example is not presented to suggest that schools should not be aiming to 

perform to the best of their ability, but rather to highlight that the characteristics 

of the school and the contextual issues that they face need to be considered 

when being inspected. Frustrations from teachers mainly came about when there 

was clash in ethos between doing what was best for the pupils and meeting 

OFSTED criteria. Colette’s final comments in her interview sum up this argument 

in the following way: 

 

“Yes, come in and grade our teaching. Yes, come in and look at our 

budgets and what we’re doing. Look at how we track data and all those 

things, but don’t judge us against other schools that don’t have the same 

problems that we do.” (Colette – TLR – interview, page 22, lines 736-739) 

 

5.2 The Impact of OFSTED on Teachers’ Workloads 

 

The end of the summer term was drawing nearer, and it was my fifth week into 

the shadowing period. The striking feature emerging from my observation was 

the pace at which teachers were working. Traces of ‘winding down’ were nowhere 

to be seen and instead teachers were, if anything, working at a greater pace. 

OFSTED had rarely been mentioned up until this point, although I imagined the 

upcoming visit was in the back of teachers’ minds. However, it was during this 

week that the mention of OFSTED entered discussion topics in meetings. My 

time spent shadowing in the Potter department was illuminating in this respect. 

Alan, the head of department, called his staff into a free classroom for a meeting, 

and I was granted access to attend. A major part of his meeting was to highlight 

the low achievement levels of their pupils:  
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"Guys, I have to say, some of you have been working really hard and have 

done some fantastic work. Some of the schemes of learning stuff that I 

presented to Anthony yesterday – I think he was really 

impressed….however, the big problem that we have is the grades. Only 

5% of the kids are at target. That means 95% are below target…guys we're 

failing our kids." (Alan – head of department – shadowing a team meeting, 

14th July 2017). 

 

Alan and his team were not alone in their experiences of poor results. As I spent 

time in Ruskin and Wainwright, I overheard conversations between staff about 

numerous red boxes on spreadsheets indicating that results were below target in 

pupils’ end of year exam results: 

 

“All my year 10’s have scored poorly! Even my 6th formers are in red…Yep 

I’ll just knock myself out making all these boxes red (last sentence said 

with sarcasm).” (Tracy – TLR – shadowing during PPA time, 3rd July 2017). 

 

Despite a year of hard work for most teachers, many of the pupils were struggling 

to meet expected levels of achievement. This had a knock-on effect on teachers’ 

workload as intervention measures were implemented in attempts to improve 

pupils’ grades. One key area of intervention was to introduce an extra lesson at 

the start of the school day where pupils could benefit from additional teaching 

and assessment time. However, this also led to increased planning, preparation 

and marking for teachers who were already stretched: 

 

“Every Tuesday and Wednesday we have the extra lessons – 8.30am to 

9am. So what are members of staff going to be teaching 8.30am to 9am 

on Tuesday and Wednesday? (Asked rhetorically) So I’ve done that as 

well. It’s so much and people just think ‘oh you teach – start at 9am, finish 

at 3pm’. No – I start at 7am and by the time I get home it’s 5.30pm...” 

(Shahnaz – TLR – interview, page 8, lines 233-238). 

 

Another area of change was to introduce after school and Saturday revision 

classes for GCSE and A-Level students who needed extra support in preparation 

for their exams. This placed pressure on teachers to make themselves available   
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beyond their usual working hours in order to help boost pupils’ grades. Mike had 

children under the age of 16 and he placed a strong importance on having family- 

time over weekends and during holidays. This presented a clash when the extra 

revision classes were being put on: 

 

“I won’t work in the holidays. If we do revision classes in the holidays, I 

very rarely come in. I work really long hours term-time, and in the holidays, 

I want to spend time with my family. Also, I won’t work Saturdays, which 

again, if we put Saturday revision school on is awkward – that’s my day 

off.” (Mike – TLR – interview, page 30, lines 992-1006) 

 

Furthermore, OFSTED feedback from the 2016 visit had highlighted the need to 

use tailored teaching methods to meet the needs of pupils at different ability 

levels. This is known as differentiation (see ‘differentiation’ in glossary). 

Therefore, one aspect of preparation for the upcoming OFSTED visit was to 

ensure that more detailed differentiation strategies were in place and an example 

of these preparations can be seen from this extract of a weekly staff bulletin. 

 

 

Figure 5.1 Document, extract taken from a staff bulletin, 18th September 2017 

 

However, in conversations with staff the impact of such interventions on workload 

was significant. Whilst recruiting participants to shadow and interview from the 

Potter department, I was drawn into a conversation with some teachers planning 

in the Potter workroom during their non-contact time. Adam explained the 

practical implications of differentiation on teachers’ workload: 

 

“They expect you to differentiate at all these levels, but that’s impossible 

when you’re teaching 25 lessons per week. It means like working 20 hours 

per day!” (Adam – classroom teacher – informal conversation, 8th June 

2017).  
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The drive to improve the schools’ results – a key aspect of the government’s 

reform agenda in education – is mediated through OFSTED and has a profound 

impact on workload. However, what this chapter demonstrates is the impact of 

the school’s demographic context in this process, and the extra hurdles that 

teachers’  face  in  striving  for  attainment levels, because of the backgrounds of 

pupils, who either may have special educational needs, have language 

difficulties, receive less support from home – or some combination of the three. 

From my findings, many of the teachers chose to work in this environment, 

because they felt as though it was the place where they could make the greatest 

difference, and they experienced fulfilment in their work. These outcomes are 

discussed in more detail in chapter seven. Yet, the decision to work in a school 

with such challenges generated problems, such as increased workload and 

expanded working time, because these teachers experienced difficult OFSTED 

inspections.  

 

An additional pressure that arose directly from Coniston Academy’s OFSTED 

position was a pressure to please OFSTED – to demonstrate to OFSTED that 

they were deserving of a ‘good’ rating. Therefore, the senior management team 

made changes in accordance with OFSTED feedback from the 2016 visit, as 

would be expected, in order to strive towards an improved rating. Perhaps one of 

the most prominent findings from the research was an increase in activities 

related to this very issue. Many teachers referred to work activities that were ‘box-

ticking’ exercises and made no difference to pupils’ learning. These activities 

were conveyed as ‘getting in the way’ of the real work, but were necessary to 

satisfy OFSTED criteria: 

 

“I feel like I’m using more time making documents that I’ve made probably 

10 times before, but in a different format…now I understand that we need 

to be improving and customising it to our kids, but to completely start 

afresh and make a new scheme of work every year…motivation-wise it’s 

difficult.” (Kashif – TLR – interview, page 7, lines 194-201) 

 

Other teachers, especially from the Ruskin department, also expressed how they 

were having to re-create their long-term plans on a frequent basis. Nazir gave 

another  example  of  revised  marking  polices.  The  striking commonality drawn   
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from each of the examples given by teachers was their frustration around the lack 

of impact any of these interventions had in the classroom to improve pupils’ 

learning: 

 

“There are a lot of box-ticking exercises, but it doesn’t make an impact. 

That’s one thing that really annoys me. They tell you to do certain things 

that, as a teacher, you know they make no impact. It’s a waste of time 

really. It’s just a box-ticking exercise for OFSTED.” (Nazir – TLR – 

interview, pages 3-4, lines 91-96) 

 

What these findings reveal is the way that the OFSTED review filtered down 

through the structures and processes of the school and led to an increase of 

workload for teachers working on the frontline. In summary, the examples of 

workload increase presented here include: extra morning lessons, after school, 

Saturday and holiday revision classes, more detailed differentiation, frequently 

revised schemes of work and the recurrent creation of new marking policies. This 

is not an exhaustive list of aspects of workload increase and pressures, but these 

illustrations are provided to give a sense of the type of work that teachers had to 

juggle alongside their day-to-day preparation, teaching and assessments, which 

expanded working time. 

 

The drive to improve results and cater to OFSTED feedback also impacted 

another area of teachers’ working lives. This next section will explore the 

cascading effect of OFSTED, as an education reform, on teachers’ enjoyment of 

their subject and subsequently their work. The example used is taken from the 

English department. The specific department is revealed in this instance, 

because anonymity would be impossible to keep given the nature of the example. 

In order to protect the identity of participants, no pseudonymised names are 

provided for the quotes. 

 

5.3 The Pressure to Perform and Teachers’ Enjoyment of Work 

 

Being in the English department was a fantastic experience and reminded me of 

my own experiences of school, because English was my favourite subject. I had 

a  passionate  English  literature  teacher that taught me to think critically and the   
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highlight  of  my  GCSE  experience  was when I studied George Orwell’s ‘1984’. 

Whilst spending time with the English teachers, I was inspired once again by their 

love of the subject.  

 

It was coming towards the end of my second week in the English department and 

I was five weeks into the shadowing phase. On this particular day, after 

shadowing a lesson, I made my way to the English workroom where two teachers 

were working whilst having a conversation. The room was an average size with 

a set of tables pushed together in the middle to form a rectangular work station. 

Around the edges of the room there were more tables where teachers could sit 

and work with their laptops.  

 

I made my way in and sat on one side of the middle-table section where the two 

teachers were also sat. I got out my laptop and started to type up some 

shadowing notes from the previous lesson. This was a rare opportunity. Events 

in the school tended to unfold at such a rapid pace that it was a challenge to find 

gaps in the day to get everything written down. Thankfully there was nobody 

sitting behind me, so I was able to get some typing completed – whilst continuing 

to shadow in the workroom. By now most teachers had grown accustomed to me 

doing this and both teachers carried on with their work whilst talking. 

 

One of the things that struck me the most was how much the drive to improve 

performance in education, mediated through OFSTED, had changed what an 

English lesson looked like. Exam season had just finished, and pupils were going 

over papers, self-assessing and re-writing exam answers. The following is an 

extract taken from a shadowing session during one particular lesson: 

 

“There’s an example answer on the board with different colour-coded 

sections. The pupils have to compare their answer with the answer on the 

board and make a note of where they have done certain things. One of the 

lines reads: ‘I have met my target because…’, another reads: ‘this is where 

I need to improve…’ Then there are four sections with colourful pictures 

where the teacher has been creative and put the mark scheme into a 

digestible format for the pupils.” (Anon – shadowing during a lesson, 6th 

July 2017)  
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It was a surprise for me to see English being assessed in such a structured and 

rigid format, when my own experiences were ones of creative and critical thinking. 

As these thoughts were developing in my mind, I overheard the conversation 

between the two teachers. They were discussing a book that they were currently 

teaching and the complexity of the social issues it raised awareness of. My 

insights at the time were that they seemed to enjoy being able to talk freely about 

this book, perhaps because there were no rigid assessment criteria to meet. After 

the summer holidays, during the interview phase, an interview with another 

teacher from this department just happened to further develop my insights: 

 

“Once upon a time in English departments, everyone was talking about 

what they’d read or what play they’d seen. You know, there was much 

more of an exchange of cultural ideas. Now you’re more likely to be talking 

about where you are in the scheme of work…I’m sad that it’s become a 

much more mechanical subject...people are so weighed down because of 

what’s expected of them.” (Anon – interview, page 12, lines 383-404) 

 

The prescription and standardisation of what and how teachers teach is explored 

in greater detail in the following chapter. These issues are discussed in light of a 

more recent education reform that has swept the education sector – the academy 

school model. Yet what this example demonstrates is how there is now no time 

for enjoyment of the subject, because there is a preoccupation with ensuring 

teaching is at the highest possible standard and that the pupils achieve the best 

possible grades.  

 

The performance drive at the macro-level of government reform filters down 

through the structures of the education sector and the school environment to 

change the culture at the grassroots. As the above teacher explained, there is 

now no time to go to plays or enjoy the subject. The focus is on how to improve 

performance. 

 

Despite the restrictions placed on teaching content, style and methods, the above 

example demonstrates how teachers find spaces within their hectic schedules to 

continue to resist standardisation and invest in their subject knowledge. A similar 

scenario  occurred  whilst  I  was  shadowing  during a maths department weekly   
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team meeting. The head of department set all the maths teachers a difficult A 

Level question to answer. The majority of the meeting was spent in silence as the 

teachers concentrated all their efforts on solving the maths equation, with the 

remainder of the meeting spent in discussion as individual teachers debated their 

answers. The meeting ended with some very brief notices. 

 

5.4 OFSTED and Management Culture 

 

Previous elements of this chapter have examined the impact of OFSTED as a 

process on teachers’ working lives – how it affects workloads, creates work-life 

implications and places restrictions on teachers’ enjoyment of their subject. This 

next section will consider how the OFSTED process filters through various layers 

of management to impact teachers’ day-to-day experiences. 

 

The general approach towards OFSTED, taken by the management team at 

Coniston Academy, was supportive of teachers. Every Monday morning all 

teaching staff took part in a briefing meeting led by the head teacher, Clive, or 

the deputy head teacher, Anthony, where weekly events and special notices were 

communicated. It was during one of these meetings – five weeks into the 

shadowing phase of my research – that I heard the first mention of OFSTED in 

an official setting. On this occasion, Clive was addressing the teaching staff: 

 

“It’s been 16 years since this school has been [rated] ‘good’ and we don’t 

deserve it. As you’ll know, OFSTED are due any time. We expect them in 

November, but of course they could come before then. We think they’ll 

wait until our results come out and then they’ll come back and do a full 

inspection. Now all we can do is our best. We are not a ‘special measures’ 

school. We’re ‘good’.” (Clive – head teacher – shadowing a whole-school 

briefing meeting, 10th July 2017). 

 

Given that the visit was four months away, I was surprised that there had not 

been more discussion about OFSTED or that I had not overheard more 

conversations about it between teachers. Overall, most teachers did not 

experience the pressure of OFSTED through a direct management culture shift. 

What   they   did   experience   was   an   indirect  effect  as  senior  management   
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implemented changes in response to OFSTED feedback leading to increased 

workloads. These issues were discussed at greater length in the previous section 

of this chapter.  

 

In contrast, during the interview phase, a common experience of OFSTED 

emerged from a handful of teachers who had worked previously at the same 

school. Cartmel High School, situated at the opposite end of the Coniston area, 

was also located in a deprived area, and therefore had a similar demographic 

profile to Coniston Academy. As I got to know teachers within each of the 

departments, I started to notice a pattern of several teachers, some of whom I 

interviewed, that had migrated from Cartmel to Coniston. The stories that 

emerged were intriguing and offered an insight into a different management 

approach to handling disadvantageous OFSTED feedback. 

 

* * * 

 

I had finally pinned down an interview with Stanley from the Wainwright 

department – although this had to be completed in two halves due to his busy 

schedule. It was Week 5 of the interview phase, and I had become well 

accustomed to cancelled and re-scheduled interviews. One major benefit of being 

based on-site at the school was the ability to be flexible to teachers’ changing 

schedules. Stanley was one of the teachers that had previously worked at 

Cartmel. He opened up about his experiences of how senior management at 

Cartmel had handled the OFSTED experience: 

 

“It’s a cultural thing, it’s people – you know, OFSTED come in, papers 

come in and say it’s all about results, and people are scared about their 

jobs. The number of decent staff that have left [Cartmel] and went through 

a very similar experience to me – I never thought it would happen in 

teaching until I experienced it – bad management, awful management, at 

every level, and how they dealt with people.” (Stanley – classroom 

teacher, interview, pages 345-350).  

 

Several teachers that had worked at Cartmel – Stanley included – described a 

management  culture  which  became  increasingly  punitive, and drawing on this   
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extract, along with other teachers’ comments, it is most likely that Cartmel High’s 

unfavourable OFSTED position had a part to play. Tracy, a TLR from Ruskin, 

shared her experiences of what this culture was like: 

 

“At my old school [Cartmel], it got really, really harsh. I had a position 

where I was supporting people that had been given ‘unsatisfactory lesson 

observations’ to improve. They were really stressed, and it was horrible to 

see. They might have had one observation and then it’d be ‘right you’re a 

4, you’re on a support plan’, and once you’re on that support plan system, 

after 6 weeks, you can actually lose your job.” (Tracy – TLR – interview, 

pages 8-9, lines 266-273). 

 

This example will be revisited and expanded on in chapter seven, because in and 

amongst the experiences of working at Cartmel, issues were raised around the 

career orientations of managers and how individual managers’ agendas might 

impact teachers’ experiences of work. Chapter seven focuses more specifically 

on career orientations. The purpose of this section is to demonstrate how having 

a disadvantageous OFSTED position, which is related to the demographic profile 

of the school, can impact management culture, and in turn deleteriously affect 

teachers’ working lives.  

 

Returning to Stanley’s interview, once he had made the brief, yet insightful, 

comments about working at Cartmel, he virtually brushed over the topic and took 

his answer in a different direction. When I had the opportunity, I asked if he would 

be willing to expand a little more on his experiences, and in a jovial manner he 

shared that he did not wish to relive the experience. This was a slightly awkward 

moment and I reassured Stanley that he did not have to tell me anything that he 

was not comfortable talking about. However, he did decide to proceed and tell 

me what happened in a little more detail:  
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“If I’m being brutally honest, I didn’t know what depression was until I got 

it. And it was work depression. And it was – ‘I am going to leave the 

profession’. My wife and I discussed it and we were gonna downsize our 

house and I was just gonna walk out…it’s not something that I would wish 

on anyone…you’re going in every day, sat in that car, just not wanting to 

get out, because whatever happened was my fault…” (Stanley – 

classroom teacher, interview, pages 11-12, lines 368-388). 

 

Upon comparison of Coniston Academy and Cartmel High, there was a pattern 

from the findings that suggested management cultures that handle OFSTED 

reviews with punitive performance-related methods can cause work-related 

mental health implications. This highlights the significant impact of management 

culture during an already difficult time for the school. In the experiences of 

teachers from Coniston Academy, the management tone was supportive. At 

Cartmel High, there was an extra layer of pressure through a culture shift that 

compounded teachers’ experiences, making the environment unbearable for 

many teachers to the extent that they left to work for another school.  

 

The comparison demonstrates different degrees of pressure, which can 

detrimentally impact teachers’ working lives. Furthermore, it highlights the way in 

which a performance-driven ethos at the macro-level of government reform can 

infiltrate management culture, therefore generating additional pressure for 

teachers. This layer of pressure intensifies experiences of the other effects 

discussed in this chapter, for example workload increase and reduced enjoyment 

of subject area.  

 

These findings highlight the ways in which management culture can go against 

the grain of the performance-drive in education, and support its teachers, 

regardless of the OFSTED outcome. Unfortunately, whilst this approach is an 

important one to remove any additional burden on teachers, it does not change 

the  entirety  of  the other consequences of OFSTED mentioned above. Rather it 

serves as a lesson to senior management teams in schools of how to avoid piling 

unnecessary and damaging pressure on to teachers.   
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5.5 Teachers’ Experiences of the OFSTED Inspection 

 

Previous elements of this chapter considered how the education reform of 

OFSTED affected teachers’ working lives in three ways. Firstly, the findings 

revealed an incongruence in how the OFSTED process functioned in the 

demographic context of schools like Coniston Academy. This led to an increase 

in workload for teachers through changes implemented to satisfy OFSTED 

criteria, such as extra revision classes, and also an increase in ‘box-ticking 

exercises’ to demonstrate change to OFSTED. Secondly, the drive to improve 

school performance, which is mediated through OFSTED, led to greater 

restrictions being placed on teachers in their planning and preparation, which left 

little time for simply enjoying their subject. Thirdly, a comparison of Coniston 

Academy and Cartmel High demonstrated how a difficult OFSTED assessment 

can influence management culture, with potentially detrimental consequences for 

teachers’ mental health. This final section of the chapter examines teachers’ 

experiences of OFSTED in the most direct format possible – the OFSTED 

inspection. 

* * * 

 

“It’s just when you get that phone call at lunch time and you see people’s 

faces and you know before they even open their mouth that that’s what it 

is.” (Stephanie – TLR – interview, page, lines 420-422) 

 

A common theme that emerged from the dataset, when speaking with teachers, 

was a sense of dread surrounding the OFSTED visit. In most instances, the 

language used in teachers’ descriptions of OFSTED inspections conjured 

imagery of death and horror. An extract from Mevash’s interview goes some way 

to  explaining  why  this  might  be  the  case. She went into detail about what the 

inspectors did when they came in to observe her class:  
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“What hit me the most was that whilst I was teaching, I thought ‘oh they’re 

gonna be watching me’, but they went around and asked the kids 

questions like, ‘Does Miss always do this? Does she always teach in this 

way? Is she doing anything different? Do you know what your grade is? 

Has your book been marked? Do you notice whether Miss marks your 

book?” (Mevash – classroom teacher – interview, pages 12-13, lines 410-

416) 

 

Mevash’s experience was a traumatic one and further on in her interview she 

went on to say how this affected her to the extent that when the inspectors left 

her classroom, the pupils rallied around her to check if she was feeling well. She 

was not alone in this instance. Sidra had a similar experience: 

 

“The grim reaper – that’s literally how it feels…they enter your classroom 

and it’s like ‘I’m out to get you!’ They’re whispering and looking into your 

stuff…I would say that I’ve never felt so much pressure in my life.” (Sidra 

– classroom teacher – interview, page 23, lines 773-779) 

 

Alongside experiences of OFSTED coming in to observe lessons, many teachers 

talked about how the period of time surrounding the OFSTED inspection 

impacted their non-work lives: 

 

“It’s quite a sinking feeling…you know that for the next three days of your 

life that it will consume your every thought. Last year it was on my 

birthday…so my birthday just went – I didn’t have a birthday.” (Stephanie 

– TLR – interview, page 13, lines 410-418) 

 

“It’s always at the back of your mind. So for this one, if they don’t come 

before the holidays in October, I will have one week off, but then I know in 

my second week I’ll have to make sure everything’s in place so that I’m 

not behind…until they come, you’re on egg shells.” (Ellie – head of 

department – interview, page 14, lines 469-473)  
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These excerpts highlight the anxiety, and the emotional spillover caused during 

the period surrounding the OFSTED inspection. Returning to the story of Clive’s 

interview at the start of the chapter provides yet another example of the personal 

cost to teachers’ emotional and physical health. Despite having a virus and an 

infection, Clive was in school because the November 2017 OFSTED visit was 

imminent, and he had no time to be ill. If he was caught off-guard, this may have 

made a difference to the overall OFSTED outcome. There is a sense here that 

the period surrounding the OFSTED visit is a time where teachers feel on edge 

and cannot relax, which has a damaging effect on their mental and physical 

health. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter argues that OFSTED is the lynchpin of the 1988 Education Reform 

Act and that studies of change in education must look backwards to the 

foundations of neoliberal education reform in order to be able to better 

understand more recent transformation – considered in following chapters. In line 

with the critical realist framework taken in this thesis, education reform does not 

operate in a vacuum. Examining how OFSTED impacted Coniston Academy 

raised some significant issues surrounding work-life balance and mental health 

challenges for teachers. This chapter has laid a foundation for understanding how 

education reform impacts teachers’ working lives.  

 

OFSTED has been the earliest of the three education reforms considered in this 

thesis. The next chapter will investigate the impact of the academy school model 

on school teachers’ working lives. The third chapter will go on to explore the effect 

of introducing performance related pay into education. The central theme that 

fastens these three chapters together is the government’s ethos underpinning 

each of the reforms – the performance-drive.  
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Chapter Six 

 

The Academy School Model and its Effects on Teachers’ Work 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Structure of the Chapter 

 

This chapter delves into details of how academy school reforms cascade from 

policy at a national level, through the processes, systems and culture in a multi-

academy trust (MAT), to school teachers’ experiences of work at the grassroots. 

The first part of this chapter examines how contextual issues of marketisation are 

impacting the school in the form of redundancies and a workforce restructuring 

process. These issues are focussed through the lens of the academy school 

model. Particular issues are raised around working time, union representation, 

and the culture shift in the school.  

 

The second part of this chapter interlaces arguments developed from the 

previous chapter to examine how the academy school model interacts with the 

OFSTED outcomes from preceding inspections. A key finding from this study, 

which draws on a critical realist stance, is that as these two entities interact, 

teachers’ work is transformed, becoming increasingly prescribed and 

systematised. Teachers also experience reduced levels of autonomy in their day-

to-day work coupled with increased job control. Before exploration of the research 

findings begin, a brief summary of the academy school reforms will now be 

covered. 

 

Summary of the Academy School Reforms 

 

Arguably the most dramatic education reform of recent years within England has 

been the expansion of the academy schools’ programme (Hutchings and Francis 

2018; Martindale 2019; West and Bailey 2013; West and Wolfe 2018). Academy 

schools and free schools currently comprise over three quarters of all secondary   
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state schools and over a third of all primary state schools in England11 

(Department for Education 2020). They were originally introduced under the 

Labour government in the early 2000s as part of a mixed economy of education 

provision, with the specific aim of introducing businesses, charities, churches and 

other sponsors into the state school setting, to take over underperforming schools 

(Machin and Vernoit 2011; West and Bailey 2013). 

 

However, under the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition (2010-2015), 

academy schools have been transformed from a marginal form of state school 

provision to a mainstream system of schooling (West and Wolfe 2018). In addition 

to ‘sponsored’ academies, as developed under the Labour administration, the 

Academies Act (2010) facilitated the conversion of all schools to academy status 

(Martindale 2019; West and Wolfe 2018). 

 

A key concern that emerges from the rapid expansion of academy schools across 

England is the impact upon teachers’ pay and working conditions. Academy 

schools are exempt from following the national terms and conditions set out in 

the School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Document (STPCD) (Bach 2016; 

Roberts and Danechi 2019). This means that in academy schools, education 

trusts have control over teachers’ working hours, pay and holidays (West and 

Wolfe 2018). A central issue at the heart of these reforms is the continued 

individualisation of the employment relationship and an undermining of traditional 

collectivist relations in the teaching sector (following Bach 2016; Dickens 2014; 

Stevenson 2013), 

 

Austerity has been a particular framing device that has legitimised the increase 

of marketisation in the education sector, with an infiltration of private sector 

principles, such as reducing costs and achieving more with fewer resources (see 

Bach  2016;  Clarke  and  Newman  2012;  McCann   2013).   The   political  and   

 
11 This is the figure at the time of writing in 2020. Free schools are similar to academy schools 

because these establishments have autonomy over curriculum and teachers’ pay and 
conditions (Roberts and Danechi 2019). The difference is that academy schools tend to be 
former maintained/ state schools, that have usually either been taken over by a sponsor or have 
converted to academy status (Roberts and Danechi 2019). In contrast, free schools are brand 
new schools (Roberts and Danechi 2019). Since they are brand new schools, to begin with, 
they tend to be much smaller in size than academy schools. 
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economic background to these issues is considered in greater detail in chapter 

three; the reality of this context will now be explored further. 

 

6.1 The Effects of Austerity in Education and Teachers’ Working Time 

 

The impact of marketisation through Coniston Academy revealed itself from the 

moment I stepped into the school. Prior to beginning data collection, I met with 

Anthony, the deputy head, to convey the main details of my study. From the start 

of our conversation, he explained the situation that the school was in: 

 

“You’ve come in at a very difficult time for us. We’ve just been through a 

restructuring and redundancy process. As you can imagine, morale is a bit 

low…we had to make 25 associate staff members redundant, because of 

the government’s reduced funding in education.” (Anthony – deputy head 

– research meeting, 7th April 2017) 

 

At the time of the research, Coniston Academy had over 1700 pupils and 250 

members of staff – 120 of whom were teachers and 130 associate staff12. The 

majority of the 25 employees who were made redundant (at the time that my 

research started) were associate staff, including front of house reception, 

teaching assistants, and cover supervisors. A number of associate staff members 

were relocated to other roles within Coniston Academy. Several others were 

transferred to different schools within the Lakeway Education Trust. The school 

also considerably reduced their dependency on supply teachers. The majority of 

teachers held their posts. Of the overall workforce at Coniston Academy, 10% 

were made redundant. Dennis, the business manager, explained the reasoning 

behind Coniston Academy’s financial decision-making:  

 
12 Associate staff at Coniston Academy work in areas such as front of house reception, school 

maintenance, cleaning, data management, human resources and business management, 
accounting, pastoral care, cover supervisors, teaching assistants, attendance monitoring and 
catering. A number of these workers are contracted on part time hours. The scale of associate 
staff reflects the shift under the academy school model where services previously administered 
by the local authority are brought in house.  
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“Our cover bill for last year was over a quarter of a million pounds. If you 

could halve that, that money buys you extra teachers, or it gives everyone 

new laptops… it’s that kind of impact.” (Dennis – business manager – 

interview, pages 18-19, lines 608-616) 

 

The striking feature from these findings is the way that education has become 

marketised and is managed based on principles drawn from the private sector. 

During an interview with Shahnaz, a TLR from the Potter department, this theme 

emerged again. Shahnaz sat on a steering committee for a new academy school 

in London, in her capacity as a teacher. She told me about her experiences: 

 

“It’s a business and it’s all about how many students we can intake. You 

know, how much money can we get per child? How many pupil premium13 

kids can we get?” (Shahnaz – TLR – interview, pages 22-23, lines 683-

713) 

 

During my time at Coniston Academy, I saw first-hand how these issues 

manifested at the grassroots. It was the start of the Autumn term, and I had come 

back into school at the same time as the teachers. I felt a sense of achievement 

at having completed the shadowing phase of the research. In my mind, that was 

the difficult part of the study completed. However, arranging interviews with 

teachers brought its own set of challenges. Especially when taking into 

consideration the events that unfolded at the start of the new term. 

 

*** 

 

I decided to begin the interviews in the Potter group, and I had a brief meeting 

with the head of department, Alan, to reach a broad agreement on interview 

times. On my third day into the term, I had all of the interviews set up for the 

following week. However, as the new week approached, the interview plan rapidly   

 
13 The Pupil Premium is a government grant that was introduced under the Conservative-Liberal 

Democrat Coalition. Its purpose it to reduce the attainment gap and it has been designed for 
schools that serve children from disadvantaged backgrounds (see Ball 2017; Foster and Long 
2018). A school receives money per pupil based on whether students are eligible for free school 
meals (Foster and Long 2018). The premium is also paid to children who are either in care or 
who have a parent serving in the armed forces (Foster and Long 2018).  
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unravelled as all except one participant, Alan, cancelled. The teachers’ timetables 

were in disarray. Alan explained in his interview what was happening: 

 

“We’ve been put in a position whereby in order to maintain income, we’ve 

had to double the number of A-Level classes we put on…I’ve spent the 

past four or five days running around trying to sort timetables out…trying 

to manage it so we’re not teaching in a toilet. We’re having to take over 

the conference room – there’s no physical spaces.” (Alan – head of 

department – interview, pages 9-10, lines 297-324) 

 

This example demonstrates the upheaval created by management decisions 

based on market principles. The short-term importance of keeping afloat 

financially is prioritised above making decisions based on the learning needs of 

pupils, or the wellbeing of teachers, legitimised through the austerity narrative. 

 

An illuminating set of findings that emerged from this study is the way that 

marketisation mechanisms interacted with the academy school model. In the 

maintained school system, managed by Local Education Authorities (LEAs), 

teachers’ pay and working conditions are legally protected under the School 

Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Document (Department for Education 2018), 

which forms a part of teachers’ and head teachers’ contract of employment. The 

regulations cover details such as teachers’ salaries, appraisal processes, 

holidays and working time (Department for Education 2018).  

 

A major aspect of the regulations on working time is 1265 Directed Time. The 

1265 Directed Time provision ensures that teachers are directed up to a 

maximum of 1265 hours across 195 days in the academic year – 190 days spent 

on teaching activities and five days spent on non-teaching activities, such as 

parents’ evenings or training days (NASUWT 2018). 

 

Academy schools are exempt from adhering to the STPCD. Academies can set 

their own terms and conditions for teachers’ employment on an individual basis,   
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and they are not required to follow the national 1265 Directed Time regulations14. 

In many instances, schools that transfer from maintained status over to academy 

status are limited in these freedoms, because teachers’ terms and conditions are 

protected under Transfer of Undertakings Protection of Employment (TUPE) 

legislation (see ACAS 2019; Roberts and Danechi 2019). This of course does not 

cover new teachers beginning their continuous service and schools can try to 

renegotiate terms if they have valid economic, technical or organisational reasons 

(see ACAS 2014). In the case of this study, Coniston Academy continued to 

officially adhere to the STPCD – this provision even continued for new teachers 

that began at the school. Yet, a key finding of this study was an unofficial erosion 

of the 1265 guidelines at Coniston Academy, administered through the multi-

academy trust, that has led to a lengthening of the school day and an increase in 

teachers’ workloads. 

 

Returning to the comments made by Anthony, the redundancies, and the 

reduction in the use of supply teachers, legitimised by austerity and administered 

through market principles of efficiency and cost savings, interlocked with the 

unofficial erosion of protections to teachers’ working time. Teachers’ workloads 

increased and their working days lengthened. During my time shadowing Colette, 

a TLR from the Ruskin department, I gained an insight into how this happened. 

One morning, as I entered the Ruskin workroom, Colette was already working, 

and she began to explain her typical morning: 

 

“Ok, so I’m checking cover at the moment. That gets sent out around 

7.45am. This next class… I’ve taken them on because the teacher that 

used to have them got made redundant. We used to have three cover 

supervisors, employed by the school, to cover lessons when other staff 

were off sick.” (Colette – TLR – shadowing during non-contact time, 27th 

June 2017)  

 
14 Collective bargaining over pay has been dismantled in education since 1987 (Ironside and 

Seifert 1995). This occurred with the abolition of the Burnham pay system and the passing of 
the Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Act in 1987 (Fredman and Morris 1987a; Townley 1990). 
The School Teachers’ Review Body was set up in 1991 as the alternative to collective 
bargaining mechanisms (School Teachers’ Review Body 2019). On matters of pay, unions only 
have the right to be consulted (Stevenson 2013). On working conditions, there is a more 
complex amalgamation of review body guidance, social partnership agreements and employer-
union negotiations (Stevenson 2013) (see chapter three for more detail). 
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Covering lessons created an increase in workload for many teachers, who 

sacrificed their non-contact time, because there were no cover supervisors to 

take the classes when teachers were away from work. Non-contact time, or 

planning, preparation and assessment (PPA) time, comprises periods of the 

school day allocated to teachers for organising their lessons or marking students’ 

work. The image shown below illustrates a teacher’s timetable from Coniston 

Academy. The blank periods on the timetable indicate where this particular 

teacher had PPA time. 

 

 

Figure 6.1 Document, extract of a teachers’ timetable, 4th September 2017 

 

Under 1265 guidelines, which are set out in the nationally agreed School 

Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Document (STPCD), teachers are entitled to a 

recommended 20% of PPA time in their weekly timetable, with a statutory 

minimum of 10% PPA (NASUWT 2018). At Coniston Academy, non-contact 

time15 – as designated officially on teachers’ timetables – tended to be set at the 

union recommended amount of 20%. However, informally, teachers’ experiences 

of their non-contact time told a different story.   

 
15 The terms PPA and non-contact time are used interchangeably. 
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Amina was a classroom teacher in the Ruskin department and on one particular 

occasion, whilst I was shadowing during some non-contact time, she expressed 

her feelings about constant requests to cover lessons: 

 

“We get hit really badly for cover. I’ve already been asked three times to 

cover this week, but over the past two weeks, I’ve had a heap of marking 

– two year 10 classes, each with two papers, plus other classes. I’ve had 

over 240 papers to mark and I’m exhausted.” (Amina – classroom teacher 

– shadowing during non-contact time, 4th July 2017) 

 

Harry expressed his concerns over how this demand on teachers’ time impacted 

them: 

 

“In school, directed time is being pushed to the limit. Every time you push 

the amount of time people have to be working in the school building, that 

has a knock-on effect on the amount of time they have to work out of it. 

You can’t physically do this job unless you wanted to stay whilst 7 o’clock 

at night, and for most people, that’s not a possibility.” (Harry – classroom 

teacher – interview, page 13, lines 423-432) 

 

What this example demonstrates is that by adding extra work into a school 

teachers’ day, such as covering lessons, the time needed to complete planning 

and marking is pushed to the end of the working day, and as a result, working 

hours increase. Harry’s comments go further to highlight that the hidden work of 

teaching – the planning, preparation, and marking – often already spill over into 

evenings and weekends before extra duties are added into the school day. 

Therefore, this quote emphasises the exasperation and pressure that teachers 

experience when additional elements are added to their workloads. 

 

The study found other ways that teachers’ working hours were increased, despite 

the 1265 Directed Time regulations officially being in place. Darren was the trade 

union representative working at Coniston Academy. He had over 17 years of 

teaching experience, with 15 years of experience as a trade union representative 

for the National Education Union (NEU) – previously the National Union of 

Teachers  (NUT).  As  a  well-experienced representative, he dealt with divisional   
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level case work. This included dealing with issues such as work-related stress 

and disciplinary matters. Darren had been at Coniston Academy prior to and 

during the transition from maintained to academy status. He explained how the 

change had impacted teachers: 

 

“The union recommends that the school should be at around 1240 hours 

of directed time to provide some leeway for unexpected events, but since 

this school became an academy, they have constantly been up to around 

1264.5 hours. They’ve lengthened the day and cut our lunchtime to half 

an hour…the first [end of lunch] bell goes after 25 minutes…Then at the 

start of the day, they ring the first bell at 20 past 8 – our directed time 

doesn’t start until half past!” (Darren – trade union representative – 

interview, pages 10-11, lines 319-350) 

 

This example demonstrates how the school day was lengthened by the education 

trust. Reducing the lunch break and removing a section of time from the start of 

the school day impacted teachers’ day-to-day experiences. Other examples of 

the lengthening of the working day include undertaking exam invigilation, lunch 

time duties and attending meetings in PPA time. Stephanie was head of the 

Wainwright department, and described her experience of a typical day, as the 

pace of work became relentless: 

 

“I get into the office at 8 and I usually have something to print out or 

something to sort out. You don’t get a moment…then from 20 past eight I 

am in period one…yesterday I was teaching, and it was 20 past two before 

I’d even stopped to think about whether I needed the toilet or a drink.” 

(Stephanie – head of department – interview, page 4, lines 102-108). 

 

Thus far, this chapter has outlined how marketisation, legitimised through the pro-

austerity frame, is impacting schools, with the example drawn from Coniston 

Academy of the redundancy and restructuring process. Subsequently, this 

chapter has focussed on these issues through the lens of the academy schools’ 

programme. This angle reveals how a teachers’ working day is lengthened 

through an unofficial erosion of the 1265 Directed Time provision. The pressures 

of  marketisation  in  combination  with  the  unofficial  erosion  of  protections  to   



 

 137 

teachers’ working time rights is leading to an increase in teachers’ workloads and 

the intensification and extensification of work. 

 

As associate staff are made redundant, teachers are expected to cover lessons 

for absent colleagues in their PPA time, with other responsibilities added into their 

PPA time or lunch/break times, such as exam invigilation, lunch time duties and 

attending meetings. This goes against the 1265 Directed Time agreement, which 

states that teachers cannot be directed to work during their lunch break, and they 

cannot be directed to do any work during their PPA time other than that which is 

related to planning, preparation and assessment (NASUWT 2018).  Furthermore, 

teachers’ lunchtime has been shortened and the school day begins earlier. The 

next section will now consider how an unofficial erosion of the STPCD infiltrated 

union representation. 

 

6.2 Union Representation and Cultures of Conformity 

 

Working hours form one portion of the STPCD, impacted by the academy school 

model. A further aspect of the regulations pertains to union representation. 

Around the time of the transition to academy status, Lakeway communicated to 

staff their intention to remove union representation at Coniston Academy. 

However, the union members held an indicative ballot, which was successful, and 

threatened strike action. Alongside this opposition, union representation 

constitutes one of the rights afforded to teachers under the STPCD. Therefore, 

under TUPE, Lakeway was unable to enforce this change and union 

representation at the school continues to be recognised. My findings revealed 

that the regulations did remain in place for all employees, including new staff 

joining the academy eight years later. 

 

In a similar pattern to the analysis around working hours, the findings from this 

study reveal that although union representation was officially permitted, at the 

grassroots there were attempts to hamper union efforts. From speaking to 

teachers at Coniston Academy, it came to light that in previous years, before the 

school became an academy, each of the teaching unions were represented within 

the staff. Darren was the only union representative left, and he explained how the   
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change to academy school status had impacted the position of the unions in the 

school: 

 

“Lakeway [Education Trust] is an extremely anti-union employer. They 

won’t allow union representation in any of their other schools…I’m not 

saying the management of this school are anti-, but Lakeway see unions 

as a complete hindrance. Wherever they can, they have tried to weaken 

union organisation.” (Darren - trade union representative – interview, page 

12, lines 379-403) 

 

One of the main ways that Lakeway intervened in union matters was through 

senior management. Darren expressed that on the surface, senior managers 

were supportive of the union, and as I spoke with the head teacher, deputy head, 

and other senior managers, I also gauged this sense. They spoke openly about 

the unions. Yet, there was an undercurrent of caution I noticed, which Darren 

went on to describe. It emerged that they also had a remit given to them from the 

Trust: 

 

“Since the school has been an academy, we’ve always had senior 

management spies…a lot of people don’t come to the union meetings now. 

It wouldn’t surprise me if people felt afraid to speak out. Managers come 

into the meeting, and instead of letting people talk, they immediately put 

down any sort of challenge…” (Darren - trade union representative – 

interview, page 13, lines 412-431) 

 

The undertones of expected conformity driven by the Trust surfaced more 

evidently as my time at Coniston Academy continued. Hayeswater Academy, a 

free school in the Trust, rated as ‘outstanding’ by OFSTED, was commissioned 

to implement some changes in Coniston Academy, as a part of working towards 

an improved OFSTED outcome in the anticipated November 2017 inspection.  

 

Thus far, this chapter has explored the impact of the academy school model on 

teachers’ everyday work, set against a backdrop of marketisation in the current 

education climate. This thesis will now position OFSTED, as an education reform, 

beneath the academy school lens, to develop an understanding of how these two   
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separate entities interact and overlay to transform teachers’ working lives. A key 

argument developed from the previous chapter was that the pressure from 

OFSTED to improve school performance is a primary driver of change in 

teachers’ work. These issues are discussed in the context of the interventions put 

in place at Coniston Academy by Hayeswater Academy. 

 

A key difference between Coniston and Hayeswater was the official adherence 

to the STPCD. As a free school, Hayeswater set its own working conditions for 

teachers, and staff had no union representation at their school. In contrast, 

Coniston Academy staff were officially protected by the regulations as they 

transferred under TUPE – although signs of an unofficial erosion of rights began 

to gradually appear. 

 

*** 

 

Two months had passed since starting data collection at Coniston Academy, and 

as I arrived on this particular morning, I was informed of an important meeting for 

all staff in the library. After putting my coat and bag away in the shared office, 

where I was based, I made my way down and walked in to the meeting with all 

the other staff. The library was a large space filled with round tables, sporadic 

seating areas, and shelves of books. Upon a quick scan of the room, I found a 

seat at the back and thought perhaps this would be a good place to listen, whilst 

remaining inconspicuous. Quite often other staff members simply thought I was 

another teacher. At other times, teachers who I had met, knew I was a researcher, 

and then later forgot.  

 

Hayeswater opened as a free school in 2013 and had spent four years developing 

systems and processes in areas such as lesson planning, behaviour 

management, and school values and culture. Hayeswater was perceived 

throughout the Lakeway Trust as a flagship school for obtaining an ‘outstanding’ 

rating by OFSTED. It was decided that due to this track record, Coniston could 

improve its OFSTED rating by drawing on the expertise of staff from Hayeswater. 

Clive, the head at Coniston Academy introduced the meeting, and then Jim 

Pointon, a senior manager at Hayeswater, got up to speak:  
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“From September, key members of staff from the Trust will be coming in 

for a period of time, and they will start to implement these changes. The 

first change is to period one, which will now become the morning meeting, 

another change is to homework and schemes of learning. (Jim – senior 

manager at Hayeswater Academy – shadowing a whole school meeting, 

22nd June 2017). 

 

The adjustments introduced by Hayeswater academy can be categorised 

according to planning, teaching routines and teaching methods. Planning 

includes lesson planning and schemes of learning (or long-term plans). Long-

term plans outline the teaching syllabus for each school term, whereas lesson 

planning is a weekly view or a short-term plan. Teaching routines cover structural 

changes to either working time or work organisation. Earlier in the chapter, 

changes to teachers’ lunch breaks and start times were covered; later in this 

chapter a change to the process of managing homework is considered. Finally, 

teaching methods, refers to adjustments to the way that teachers teach or the 

way that their lessons are structured. An example of this will be considered now.  

 

*** 

 

I began to see these changes in operation. A culture of conformity was beginning 

to manifest within the school, and this was driven by senior managers at 

Hayeswater, and the broader Trust, infiltrating through to senior managers and 

heads of department at Coniston Academy. The following classroom-related 

example demonstrates how teachers’ methods of teaching were impacted. 

 

One particular addition into teachers’ classroom routines was an item called a 

prism. A prism is a tool that takes the shape of its name and is colour-coded 

according to a traffic light system. The purpose of the object is that each pupil 

has a prism on their desk and it can be positioned on each of the colours – red, 

amber or green – to communicate to teachers, during the lesson, whether or not 

they understand the content being taught. Colin, a teacher from the Ruskin 

department, explained that his head of department told him she would be briefly 

joining one of his lessons and she wanted to see him using the prisms:  



 

 141 

“She laughed at me the other day. I could see her coming towards my 

classroom, and I was in the middle of doing something. She came in and 

I said ‘…and can you all get your prisms out.’ Abandon everything, 

because we must perform for the management. It’s bloody stupid. It winds 

me up…If I’m not using prisms at that point, why the hell should I get them 

out if you’re going to come into the room?” (Colin – classroom teacher – 

interview, page 9, lines 274-290) 

 

This example emphasises the broader impact of increasing levels of performance 

management being implemented into the teaching profession. Behind the 

humour of Colin’s experience, there was a more serious point being made. The 

managerialist ethos of controlling teachers’ work has taken priority over the 

educational focus of making a difference in pupils’ learning. There is a conflict in 

orientations to work between various groups of teachers and managers. These 

issues are the focus of discussion in chapter seven. Exemplified in Colin’s words: 

 

“It’s all about this kind of – ‘Conform’. ‘Get into line’. ‘You must do what 

you’re told to do.’ She didn’t come in and say ‘oh right, they’re doing this 

are they? What are they learning?’ It was more about, ‘you weren’t 

following what I told you to do.’” (Colin – classroom teacher – interview – 

page 15, lines 492-497) 

 

This example demonstrates the struggle between control over teachers’ work, 

and teachers’ autonomy. What has emerged from these findings is the impact 

that the academy school model, as an entity in its own right, has on teachers’ 

experiences of work. Drawing on the study’s critical realist perspective, it is the 

combination of the OFSTED outcome and the response of the Lakeway Trust 

that has resulted in this transformation of work for teachers. Later sections of this 

chapter will go on to explain how teachers experienced these changes at the 

grassroots in greater detail, but firstly this section will detail how the academy 

school model affected systems and processes at an organisational level.  
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6.3 The Multi-Academy Trust and Organisational Structure 

 

In the academy school setting, the education trust replaces the Local Education 

Authority (LEA). LEAs are the overseeing bodies in the Maintained School 

context. This means that education trusts have to provide functions previously 

delivered by the LEA, for which they receive additional funding. Dennis was the 

business manager at Coniston Academy. He oversaw the operation of functions 

such as Finance, Human Resources, Data Management and Site Maintenance – 

effectively all of the non-teaching units of the school – and reported to the head 

teacher. He explained the shift in how operations were handled in an education 

trust: 

 

“We’re operating essentially as nine satellite sites and it’s different to a 

stand-alone [academy]. Finance and IT are now centralised functions, 

whereas previously they would have worked underneath me here.” 

(Dennis – business manager – interview, page 3, lines 90-94)  

 

A key shift to highlight here is the way that schools, under the academy model, 

change to reflect organisations in the private sector with various business 

functions. In Maintained Schools, many of these functions are provided by the 

LEA. Alongside the centralisation of the non-teaching functions across the 

schools in the trust, there was a similar finding in teaching, as has been touched 

upon. Anthony, the deputy head teacher, described how subject co-ordination 

was affected by the academy school model: 

 

“Fiona Jenkins, the head at Bassenthwaite, leads the English group across 

the Trust. Graham Ambler, who’s the head of Patterdale leads the maths 

group…it’s like having an English and a maths consultant. Then all the 

heads of maths meet, all the heads of English meet, so that we get a 

common approach to things.” (Anthony – deputy head teacher – interview, 

page 23, lines 766-772) 

 

Being part of a MAT shaped the way that systems and processes ran at Coniston 

Academy. They became standardised. It is important to note that MATs take 

different shapes and sizes, and it may be the case that schools in some trusts do   
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operate autonomously. However, the trend found in this study was a 

conglomeration of efforts across schools in the Trust to make things run more 

efficiently. Standardisation came in various forms and guises. This section has 

considered how the academy school model has impacted the school overall. The 

following section details how this affected teachers’ working lives on the front line, 

with regard to teachers’ planning and their teaching routines. 

 

6.4 The Prescription of Teachers’ Work 

 

The end of the summer term was fast approaching, and I asked Anthony, the 

deputy head, whether I would be able to observe during the training days taking 

place on the last two days. He agreed. Jim, a senior manager at Hayeswater, 

was coming in specifically to address all staff on the school changes commencing 

in September. To fit everyone into the same room together, this meeting was 

being held in the sports hall, which had large sections of retractable, theatre-style 

seating. As I arrived on the day, the seats were laid out and I found a sea of faces 

in front of me. I climbed the seating steps and sat near the back – behind a few 

teachers whom I already knew. There was over a hundred people in the room. 

 

Jim, and other members of the Hayeswater team, had visited the school on a 

number of occasions already, so the staff team was growing accustomed to 

hearing about the new initiatives. How they felt about it was a different matter. 

During interviews with teachers, and in my day-to-day conversations with them, 

some could see the positive aspects, whilst others were concerned about several 

elements of the new plans. One particular area of contention was an extensive 

revision to the schemes of work and the ways in which lessons were planned16. 

 

The Prescription of Teachers’ Planning 

 

Each of the subject groups that I shadowed and interviewed in – maths, English, 

and science – were English Baccalaureate (EBacc) subjects. This is a selection 

of core subjects deemed by the government as fundamental for school pupils to   

 
16 Schemes of work and lesson planning are discussed together because they can both be 

categorised as planning-related matters. The former refers to long-term plans, which tend to lay 
out the syllabus for a school term, and the latter refers to day-to-day or weekly planning. 
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study at GCSE level (Long and Danechi 2019). The list of subjects included within 

the EBacc are: English language and literature, maths, the sciences, geography 

or history, and a language (Long and Danechi 2019). A key change to be brought 

in by Hayeswater was that all EBacc subject groups at Coniston were to align 

their schemes of learning with the Hayeswater plans.  

 

Many teachers had spoken to me about the number of times they had had to 

recreate or modify their schemes of learning. This particularly came up every time 

an exam board changed their specification, or when someone in senior 

management at the school decided to move to a different exam board. However, 

this occasion was different, because the exam boards remained the same, rather 

it was a case of Coniston aligning with the way that another school, Hayeswater, 

had developed their planning. I settled back into my seat, notepad and pen ready, 

and Jim began his talk. It was part way through before he went into some detail 

on how they had developed their own planning process: 

 

“To create the schemes of work, we went through textbooks, past papers, 

examiner reports, and blogs. Then we wrote out the skills and knowledge 

needed to get at least a grade B. Then we organised and classified the 

topics… it’s a five-year plan. We worked backwards and thought ‘What 

does everyone need to know by Year 11? What do they need to recall?’’’ 

(Jim – senior manager at Hayeswater Academy – shadowing a whole 

school meeting, 21st July 2017) 

 

The tones from this talk resonated with many of the themes discussed in chapter 

five. There is a performance-drive in education, which is underpinned by 

neoliberal education policy, and therefore schools are pressed to strive for high 

levels of pupil achievement. Yet there was also another set of themes that 

emerged from what Jim had to say. There was a need to control, systematise, 

and standardise the methods and approaches that teachers use to achieve these 

outcomes. This process manifested itself in a struggle between the autonomy 

and the control of teachers’ work. On this, labour process theory has much to 

offer in grasping the transformation of teachers’ work in the academy school 

setting.  This  will  be  revisited  in  greater  depth  in the discussion chapter. This   
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section will now go on to outline the ways in which teachers experienced the 

standardisation of the schemes of work and lesson planning. 

 

Harry had over twenty years of experience in teaching. In that time, he had held 

numerous positions, including head of department, and was now settled in the 

latter stages of his career as a classroom teacher. In his interview, he spoke 

about the shifts in the teaching profession over that period, and he raised the 

nature of control over teachers’ work as a particular issue:  

 

“When I started teaching, nobody that I worked with would have ever said 

‘where are we in the scheme of work?’ Instead it was – ‘these are your end 

points, and you go away and plan it.’ You would expect to be doing it 

differently to other teachers, because people would plan to their own 

strengths.” (Harry – classroom teacher – interview, page 4, lines 116-121) 

 

If someone says to me ‘teach your class how to answer these GCSE 

questions,’ I need to look at the questions and think, ‘how would I move 

them forward to be able do that?’ I don’t need a prescribed version of it. It 

becomes a burden, and what should be a lot of fun ends up feeling like a 

proforma.” (Harry – classroom teacher – interview, page 4, lines 126-131) 

 

Harry’s interview was conducted in September when the changes brought in by 

Hayeswater were being implemented. The extracts from this interview reveal a 

sense of how teachers experienced working with prescriptive schemes of 

learning. The feeling that came across from several teachers was the sense that 

their ability to create, shape, and amend their planning and resources, was being 

stifled. This finding suggests that standardisation and prescription were deskilling 

the job by removing the intellectual and creative aspects of teachers’ work. Harry, 

in particular, went on to express how he felt these changes became a barrier, 

rather than an enabler, to fulfilling the job of teaching. A similar finding surfaced 

regarding day-to-day lesson planning, as Stephanie expressed. Her experience 

draws on a cooking analogy:  



 

 146 

“I don’t like being told how to structure my lessons. It’s very specific – ‘you 

will do a starter like this,’ ‘you will do a main like this,’ ‘it will last for this 

long,’ and ‘you will assess them at the end,’ but I don’t agree that 

everybody should teach in the same way.” (Stephanie – TLR – interview, 

pages 15-16, lines 502-507) 

 

The standardisation of work displayed itself in multifaceted ways. Developing on 

the planning and curriculum-related theme, there was a significant change to the 

way that teaching routines were managed across the school. Typically, in many 

schools, homework for pupils is both set and marked by teachers. Teachers tend 

to have autonomy over how this process is managed. Hayeswater Academy 

modified the process across the school. Returning to my experiences of the 

training day, sitting at the back of the sports hall listening to Jim Pointon’s talk, I 

heard about the plans for how this was about to change.  

 

The Prescription of Teaching Routines 

 

Jim explained that homework was going to be set in period one. This was a 

portion of time at the start of the school day, similar to an assembly time, where 

pupils were given space to reflect on the day ahead. Pupils attended period one 

in their year groups, and at Coniston Academy, there were roughly 250 pupils in 

each year group. Jim went on to describe that pupils would have a folder, which 

had a calendar at the back displaying 13 weeks, where their nightly homework 

would be pre-set for them. The students would then have to learn a section each 

night, write down what they could remember, and their learning would be tested 

in subsequent period one sessions. It was a form of self-quizzing, and the aim 

was to ensure that pupils could retrieve the information they needed to pass key 

assessments, such as GCSEs. Jim went into further detail on how the homework 

process would work: 

 

“In order to make sure we keep an eye on students, the self-assessments 

will go in to reception where scores will be counted…this homework is not 

set by the teacher, it’s not marked by the teacher, it’s not collected by the 

teacher.” (Jim – senior manager at Hayeswater Academy – shadowing a 

whole school meeting, 21st July 2017)  
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This is a radically different approach to the traditional processes of managing 

homework. On my morning journeys into school, I noticed a stack of yellow boxes 

in the reception area, each labelled with individual year groups. I began to see 

pupils dropping in sheets of paper with their homework on, and at later points, 

reception staff collecting the boxes, and carrying them into the reception office, 

ready for result entry onto the computer systems. This process did create some 

issues for both teachers and reception staff. Dennis, one senior manager, 

commented on how this impacted the reception staff at Coniston Academy: 

 

“Over 900 pieces of paper a day should come in, each with a number 

written on the top of it, and it should be a full A4 sheet. Reception staff 

then have to enter all the results, list them up, and send detention 

messages home if kids haven’t done their homework. It’s the office that 

then receives the phone calls from parents asking, ‘What do you mean – 

incorrect homework?’ Unless you look back at each individual kid, you 

don’t know what they’ve done…” (Dennis – senior manager – interview, 

page 10, lines 330-343) 

 

The margin for error in homework increased significantly because pupils had to 

enter their homework in very particular formats, so that reception staff could work 

through their homework sheets swiftly. There was a slight benefit to teachers in 

that they had little to no marking to complete. However, this was sometimes 

outweighed by the difficulties created through their loss of control over managing 

homework, and not knowing where pupils were in their progress. Alisha described 

one example of how the process could become complicated: 

 

“They’re not allowed to leave whole-line gaps in their writing, but in 

practice, you would always leave a gap…that happened to me yesterday, 

and even Stephanie (head of department) was really annoyed. She said, 

‘That is a beautiful piece of handwriting – lovely presentation,’ but they left 

gaps in between each sentence that they copied out, so they got a 

detention.” (Alisha – classroom teacher – interview, page 40-41, lines 

1355-1366)  
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This finding, along with the previous examples of revisions to the schemes of 

work and everyday lesson structures, demonstrate how teachers’ work is 

transformed. In line with the study’s critical realist framework, it is important to 

highlight how entities interact to create effects upon teachers’ experiences of 

work. The key argument of this chapter is that once a series of challenging 

OFSTED visits is put into the context of a school that is part of a multi-academy 

trust, the outcome is that teachers’ work becomes increasingly prescribed and 

controlled, as schools within the trust conglomerate efforts to find formulas of 

success for OFSTED.  

 

In summary, planning, teaching routines and teaching methods have been the 

focus of this section’s discussion on the prescription of work. Elements from the 

previous and the current chapter have been drawn together to develop a more 

intricate understanding of teachers’ experiences of work against the education 

reform backdrop in England. The conclusion of this chapter will now go on to 

detail how this has been achieved. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The impact of the academy school model on school teachers’ working lives is 

examined in this chapter. Beginning with the political and economic setting of 

marketisation, legitimised through the austerity narrative, the first section of 

analysis demonstrates how cost savings led to a series of redundancies and a 

restructuring of associate staff roles at Coniston Academy.  

 

In the second section of this chapter, this broader contextual issue of 

marketisation is analysed through the academy school lens, which brings to the 

fore an interaction between market mechanisms and an unofficial erosion of the 

STPCD. This generates an increase in teachers’ workloads and the 

intensification and extensification of their work. Drawing on the study’s critical 

realist framework, latter parts of this chapter have interwoven conclusions from 

chapter five to grasp how OFSTED-related education reforms interrelate to 

impact teachers’ work at the grassroots.  
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Chapter five introduced the performance-drive in education as an issue fastened 

in place by OFSTED. It highlighted a shift in teachers’ focus from an enjoyment 

of the subject and helping students to think critically, towards an emphasis on 

getting pupils through exams with the highest possible results. This chapter has 

developed on this key thread.  

 

The key argument made in this chapter is that as the two entities interact – as a 

series of difficult OFSTED inspections are filtered through the academy school 

mechanism – the result is an increased prescription in teachers’ work, with less 

autonomy enjoyed by teachers. This outcome is driven by a conglomeration of 

efforts as schools across the MAT espouse formulas for OFSTED success. 

Chapter seven will go on to explore a more recent set of reforms, regarding 

performance management, that have taken root in education to advance an 

understanding of the performance-drive in education.  
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Chapter Seven 

 

Performance Management and Teachers’ Experiences of Work 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The Structure of the Chapter  

 

The chapter begins by looking back at how performance management has arisen 

in chapters five and six. Through the key mechanism of lesson observations, this 

section highlights the ways in which multi-academy trust and school management 

responses to OFSTED feedback can have either a supportive or a deleterious 

and potentially debilitating impact on teachers’ working lives. More specifically, 

they outline the impact of these interactions on the nature of teachers’ work and 

their workloads. 

 

Moving forwards the chapter turns to examine the impact of performance 

measures on teachers’ – namely pupil achievement – and the breakdown in 

collegiality that has followed this change. The majority of this chapter then 

focuses on the introduction and extension of performance related pay (PRP) in 

teaching and examines how this reform has affected teachers’ experiences of 

work. A brief overview of these reforms will be given now and a more complete 

overview of these reforms is provided in chapter three. 

 

Summary of Performance Management Reforms 

 

Performance management reforms have been implemented and developed 

within the teaching profession in a disjointed manner (following Mahony et al. 

2002), underpinned by a number of competing purposes, with a reform agenda 

spanning almost thirty years. The figure below summarises the trajectory of 

transformation  visually  in  the  form  of a timeline. At the heart of these changes   
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has been a battle over competing purposes of appraisal between developmental 

and judgemental aims (see Bartlett 2000; Healy 1997). 

 

 
 

Figure 7.1: Timeline of Performance Management Reforms (created by the 

researcher) 

 

Against the backdrop of a recession in the early 1960s, a rapidly expanding 

teaching workforce and a declining public image of teachers, the government 

wanted to introduce appraisal as a way of controlling teachers’ work, raising 

standards in teaching and reducing salary costs (Healy 1997; Ironside and Seifert 

1995). The link between appraisal and performance related pay was originally 

avoided following the report of the Suffolk Education Department, which strongly 

advised a developmental approach to appraisal (Healy 1997; Poster and Poster 

1993).  

 

Yet the push towards the introduction of performance related pay in teaching has 

not subsided. From the Conservative governments of the 1990s, through to the 

Labour administration between 1997 and 2010, and more recently the 

Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition (2010-2015), there has been a gradual 

extension  of  performance  related  pay  into  teaching.  As  can  be  seen  in the   
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timeline, key moments have been 1991, 2000 and 2014, with PRP infiltrating from  

head teachers and deputy heads in 1991 (Marsden and French 1998), down to 

middle managers in 2000 (Haynes et al. 2003) and in 2014, through to the entire 

state teaching workforce (Robb and Simons 2013).  

 

Despite this momentous shift, procedures around how performance management 

processes are to be carried out vary from school to school and from local authority 

to local authority, partly due to their patchwork development (following Haynes et 

al. 2003; Mahony et al. 2002). This variation has been further instilled through the 

2012 appraisal regulations. A key aim of the 2012 regulations has been to provide 

a minimum national framework, with less detail offered than in previous versions, 

to grant schools greater freedoms in developing their performance management 

policies (Department for Education 2012). Complementing this policy, in 2012 the 

School Teachers’ Review Body made recommendations to the Secretary of State 

for Education on the abolition of pay spine points, to allow to schools to define 

their own spine points within a minimum and maximum range (Stevenson 2013). 

These recommendations were accepted with effect from September 2014 

(Stevenson 2013). 

 

A major concern voiced by scholars emerging from this context is the fairness 

and transparency of the reforms, heightened by its patchwork application across 

schools (Chamberlin et al. 2002; Mahony et al. 2002; Mahony et al. 2004; 

Marsden 2015). A recent survey conducted by the National Education Union 

(NEU) found that 19% of teachers (almost a fifth) that were turned down for pay 

progression were told that this was due to budgetary constraints experienced by 

their school (National Education Union 2019). This significant finding 

demonstrates that in many cases, performance-related pay17 is not necessarily 

about performance, but about affordability (National Education Union 2019). This 

finding also dovetails with teachers’ wider concerns over the fairness of 

performance management reforms.  

 
17 This thesis focuses on consolidated pay in analysis of performance pay progression. One-off 

bonuses did not feature in discussions with participants – although some schools do incorporate 
non-consolidated pay into their performance management policies. 
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Sharp et al.’s (2017) recent evaluation of teachers’ pay reveals a contradiction in 

their  findings  where  60% of teachers either agreed or strongly agreed that ‘the  

school’s pay policy treats staff equally and without favoritism’, yet only 34% of 

these teachers either agreed or strongly agreed that the school’s pay policy 

resulted in a fair allocation of pay (Sharp et al. 2017: 39). The authors suggest 

that the reason for this discrepancy could be that teachers feel there is a 

difference between the intention of the policy and its outcome (Sharp et al. 2017). 

These findings are corroborated by other studies that highlight the divisive and 

competition-driving nature of performance management reforms upon a 

traditionally collective teaching workforce (Haynes et al. 2003; Mahony et al. 

2004; Marsden and French 1998). 

 

Performance related pay is being extended in teaching, even though it is largely 

perceived as unfair by teachers (Civinini 2019; Marsden 2015; Sharp et al. 2017) 

and unfairness in pay awards has been cited as a demotivating factor in teaching 

(Dawson et al. 2018). The next section of this chapter will analyse how the theme 

of performance management has already arisen in the findings and analysis of 

this thesis in chapters five and six through the mechanism of lesson observations. 

 

7.1 Lesson Observations and Performance Management 

 

Lesson observations form a crucial part of the performance management process 

in teaching. The most common forms of evidence used in evaluating teacher 

performance in schools include pupil progress, classroom observation (or lesson 

observations), teacher standards18, measures related to school improvement 

plans and pupil attainment (Sharp et al. 2017). There are also many other 

measures beyond this list that are used by schools as performance management 

criteria, for example parent and pupil feedback (Sharp et al. 2017). All schools 

have a different set of criteria, which adds to the argument that the process is 

arbitrary.   

 
18 The Teacher Standards are a set of nationally legislated principles that outline the code of 

conduct for all qualified teachers in England and they cover aspects of work such as pupil 
progress, management of pupil behaviour, subject knowledge and wider professional 
development (Department for Education 2011). 
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At Coniston Academy, the main sources of evidence used in the evaluation of 

performance included student progress, lesson observations, marking reviews, 

student  and  parent  feedback,  the meeting of appraisal objectives, meeting the 

teacher standards and measures related to school improvement plans. Whilst 

this combination of objective and subjective measures was taken into account, 

there was a strong emphasis on the importance of pupil progress in the 

performance management process. A target was set stipulating that 67% of 

students had to be meeting or exceeding their targets in order for a teacher to be 

able to fully meet their appraisal objectives. 

 

Chapter five examines the impact of OFSTED, as an education reform, on school 

teachers’ working lives. It touches upon the subject of performance management, 

which forms part of the discussion around how having a disadvantageous 

OFSTED report impacts managers decisions in different schools. A comparison 

of two schools, Cartmel High School, a school that several teachers from 

Coniston previously worked at, and Coniston Academy, has highlighted how 

different management teams respond in their plans and strategies when 

addressing OFSTED feedback.19 

 

Tracy, a teacher with team leadership responsibilities from the Ruskin 

department, expressed how the culture at Cartmel High School became 

increasingly punitive when the school received challenging OFSTED feedback. 

Teachers that received unsatisfactory lesson observations from managers were 

put on a support plan – some were at risk of losing their jobs. Stanley, another 

teacher who had previously worked at Cartmel High School, shared his 

experiences of work-related depression as a result of the judgemental culture at 

Cartmel. 

 

In contrast, the way that senior managers handled OFSTED feedback at 

Coniston Academy was to be supportive of their staff. A notable absence from 

my shadowing experiences was discussion about OFSTED from senior 

management. OFSTED was hardly mentioned until it was necessary to prepare 

teachers for the upcoming visit. Even when this preparation was underway, Clive,   

 
19 Cartmel High School and Coniston Academy are pseudonyms. 
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the head teacher, repeatedly told teachers not let the stress get to them, but to 

just do their best. 

 

Yet a culture of conformity was beginning to manifest in Coniston Academy, 

brought in through Hayeswater Academy – another school in the Lakeway 

Education Trust. Hayeswater had been commissioned to support Coniston in 

making improvements to address the feedback from OFSTED, in an attempt to 

raise the rating of the school from ‘requires improvement’ to ‘good.’ A significant 

theme to emerge in Chapter six was a culture of conformity as the multi-academy 

trust (MAT) sought to bring the systems and processes across all of their schools 

in line with one another. The focus was to amalgamate efforts across schools in 

the trust to support an efficient operation of the school. 

 

In chapter six, Colin, a teacher from the Ruskin department, explained how a 

culture of conformity began to shape work at Coniston Academy. He gave the 

example of his head of department who expected him to be using prisms20 when 

she came in to observe his lesson. Colin expressed that it felt as though this 

manager was more interested in ensuring that he was being compliant to the new 

initiative than she was in seeing what the pupils were learning. He also explained 

how this experience derailed his lesson because he had to ‘perform’ for his head 

of department when she walked into the lesson. This example demonstrates the 

undermining of teacher autonomy in action. 

 

This example also demonstrates how the performance management process 

changed Colin’s lesson to be in line with the overall school development plan, 

which had been modified to prove to OFSTED that it was taking measures to 

improve the school. This box-ticking exercise of using prisms formed one aspect 

of the criteria used in classroom observation to assess lessons as a part of the 

performance management process. Yet rather than supporting Colin in his 

lesson, this interruption was a hindrance and had no bearing on the effectiveness 

of his lesson.  

 
20 A prism is a tool that takes the shape of its name and is colour-coded according to a traffic light 

system. The purpose of the object is that each pupil has a prism on their desk, and it can be 
positioned on each of the colours – red, amber or green – to communicate to teachers, during 
the lesson, whether or not they understand the content being taught. 
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The themes drawn from both of these chapters demonstrate the impact that 

structures and mechanisms, such as OFSTED and the academy school model, 

have  upon  performance  management  processes.  In  each of these examples 

taken from chapters five and six, lesson observations present a central medium 

through which teachers’ performance is judged and regulated. 

  

7.2 Performance Measures and the Breakdown of Collegiality 

 

Harry, a teacher from the Ruskin department, was teaching at Coniston Academy 

when the government-led PRP change was implemented from 2013. He 

recounted his experience of being in a meeting with the deputy principal and the 

principal of the school at the time, where they were discussing the change to 

school teachers’ pay. The trade union representative for the National Union of 

Teachers (NUT) – now the National Education Union (NEU) – was also present: 

 

“They [the principal and the deputy principal] said to us, ‘All the measures 

will be made transparent.’ I said, ‘It can’t be, unless every member of staff 

in this school has access to a spreadsheet with everyone’s pay on it. How 

will you justify someone going up an increment?’ It felt then and it still feels 

now that they were trying to justify something that they didn’t agree with 

deep down.” (Harry – classroom teacher – interview, page 6, lines 181-

194) 

 

Where previously, all teachers moved up in pay-scale increments based on the 

length of service benchmark, various performance criteria have now become the 

basis for progress. This makes the process obscure because each school 

operates according to a different set of criteria (as specified by the Department 

for Education 2012) and there is a tension between developmental and 

assessment-based aims (Bartlett 2000). This opacity opens the process up to 

injustices such as favouritism and discrimination (following Mahony et al. 2002). 

The extension of PRP, through legislation, into the school setting, marks an 

intentional move away from a collective culture, and a collaborate way of working 

in teaching, towards an individualistic and more secretive culture that rewards the 

most competitive teachers.   
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A fundamental aspect of the appraisal process for many schools is the reliance 

on pupil achievement and academic progress as a measure of teachers’ 

performance.  Where  a  class  of  pupils  have  achieved  good  or  better  than 

expected results, then a teachers’ efforts are deemed to be successful. Survey 

evidence reveals that pupil progress is one of the most common measures used 

to gauge teacher performance (Sharp et al. 2017). The link between appraisal 

and pay has raised the stakes over the meaning of these results which now have 

a direct impact on teachers’ pay (following Marsden 2015). 

 

The difficulty that many teachers face on this issue is that whilst they may prepare 

their pupils as best as they possibly can, they are not able to control how pupils 

will respond to their support. Chapter five analysed the implications of social 

demographics and pupils’ individual needs, which can sometimes act as a barrier 

for a teacher to achieving a strong set of class results. During an interview with a 

lay divisional officer for the National Education Union (NEU), Arianna, explicated 

her experiences of this issue: 

 

“On the main pay-scale it used to be M1 to M6 and you moved up 

automatically, but now it’s all on performance management. Sometimes 

the targets seem very arbitrary. You’ve got to get GCSE success at this, 

but it doesn’t take into account that you may have a class who are a weak 

cohort or have attendance issues or language issues. And that feels unfair 

– pay progression is a big thing for us.” (Arianna – trade union lay divisional 

officer – interview, page 10, lines 312-319) 

 

Whilst I was shadowing at Coniston Academy, I saw the effects of this change 

manifest during the exam season. I was once shadowing in the Potter department 

where teachers were at work during their non-contact time. I was sitting next to 

two teachers who were working through their planning whilst a few other teachers 

were working at computers. Several were entering marks into Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheets from pupils’ results. As one particular teacher, Raheel, entered his 

marks, a page of red boxes lit up:  
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Raheel: “They’ve all gone red!” 

 

Humyra: “Mine did the same. I think everyone’s have gone red.” (Raheel 

and Humyra – classroom teachers – informal conversation during non-

contact time, 11th July 2017) 

 

I thought back to my experiences of shadowing in the Ruskin department where 

a similar occurrence took place for Tracy and Ellie. The red boxes signify pupils’ 

marks that are below the expected level of achievement (I touched upon this 

finding briefly in chapter five). During an interview with Tracy, she expressed the 

implications the pupils’ results had for her personally: 

 

“All my classes are on red, so my current concern is that I’m going to fail 

my performance management…basically what will happen, if that is the 

case, is that I won’t get a pay rise…it seems unfair and a bit random.” 

(Tracy – TLR – interview, page 10, lines 321-331.) 

 

Returning to the comments made by Harry, the emphasis placed on pupil 

progress and achievement in the performance management benchmark 

measures, created a culture that became increasingly individualistic and 

competitive. The end of the summer term was approaching and staff in the Ruskin 

department held a meeting to decide which pupils would be placed in which sets 

for the following academic year. I was granted access to be present at the 

meeting and the exchange of conversations was fascinating. 

 

Each of the teachers sat around a large set of tables and I sat slightly further back 

in the room trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. Each of them had their 

laptops open and there were several discussions taking place at the same time. 

I managed to pick up the dialogue of one conversation: 

 

Annabelle: “He needs to move. He’s so disruptive and his attitude is very 

poor. Plus, that’s a very boy heavy class.”  
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Adele: “Well don’t give him to me, not if I’ve got her. I can’t do with those 

two together.” (Annabelle and Adele – classroom teachers – conversation 

during a team meeting, 4th July 2017) 

 

After the meeting had finished, Tracy and Ellie stayed behind to write up the final 

class lists and they let me stay with them. During their conversations, they made 

comments that gave me an insight into how some teachers react to the impact 

that performance management has on them: 

 

Tracy to Ellie: “We need to watch out for Annabelle. I think she just wants 

to get rid of the kids that she doesn’t want.” (Tracy – TLR – conversation 

during a team meeting, 4th July 2017) 

 

During a later interview, Ellie explained what was happening during the meeting, 

and how the changes to performance management, namely the introduction of 

PRP, were impacting teachers: 

 

“You all have the best interests of the children at heart, you all have the 

best interests of the school at heart, but some teachers in that position 

really focus on their own performance. So, in their head they would be 

thinking, ‘well it will affect my performance management if I get that child,’ 

and people can get quite selfish.” (Ellie – head of department – interview, 

page 12, lines 367-372) 

 

These findings reveal the meaning that work holds for individual teachers. Ellie’s 

views highlight that there can be a tension in some teachers’ priorities between 

keeping the school and pupils to the forefront and meeting individual performance 

criteria. The following section on PRP goes on to explore this topic in greater 

depth. 

 

The theme of performance management emerged from the data set during the 

analysis phase. I originally set out in this research process with an interest in 

exploring the impact of the academy school model on teachers’ working lives and 

this was the focus in my initial research proposal. Following my data collection   
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and analysis phases, I have come to conceptualise education reform more 

broadly and contextually. 

 

A key argument of this thesis is that education reform does not operate in 

isolation. Rather, various strands of education reform interact and augment one 

another in their impact on teachers working lives. Grasping the relationship 

between the amalgam of education reform and teachers’ grassroots experience 

of work is central to this endeavour and is also supported by this study’s critical 

realist framework.  

 

7.3 Performance Related Pay and Altruistic Orientations to Work 

 

A recent significant education reform development has been the extension of 

PRP to all teachers working in the state school system (Bach 2016; Robb and 

Simons 2013; Stevenson 2013). Academies schools have greater freedoms than 

maintained schools over how they set teachers’ pay, although many academy 

schools still choose to follow the School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Document 

(STPCD) (Milsome and Withers 2017). The previous chapter explained how the 

STPCD was carried over when the school became an academy under the 

Transfer of Undertakings Protection of Employment (TUPE) 2006 legislation. 

Subsequently, at Coniston Academy, pay progression was aligned with the 

national framework introduced by the government in 2013. 

 

At the end of my interview with Barbara, a senior manager at Coniston Academy, 

I gained an insight into how the various pay levels worked. She explained the 

different stages which included the main pay range, the upper pay range, the 

leading practitioner range and the leadership group range. The key change with 

PRP was that teachers no longer progressed in pay increments based on their 

length of service. Instead, teachers moved up the pay scales based on their 

performance. 

 

The previous section of this chapter highlighted how PRP marked an intentional 

effort to move away from a collective culture, and a collaborate way of working in 

teaching, towards an individualistic culture. This section focuses on the 

competitive  ethos  fostered  by  the  changes.  Harry,  a teacher from the Ruskin   
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department, was teaching at Coniston Academy when the government-led 

change was implemented from 2013. He described the issues that arose from 

this change: 

 

“If you don’t ask, you don’t get, and I think that’s a very divisive thing to 

impose in a school…people are being encouraged to take what money 

they can and getting on the ladder becomes the focus. Being a good 

teacher doesn’t necessarily result in a pay packet increase.” (Harry – 

classroom teacher – interview, page 5-6, lines 166-170) 

 

A major finding from this study was the way in which PRP introduced a culture of 

competition, into teaching, and this was incongruent with teachers’ personal 

orientations to work, which tended to be altruistic. Some teachers expressed 

feeling pressured to progress into management positions when they felt as 

though the real difference they made was in the classroom. Shahnaz from the 

Potter department described her feelings about being put forward for a team 

leadership responsibility (TLR)21: 

 

“I love teaching. That’s why I didn’t want to be a TLR, because I know that 

if I do it, it has to be well prepared and organised. I can’t do jobs half-

heartedly…I’ve got this thing where if it’s done, it’s done properly, 

otherwise I won’t do it…but I kind of got forced into it.” (Shahnaz – TLR – 

interview, page 12, lines 369-376) 

 

Mike was a classroom teacher from the Wainwright department. His interview 

echoed a similar theme. An extract from his interview highlights the supposition 

that progressing into a management position, in the contemporary teaching 

setting, has almost become an expectation, such that it is an exception to resist 

the competitive ethos:  

 
21 TLRs are teachers that have management responsibilities, such as being in charge of the 

curriculum for certain year groups. 
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“There was somebody that, at an appraisal meeting once, set me the 

performance management target of becoming a permanent assistant head 

either here, or somewhere else, and I wouldn’t sign it…‘that’s the route 

you chose to take, but I don’t want that now…I like teaching children, and 

I like training teachers.’” (Mike – classroom teacher – interview, page 12, 

lines 388-407) 

 

Where teachers did resist the competitive culture, the basis for their resistance 

centred around their altruistic orientations to work. The majority of teachers 

placed a priority on doing the best job that they possibly could to give their pupils 

good opportunities in their education. An example taken from Colette’s interview 

demonstrates the personal priority of teachers’ pride in doing the job well, over 

progressing into a management position: 

 

“I went for an assistant principal role here last year, and I did get an 

interview…But in my head I thought, ‘this isn’t the right one.’ You have to 

balance up, do you want a £20,000 pay rise, but to struggle doing the job, 

because actually you’re not quite ready, and you’ve still got a bit of learning 

to do?” (Colette – TLR – interview, page 13, lines 441-449) 

 

Another example from Holly, demonstrates how teachers working in 

management positions often still prioritised pupils’ education above their 

management responsibilities. Ironically, those who held management positions 

often spoke about how their responsibilities could sometimes detract from the job 

of teaching: 

 

“I personally think it’s really important to keep the fact that you’re a teacher 

in the forefront of your mind…schools sometimes forget that, and senior 

leaders will get cover for their lessons…This year I’ve got Set 1, Years 11, 

12, and 13. I will not take cover for my classes, because I can’t leave 

them... but managing everything is very difficult.” (Holly – senior manager 

– interview, page 5, lines 148-158) 

 

Throughout each of the examples given from Shahnaz, Colette, Mike and Holly, 

the prevailing theme that emerges is that teaching still holds vocational value for   
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teachers. Furthermore, the meaning that teaching holds for these individuals 

means that the core purpose of their role – teaching, planning, preparation and 

assessment – takes a personal priority over management responsibilities.  

 

However, these teachers, and others, shared their experiences of feeling 

frustrated and under pressure when their values were challenged. Mike’s 

example of refusing to sign his appraisal form demonstrates how he resisted the 

shift in cultural values towards an expectation to aspire to a managerial position. 

Shahnaz tried to hold off becoming a TLR for as long as possible. Colette chose 

to turn down a promotion because she felt she was not ready for the role, and 

Holly expressed the challenge of being a good teacher, whilst also juggling 

management responsibilities.  

 

In each of the examples given, and drawing from the broader data set, teachers 

felt a level of expectation to progress into management positions – some teachers 

welcomed this progression and others did not. Yet in their lived experiences, the 

majority of participants found teaching to be the most important – and the most 

rewarding – aspect of their jobs. A resounding conflict arose from friction between 

the meaning of work held by most teachers on the one hand, and the competitive 

culture, along with the workload practicalities, that come with holding a 

management responsibility, on the other hand. 

 

The findings presented in this chapter thus far demonstrate how many teachers 

resisted the competitive culture – introduced through various performance 

management initiatives, and further enforced through the PRP framework. 

However, there were also examples of teachers who conformed to the 

competitive culture. Where they did, pockets of careerism did foster. Returning to 

the comments made by Harry earlier in this section, PRP places a focus on 

climbing the career ladder, transforming the notion of what it means to be a good 

teacher, which clashes with the meaning of work that many teachers hold.   
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7.4 The Effects of Climbing the Career Ladder on Other Teachers 

 

Competition for management positions at all levels, lower, middle and senior, in 

Coniston Academy was fierce. My first two weeks at Coniston Academy was an 

eye-opening experience that gave me an insight into this culture. When I first 

embarked on the fieldwork, Anthony, the deputy head, welcomed me to the 

school and showed me around before leaving me to conduct my research. 

Amongst the hustle and bustle of his daily work, he gave me a temporary base 

to work from, which was the finance office. I was later moved to a shared office 

space on the second floor. 

 

The finance office was situated amongst a row of senior management offices 

comprising the principal and deputy principal’s offices, the assistant principals’ 

office, and the offices of the business manager and the HR officer. It was vacant 

during certain days of the week, as the finance team worked part-time. To begin 

with, I felt a sense of unease from a few of the assistant principals who were 

probably trying to work out who I was and why I had been placed in the finance 

office along the senior management corridor. It genuinely was the case that 

Anthony’s schedule was so hectic that he had not thought through where to put 

me. Eventually, I was moved to a shared office space on the second floor and 

this felt a much better location in which to remain inconspicuous.  

 

As my time at Coniston Academy went on, these barriers were broken down and 

I got to know members of the senior management team fairly well. They were 

able to understand my position as a researcher, and several members of the 

team offered me invaluable insights into working life at the school. However, my 

early experiences of being situated in the finance office gave me an insight into 

the political workings of Coniston and highlighted to me the importance of position 

and hierarchy. Having a management position was highly regarded; to get one 

was extremely competitive; and it seemed to be a taken-for-granted assumption 

that everyone was aspiring for one.  

 

Despite the good intentions of many teachers, pockets of the careerist culture 

emerged at various levels of the management hierarchy. One particular area 

where  this  finding  came  to  light  was  in  the  school’s  investment  in  a  set of   
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leadership programmes. On one occasion I made my way down the senior 

management corridor in search of a particular member of staff. I happened upon 

Barbara, a senior manager of the school, and I asked her whether she had any 

information on each of the senior managers’ roles. As Barbara was answering, 

she highlighted an issue that relates particularly to the leadership programme: 

 

“One thing that really gets me is when managers go on these leadership 

programmes and come back with all these scatty ideas…I say, ‘Ok, have 

you thought this through? How are we going to communicate that to 

parents?’ It’s all good and well them having these ideas, but there’s no 

meat to it in the end, because they can’t implement it properly.” (Barbara 

– senior manager – informal conversation, 25th September 2017)  

 

Performance management was an inherent part of the leadership programme 

because  those  aspiring  into  senior  management  positions needed to provide 

evidence to demonstrate their capability to move into a more senior role. Those 

taking part in such programmes had to have some form of ‘impact’ to display on 

their curriculum vitae. Colette was taking part in one of these programmes and 

she explained her concerns about the impact the courses were having on the 

school: 

 

“We’re part of a programme – because our school is a struggling school, 

they support aspiring leaders to try and revolutionise things…but it means 

that there’s a lot of new initiatives flying around, and it’s for the sake of 

them having an impact, rather than what’s best for the academy.” (Colette 

– TLR – interview – page 5, lines 131-151) 

 

The reality of this structure upon teachers’ work meant that there were often 

various initiatives circulating, which added to teachers’ workloads and detracted 

from the job of teaching. Some of these initiatives did have some benefits for the 

school and others did not. The findings revealed that the key issue was not so 

much the individual changes themselves, but rather the sheer number of them – 

each a distraction from the main priorities that teachers had:  
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“Managers are in charge of different areas and in a school, lots of people 

have lots of different agendas…so someone will say ‘you need to review 

homework policies with your TLRs.’ Then someone who is in charge of 

marking and feedback will say ‘we need this policy back from you.’ You 

have to think, ‘right, who am I going to annoy the most by not doing their 

thing?’” (Ellie – head of department – interview, page 11, lines 318-331) 

 

Several teachers expressed their frustrations where these changes had no 

benefit to either themselves or the pupils. Alan was a busy head of department. I 

managed to catch an interview with him after school one day. Lessons had just 

finished and later in the evening the teachers were holding a parental 

engagement evening. As I entered Alan’s office, I could sense that he wanted to 

get on with the interview as quickly as possible. He even pointed towards a stack 

of 60 exam papers that he needed to mark after he finished the parents’ evening. 

What came across during Alan’s interview was his strong belief that making a 

difference to pupils’ education was what mattered the most: 

 

“Sometimes things that don’t add value get in the way…some managers 

ask people to do stuff because it makes their life as a manager easier, but 

if it’s just ticking boxes so that a manager can say, ‘look, I’ve got this 

evidence,’ then that’s not necessarily impacting the learning of a student. 

It’s where work doesn’t add value – that’s where teachers need 

protecting.” (Alan – head of department – interview – page 15, lines 489-

498) 

 

One particular example of how teachers’ workloads were increased as a result of 

managerial career orientations came in the form of a change to a school day 

routine. In order to improve behaviour management around the school, various 

senior managers suggested that the way pupils transitioned between lessons 

needed to be re-designed. A new system was set up where teachers had to 

collect their class of pupils from lessons three times per day and all teachers had 

to be present on corridors in between each lesson. This included teachers 

conducting planning and marking in their non-contact time. This message was 

conveyed by one senior manager during a teaching staff briefing meeting:  
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“If you have a non-contact period, can you please support your colleagues 

during this transition period. You will need to be around your department 

area, out of workrooms, for around the first five minutes of the lesson. I’ll 

be sending out a spreadsheet and you will appear on it if you have a non-

contact period – so please support other members of staff.” (Alistair – 

senior manager – shadowing a teaching staff briefing meeting, 14th 

September 2017) 

 

This is the kind of initiative that teachers were talking about when they felt that 

extra work was being added to their workloads that detracted from the main job 

of teaching. This particular initiative meant that teachers’ non-contact time was 

reduced and for teachers collecting pupils from their lessons, teaching time was 

also reduced. Whilst there may have been some benefits to behaviour 

management, this initiative, along with others, had a detrimental impact on the 

main job that teachers were doing, and increased their workloads and working 

time. 

 

This theme dovetails with a section from chapter five that examines the impact of 

OFSTED and increased bureaucracy on teachers’ work. Whilst OFSTED is a 

major contributor to an increase in teachers’ workloads, this finding highlights that 

the increase also derives from a culture that places a priority on career 

orientations over altruistic orientations to work. Where teachers are climbing the 

career ladder, they have to ‘prove’ that they are making an impact and have to 

generate new initiatives in order to do so – increasing the workloads of other 

teachers. 

 

7.5 Performance Management and the Transformation of Teachers’ Work 

 

At a different level, these structures transform the nature of teachers’ work as a 

result of the expectation placed on teachers to constantly produce new ideas and 

initiatives. Harry’s interview was insightful on this account, and his analysis from 

a teacher’s perspective has been an important resource throughout this thesis. 

He made the following comments on the issue of PRP:  
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“I think what happens is that if you’re given that money, you’re doing that 

job, and it’s a lot of work. Then the people below that pay grade are then 

saying, ‘Where’s this? Where’s the PowerPoint on that?’ But what it does 

is stop the people below from thinking for themselves. That’s too 

prescribed for me…and it doesn’t help develop people as teachers.” (Harry 

– classroom teacher – interview – page 9, lines 295-301) 

 

This finding epitomises the notion of hierarchy and highlights a polarisation in the 

teaching workforce. Those that hold management responsibilities and earn 

higher salaries are expected to produce a greater number of outcomes than those 

who do not hold management responsibilities and earn lower salaries. This 

creates a situation where teachers on higher pay scales tend to do more of the 

intellectual and creative work, leaving teachers on lower pay scales to conduct 

more of the mundane, repetitive work. This expectation surfaced in my interview 

with Anthony, the deputy head: 

 

“When you think about that senior team sat around a table, we’re talking a 

lot of money in salaries. I want a lot of output for that and a lot of people 

leading. They need to be doing the thinking, because otherwise, I might 

as well have the salary back.” (Anthony – deputy head teacher – interview 

– page 18, lines 576-581) 

 

Through this education reform, the nature of work becomes transformed and 

polarises between higher skilled aspects of the teaching job and lower skilled 

aspects of the teaching job. Where previously one teacher would conduct 

elements of both types of work, these findings suggest two new types of teaching 

role and a dramatic shift in teaching as a profession. 

 

The irony of this finding, sadly, is that one of the main aims of performance 

management reform, when it was originally developed, was to ensure that 

teachers were provided with opportunities to develop in their careers. Instead, 

what PRP has achieved is to create a divide between those who receive those 

opportunities and those who do not. For example, instead of enabling teachers 

to develop their own materials, such as lesson planning and schemes of work (or 

long-term plans), those who hold management responsibilities are commissioned   
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with this work, leaving other teachers with prescribed plans to follow. In the 

Ruskin department, during one period of non-contact time, I was shadowing and 

overhead a conversation between two teachers, Tracy and Harry: 

 

Harry: “So, what is it that you actually have to do? Do you have to plan out 

all of the lessons for the next term? 

 

Tracy: “Yes, pretty much. I have to create all the lessons and here you 

go…” (Tracy shows Harry a Microsoft PowerPoint presentation of 27 

slides) (Tracy and Harry – TLR and classroom teacher respectively – 

informal conversation during non-contact time, 6th July 2017) 

 

During a later interview with Tracy, she expressed her concerns about this way 

of working: 

 

“A lot of them are less experienced than me. I’ve just planned loads of 

lessons for everyone…and I’m not entirely sure what comes of that. I know 

that people are using my lessons – which is saving them time – but in 

terms of their actual professional development, I don’t know whether it’s 

helping them.” (Tracy – TLR – interview – page 17, lines 545-550) 

 

This theme corresponds with a key contribution from chapter six, which found the 

standardisation and control of work in teaching to be connected to the academy 

school model education reform. Senior managers at Hayeswater Academy drew 

from practices across their schools within the multi-academy Trust (MAT) in an 

attempt to conglomerate efforts and make the school operate more efficiently. 

The line of thinking was that if pupils are all taught the same materials, in the 

same way, then there is a greater chance of them covering everything they need 

to know and performing better in their exams. Therefore, the MAT made changes, 

for example to the schemes of work, that made teaching more prescriptive. 

 

Building on this analysis, this chapter argues that the introduction of PRP into the 

teaching context is a parallel instigator to the standardisation of teachers’ work. 

PRP creates a division between teachers who conduct the prescribed work and 

teachers who conduct the prescribing of work, polarising the teaching workforce.   
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It is important to emphasise that all teachers carried out lessons whether they 

had management responsibilities or not, and all managers, except for a handful, 

were teachers. 

 

It is key to highlight that this argument of the prescription of work, which is based 

on my findings, is a tendency and as with any tendency there are differences and 

exceptions to the overarching trend. For example, in the Wainwright department, 

the majority of teachers still enjoyed a fair amount of autonomy in their work. Each 

of the teachers that I interviewed tended to plan their own lessons and it was 

Stephanie in particular, their head of department, who stood up for these values: 

 

“I don’t agree that everybody should teach in the same way. Imagine if you 

go to seven lessons a day and every member of staff delivers the same 

structure of lesson. If I was a child experiencing that, I wouldn’t like it.” 

(Stephanie – head of department – interview – page 16, lines 511-513) 

 

This ethos to some extent negated the effects of the polarisation of work. The 

teachers I interviewed in the Wainwright department held strong altruistic 

orientations to work. The department did not become polarised between those 

who did the intellectual and creative work and those who carried it out. A strong 

sense of collaboration remained and in team meetings I saw teachers working 

together and sharing lesson plans. During one interview, Alisha, a newly qualified 

teacher, told me that she once helped a more senior teacher, Amy, and shared 

lessons plans with her. There was a two-way mutuality in the department. Nobody 

was less equal because they were inexperienced. 

 

However, the trend of polarisation could be seen again in the Potter department. 

In a similar fashion to the Ruskin department, there was a marked divide between 

the teachers that held management responsibilities and those that did not. 

Although teachers with no management responsibilities did have some autonomy 

in terms of their lesson planning and resources, still, much of the creative thinking 

and planning was conducted by those holding team leadership responsibilities. 

Teachers with fewer management responsibilities tended to simply carry out their 

lessons, with little input into the broader long-term planning.   
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These findings demonstrate that performance management reforms in teaching 

have transformed the nature of work, such that teaching has become separated 

into two broad categories – the creative and the mundane. Furthermore, this 

thesis has found that both the reforms of the academy school model and 

performance management have generated this transformation in teachers’ work.  

 

Conclusion  

 

In conclusion, this chapter has assessed the impact of performance management 

reforms in education on teachers’ experiences of work. The key argument of this 

chapter is that PRP forms a further string to the bow of neoliberal education 

reform that has been shaping the teaching context for thirty years. In particular, 

this legislation has reinforced earlier performance management reforms to create 

a new transformation in the nature of teachers’ work. 

 

In-depth analysis from this chapter has deciphered a trend of polarisation 

between higher-skilled and lower-skilled aspects of teachers’ jobs, to reveal the 

emergence of two new forms of teacher. Teachers holding management 

responsibilities and earning higher salaries are expected to produce a greater 

number of outcomes in their work, than teachers with no management 

responsibilities earning lower salaries. Therefore, the intellectual and creative 

aspects of teaching, such as developing long-term plans, lessons and resources 

tend to be conducted by TLRs, whilst teachers without management 

responsibilities are left to follow plans generated for them.  

 

This chapter raises a serious problem related to the standardisation and 

prescription of teachers’ work. It defeats one of the original purposes of 

performance appraisals in education – to develop teachers. This issue is 

discussed in greater depth in the practical recommendations of the thesis. 

Furthermore, this chapter has raised concerns over the competitive and 

individualistic culture fostered through the performance management reforms.   
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A remarkable form of resistance that has surfaced throughout this chapter has 

been the way that teachers’ personal altruistic orientations to work have 

triumphed over the negative effects of these reforms on several occasions. 

Turning down positions for promotion and working collaboratively have been two 

key forms of resistance that have worked against the individualism instilled 

through performance management reforms. This chapter points towards 

performance management as an important avenue for future in-depth research 

in the teaching context.  
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Chapter Eight 

 

Discussion of Research Findings 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This thesis explores the impact of education reform in England on school 

teachers’ working lives. The purpose of this chapter is to address the research 

questions of this thesis – clarifying the theoretical, conceptual and empirical 

contributions of the study. The research questions are: 1) What are the processes 

of destatisation that manifest in education reform? 2a) What are the control 

mechanisms that emerge from inter-organisational networks between the state 

and schools and how do they manifest in education reform? 2b) What is the 

impact of these control mechanisms and their manifestations in education reform 

on teachers’ experiences of work? 3) What are the informal ways that teachers 

draw upon to resist the effects of these control mechanisms? The chapter begins 

by revisiting the theoretical framework and key concepts developed by this thesis, 

before answering each of the research questions. 

 

Overall in the thesis there are fifteen contributions. Three are theoretical, three 

are conceptual, eight are empirical and one is methodological. There are also 

four recommendations for practice and policy and four potential future research 

avenues. The concluding chapter summarises the theoretical, conceptual and 

empirical contributions, alongside developing the methodological contribution, 

practical recommendations and potential future research avenues. 

 

8.1 Revised Theoretical Framework and Concepts 

 

The literature review developed a preliminary theoretical framework, which 

comprised the concepts of destatisation (Cunningham 2016; Jessop 2013), 

technical controls (Callaghan and Thompson 2001; Edwards 1979), 

management controls (Carter and Stevenson 2012; Sinclair et al. 1996) and a 

newly created concept, oppositional orientations to work (following Ackroyd and 

Thompson  1999;  Baines  2016;  Bélanger  and  Thuderoz 2010) (see page 34).   
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These concepts laid the foundation for theorising the paradigms of the state, 

control and resistance. This chapter builds on this knowledge, advancing theory 

through two new concepts: heterarchical management controls and performance 

driven technical controls. 

 

Alongside the conceptual development of performance driven technical controls 

and heterarchical management controls, the revised theoretical framework 

generates further elaborations that are explicated in this chapter. Firstly, there 

are two new sections under heterarchical management controls. The structure of 

the multi-academy trust and also the introduction of leadership programmes to 

support struggling schools are both categorised as generating complex new 

management structures that transcend traditional hierarchical constructs. 

Additionally, in the theoretical framework, oppositional orientations to work have 

been revised with three new types of informal resistance.  
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8.2 The Processes of Destatisation that Manifest in Education Reform 

 

The first theoretical contribution of this thesis is to develop the concept of 

destatisation in the education reform context, drawing on Jessop’s (2013) 

conceptual clarification of the hollowing out thesis through upwards, sideways 

and downwards directions. This creates an explicit theorisation of the state, so 

that connections between features of education reform and teachers’ 

experiences of work can be made. This is depicted in the top section of the 

theoretical framework displayed in figure 8.1, whilst the general concept of 

destatisation is described in table 8.1. These insights will now be discussed in 

greater detail in answer to the first research question: What are the processes of 

destatisation that manifest in education reform? 

 

The first key process of destatisation analysed in this thesis is the shrinking of 

the size of state education in England. The rapid expansion of the academies 

programme under the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition has in part been 

a government response to England’s low ranking in PISA tests, with the academy 

model hailed as the key to school improvement (Gove 2012). At the same time, 

however, this thesis argues that England’s declining PISA scores have presented 

an ideal opportunity for the government to pursue its own ideological agenda, 

which has been to reduce the size of state education, by increasing private and 

third sector involvement. This thesis conceptualises this reform as a process of 

hollowing out upwards and sideways. There is an upward shift in the direction of 

power as the OECD exerts an influence on nation states to reform education 

through revealing international comparative positions in education. There is a 

sideways shift in the direction of power as private and third sector organisations 

take over the responsibility of managing schools from local education authorities.  

 

The second process of destatisation examined in this study is the marketisation 

of the school inspection process. The creation of OFSTED in 1992 to replace HMI 

has marked a significant shift in England’s approach to school inspection. Where 

HMI constituted a government body, originally, the majority of inspection work 

under OFSTED was tendered to private providers and the aim was to introduce 

private sector principles into the way that the inspection process was managed 

(McVeigh 2015). This has resulted in increased levels of quantification in judging   
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school improvement and pupil progress. The marketisation of school inspection 

is conceptualised as a process of hollowing out sideways because by introducing 

the private sector into inspection decision-making, there has been a transferral of 

power away from the expertise of central government advisors towards the 

quantitative approaches of private sector organisations. 

 

The third and final form of destatisation investigated in this thesis is the 

minimisation of the role of local education authorities (LEAs). Through the rolling 

out of the Local Management of Schools reform in 1988, significant levels of 

control were devolved from LEAs to schools, which has had the direct 

consequence of expanding the role of the head teacher and creating the need for 

a larger senior management team in schools. This minimisation of the role of 

LEAs is theorised as a form of hollowing out downwards, because powers are 

transferred from LEAs down to the school level. As the tripartite system of 

education – which included central government, LEAs and schools (see Chitty 

2002) – has been dismantled, the employment relationship between teachers and 

the state in education has become individualised. The introduction of 

performance management processes and performance-related pay have 

become key governing mechanisms to keep this relationship in check. 

 

8.3 Control Mechanisms that Emerge from Inter-Organisational Networks  

 

This section answers research question two, part one: What are the control 

mechanisms that emerge from inter-organisational networks between the state 

and schools and how do they manifest in education reform? This thesis develops 

two key concepts of control mechanisms that amalgamate labour process theory 

and the hollowing out thesis – performance driven technical controls and 

heterarchical management structures. Whilst destatisation depicts the rolling 

back of the state and a shift of power towards either international governmental 

organisations, private and third sector organisations, or schools, the hollowing 

out thesis does not signify a complete loss of state power (following Jessop 

2016). Recent governance literature acknowledges the strategies that national 

governments use to take control of various networks of power by other means. 

Jessop (2016) defines this process as a recalibration of state power. This thesis   
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merges control at the state level and the organisational level in an inter-

organisational dynamic using labour process theory. 

 

The first concept that this thesis develops is performance driven technical 

controls. Developing on the work of Callaghan and Thompson (2001) and 

Edwards (1979) of technical controls, this thesis develops a conceptual 

innovation framed by the fundamentally underpinning theme of state-led 

education policy – the performance drive. The performance drive permeates the 

education context at all levels. A key backdrop is the way in which education has 

been re-defined both globally and on a national level, as a strategy for improving 

a country’s competitive standing in the world (Jessop 2013). The knowledge and 

skills of pupils leaving schools and universities and entering the workforce is 

viewed as particularly vital in contributing towards economic growth later on. 

There are two significant manifestations of performance driven technical controls 

developed by this thesis. The first is the removal of the contextual value added 

measure to school performance data and the second is the extension of 

performance-related pay into teaching (see figure 8.1). These will be explicated 

further now and the empirical contributions that these insights generate are 

developed in the following section. 

 

The removal of the contextual value added measure structurally changes the 

work of teachers who are situated in schools that serve communities with a 

complex set of demographic issues. By not taking into account factors such as 

levels of deprivation, in care status, special educational needs, mobility, gender 

and age (see Evans 2008 for the full contextual value added regression model), 

some schools are significantly disadvantaged.  

 

At Coniston Academy, these demographic factors include issues such as a high 

number of pupils on free school meals, a large number of pupils speaking English 

as an additional language, a high number of pupils with special educational needs 

and disabilities, and a high number of pupils facing child protection issues. To 

make up the difference and compete with schools situated in less 

demographically complex areas, teachers’ workloads increase, and their working 

hours lengthen as a direct result.   
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Performance related pay is also theorised as a performance driven technical 

control because, once again, it generates a structural change to teachers’ work 

and in particular their planning. This thesis has found that performance related 

pay creates a polarisation between teachers who conduct the creative work, 

developing lesson plans and schemes of work, and teachers who tend to carry 

out the lessons, having limited intellectual input. There is a tangible change to the 

way that work is organised stemming from the way that this reform divides up the 

workforce.  

 

The second concept that this thesis develops is heterarchical management 

controls. Building on the insights of Carter and Stevenson (2012) and Sinclair et 

al. (1996) which focus on hierarchical management, this thesis argues that the 

more recent transformation of the schooling landscape through the rapid 

expansion of the academy school model and through newly created leadership 

programmes has initiated a new dimension to the development of management 

structures within schools – heterarchical management structures. Defined as a 

form of organisation that draws upon diverse horizontal and vertical networks, 

steered loosely at a distance by the government through various channels 

(following Avelar and Ball 2019), heterarchical management has been found to 

be in operation in this thesis with serious consequences for teachers’ work. This 

thesis has found three key manifestations of heterarchical management control 

that will be discussed in greater detail now. 

 

Firstly, the structure of the multi-academy trust and its impact upon teaching 

content through horizontal networks between schools has signified an important 

heterarchical management control. A key finding of this study has been that areas 

of curriculum and schemes of work were found to become standardised as 

teachers across subject groups at different schools amalgamated their efforts to 

come up with a common approach for maths subject groups, a common approach 

for Science subject groups and so on. Some heads of department found this 

particularly frustrating as they were expected to change their department styles, 

practices and their teaching content to align with processes at other schools. 

 

A further manifestation of heterarchical management came in the form of a 

leadership  programme  implemented  by  the  school.  Such  programmes  have   
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become popular in the teaching context – particularly for schools that are 

struggling in their performance.  The unique feature of such courses is that they 

give some teachers the power to make significant changes to various systems 

and processes that operate within the school, reducing other teachers’ autonomy.  

 

A final form of heterarchical management control found in this thesis is a cultural 

shift in management practice that infiltrates from the private sector into schools 

through the academies programme. In the case of Coniston Academy, this 

process resulted in an unofficial erosion of teachers’ working rights, particularly 

to protections over their working hours, which has led to an increase in teachers’ 

workloads and hours of work. The three manifestations of heterarchical 

management control represent a horizontal power dynamic that has not been 

previously considered in the teaching labour process. The impact of increasing 

heterarchical management networks is an important potential avenue for future 

research as the realities of destatisation lead to more complex power structures 

in the teaching context. 

 

 

8.4 The Impact of Control Mechanisms on Teachers’ Experiences of Work 

 

In answer to research question two, part two – What is the impact of these control 

mechanisms and their manifestations in education reform on teachers’ 

experiences of work? – there are five main empirical contributions that have 

emerged from analysis of the data and these are clustered into two themes. The 

first theme is escalating workloads and extended working hours and the second 

theme is the standardisation and the re-organisation of work. Each of these 

empirical contributions is connected to one of the two concepts developed in the 

previous section – performance driven technical controls and heterarchical 

management controls (see figure 8.1). These empirical contributions will be 

discussed in further detail now. 

 

Escalating Workloads and Extended Working Hours 

 

A prominent feature that emerged from the data analysis was the tension 

between  the school  context  and  the  upcoming inspection visit, which revealed   
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detailed insights into the impact of recent OFSTED reforms on teachers’ work. 

Chapter five outlined the discrimination that both the head teacher and other 

teachers felt about the way that OFSTED judged their performance. Coniston 

Academy is an inner-city school in which the number of pupils on roll exceeds 

twice the national average for free school meals – the majority of whom speak 

English as a second language. The school also has a high number of pupils with 

special educational needs and disabilities and additionally has a high number of 

pupils experiencing child protection issues. The sense of injustice that staff felt 

was that the benchmark for judgement by OFSTED of their school took none of 

these factors into account.  

 

Under the Labour government administration between 2005 and 2010, school 

performance measures used by OFSTED in their judgements incorporated a 

‘contextual value added’ variable that took into account various factors apart from 

prior attainment, such as eligibility for free school meals (Perry 2016: 1058). This 

meant that school inspection was informed by data that took the school’s 

demographic factors into consideration. However, when the Conservative-Liberal 

Democrat Coalition took over, this variable was removed and replaced with a 

simpler ‘value added’ formula that does not make allowances for contextual 

factors, but rather measures performance based purely on pupils’ prior 

attainment (Perry 2016: 1058).  

 

The removal of the contextual value added measure has fundamentally changed 

the way in which school performance is assessed and thus the way that school 

inspection is conducted, pushing the burden of demographic issues on to 

teachers.  The significantly different context in which Coniston Academy operates 

is ignored and teachers are expected to make up for the difference in background, 

because these pupils are expected to perform in exactly the same way as any 

other students. This directly increases teachers’ workloads and working hours. 

 

This research revealed findings of extra lessons conducted before the start of the 

school day, extra revision classes in the school holidays and on Saturdays, and 

a more stringent focus on differentiation techniques, catering for all the ability 

levels in a given class. This finding highlights a deep-seated injustice for teachers 

who work in this environment, made even worse considering that many of these   
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teachers choose to work in these schools because they have a desire to make a 

difference in their careers. This is the first empirical contribution of this study. 

 

A further pressure on workload stems from the academy school reforms. 

Previously a maintained school under local authority control, Coniston had been 

an academy school for eight years, taken over by Lakeway Multi-Academy Trust 

in 2008, following a series of poor OFSTED ratings. A significant difference 

between academy and maintained schools is that academy schools are not 

obliged to follow the terms and conditions of teachers’ employment as laid out in 

the School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Document (West and Wolfe 2018). In 

the case of Coniston Academy, these terms and conditions did officially transfer 

over for teachers when the school became an academy under Transfer of 

Undertakings Protection of Employment (TUPE) legislation; however, the study 

found an unofficial erosion of 1265 Directed Time regulations, which are a part of 

the pay and conditions legislation. 

 

Teachers highlighted the difference they experienced once the school transferred 

to academy status. The lunch break was cut down to half an hour, whilst the 

school day started earlier. Teachers were also expected to undertake exam 

invigilation in their non-contact time, alongside covering lessons for absent 

colleagues and attending meetings. Others were expected to conduct lunch time 

duties. These changes unofficially eroded the protection that teachers previously 

experienced prior to the change to academy status. This often meant that non-

contact time was eaten into during the day by additional duties, pushing planning 

and preparation activities into teachers’ own time after school, lengthening the 

working day. This is the second empirical contribution of this study. 

 

Compounding the effects of the revised inspection framework and the unofficial 

removal of employment protections through academy school reforms, was the 

increasing presence of performance management related changes that affected 

teachers’ workloads. Coniston Academy had signed up with a leadership 

programme that worked in unison with the performance related pay system to 

provide opportunities for particular teachers who stood out as future deputy 

heads and head teachers. In order to complete this programme, teachers on this   
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course had to demonstrate evidence of their impact in some way throughout the 

school. 

 

Whilst on the one hand, this did provide a handful of teachers with opportunities 

for career progression, the effects of this programme led to an increase in 

workload for the vast majority of teachers who had to engage with the paperwork 

or other activities that these changes often brought about. One example of a 

change brought in by senior managers, as a part of demonstrating evidence for 

this leadership programme, was the rearrangement of the school day to improve 

behaviour management of pupils in between lessons. Teachers had to pick their 

pupils up from lessons and escort them to their own classes three times per day, 

and all teachers had to be present on corridors in between lessons to manage 

this process, including teachers planning and marking during their non-contact 

time. For teachers collecting pupils from lessons, their teaching time was reduced 

and working time was extended for all teachers. This is the third empirical 

contribution of this thesis. 

 

The Standardisation and the Re-organisation of Work 

 

The fourth empirical contribution relates to the structure of the multi-academy 

trust. Amidst the pressure to improve school performance, driven by previous 

OFSTED visits that had rated the school as ‘requires improvement’, Lakeway 

multi-academy trust commissioned senior managers from Hayeswater Academy 

– a sister school in the trust – to join the management team at Coniston, to 

support them in an improvement plan. The result of this change was that several 

aspects of teachers’ work were to be aligned with processes as conducted at 

Hayeswater Academy, especially since their school had been rated as 

‘outstanding’ by OFSTED.  

 

These changes affected day-to-day lesson plans, long term plans (or schemes of 

work) and the structure of lessons. Where teachers had previously enjoyed 

autonomy in planning their own work and lessons, their work now became 

systematised and prescribed. One example of this change is that at the start of 

all lessons, teachers had to carry out a short test so that revision became 

ingrained  in  students’  daily  routines.  Another example is the use of prisms – a   
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traffic light coded system – to gauge the level of pupils’ understanding in the 

classroom during lesson time. This was a difficult experience for many teachers 

who felt that these changes led to a deskilling in their work as their own creativity 

was stifled.  

 

The structure of the multi-academy trust is a significant feature of this insight. 

These findings demonstrate how reform generated at the state level, namely the 

impact of the revised school inspection framework, with no contextual value 

added measure, is translated at the organisational level. Furthermore, this insight 

demonstrates the position of power given to multi-academy trusts in shaping 

matters of curriculum and teaching practice. Multi-academy trusts have freedoms 

over curriculum as well as various work and employment conditions such as pay, 

working hours and holidays (West and Wolfe 2018). A key finding of this thesis is 

that through the multi-academy trust model, processes of management take on 

a heterarchical structure, which leads to the standardisation of work. 

 

Alongside these particular pressures that led to the standardisation of work was 

a third impinging strand of reform – performance related pay. The standardisation 

and the prescription of teachers’ work followed a particular pattern that cannot be 

grasped without an understanding of the impact of performance related pay 

reforms. This study found that as performance related pay has become a central 

feature of contemporary education reform22, it has created a polarisation in the 

teaching workforce between those who conduct the creative work and those who 

carry it out. Since some teachers were earning higher salaries than others, these 

teachers were expected to produce a greater number of outcomes than teachers 

that were not ranked as highly on the performance scales.  

 

A core feature of work that was caught up in this polarisation was the 

development of lesson planning and creation of schemes of work. Teachers who 

held management positions and were situated at a higher point on the pay scales   

 
22 Performance related pay reforms have been evolving in the education context for almost thirty 

years. Their first major introduction was in 2000 through Threshold Assessment where teachers 
that moved on to the upper pay scale were paid according to their performance (Mahony et al. 
2004). The second crucial development has been in 2013 when performance related pay was 
extended to all teachers on the main pay scale (see Robb and Simons 2013). For further detail 
see Chapter Three. 
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would tend to do much of the planning for their department, whilst teachers that 

were positioned at lower points on the pay scales tended to simply carry out these 

lessons with limited creative input to them. This is the fifth empirical contribution 

of this study. 

 

Whilst on the one hand this change alleviated some pressure from a proportion 

of teachers who found that their plans were created for them, it raised additional 

concerns regarding professional development for these teachers who were being 

held back professionally by the reforms. Furthermore, it meant that there was an 

uneven workload for some teachers higher up in the pay scales who were 

essentially planning for the entire department, whilst also having to carry out their 

own lessons.  

 

8.5 The Informal Ways that Teachers Resist 

 

The third and final research question asks: What are the informal ways that 

teachers draw upon to resist the effects of these control mechanisms? A final 

strand to the theoretical contribution of labour process theory development in the 

study of teachers’ work is on the issue of resistance. The majority of studies that 

have considered the issue of teachers’ resistance to various changes in their work 

have generally been framed through the lens of unions (for examples see Carter 

et al. 2010; Ironside and Seifert 1995). Whilst these approaches play a significant 

role in recognising the part that unions play in representing teachers and even, 

at times, shaping education reform, the limitation of this approach has been a 

lack of attention to other, more informal avenues through which teachers choose 

to exert their opposition. This argument is echoed in broader labour process 

debates (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Thompson 2016). This thesis develops 

the concept of oppositional orientations to work, drawing together the labour 

process term of opposition with the sociological concept of orientations to work. 

This was developed in the literature review (see pages 20, 21 and 22). 

 

The study revealed that teachers were vocal about the meaning that work held 

for them personally and this seemed to resonate with a shared set of orientations 

held  collectively  with  other  teachers.  Teaching  is  often perceived by teachers   
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themselves, and also the wider public, as a vocational career choice – a form of 

work where making a difference is the way that many teachers meaningfully 

identify with their jobs (Barmby 2006; Kyriacou and Coulthard 2000; Moran et al. 

2001). The findings from this research highlighted more specifically a pride of 

work that teachers held. Teachers’ sense of ‘doing a good job’ was intrinsically 

connected to making a difference and most teachers became frustrated where 

certain aspects of work, such as tick box exercises, got in the way of being able 

to do their very best in the pursuit of making a difference in their teaching. 

 

However, the difficulty that these teachers faced was that their collective sense 

of identity went against the grain of the intended neoliberal education reform 

outcomes. A key underpinning feature of performance management and 

performance related pay reforms has been to break-up the strong sense of 

collectivism that has historically been held in education (Ironside and Seifert 

1995). Much of the reforms around the time of the 1980s and 1990s centred 

around breaking down strongholds of union support. This included the 

transformation of HMI to OFSTED (Maclure 1998) and the displacement of local 

education authorities on two occasions, once via the growth of school-based 

management (Levačić 1998) and the second time through the rapid expansion of 

the academy school programme (West and Bailey 2013). The shift has been 

towards creating an individualised contract between the teacher and the state 

with the aim of weakening the overall power of education unions (Carter et al. 

2010; West and Bailey 2013). 

 

Findings from this study revealed that, to an extent, there was a breakdown in 

collegiality as teachers were set against one another in the competition to move 

up in pay scales. Yet a fuller picture of how these issues manifested on the 

workplace terrain can be grasped through the lens of resistance, since a 

significant proportion of teachers fought back against this cultural shift. More 

specifically, this thesis creates the concept of oppositional orientations to work to 

encapsulate these matters. This is the third conceptual contribution of this thesis. 

The term opposition encompasses the wide-ranging behaviour that arises from 

structured antagonism in the employment relationship – a key aspect of labour 

process theory (Bélanger and Thuderoz 2010). This term is merged with the 

sociological concept of orientations to work to capture the notion that resistance   
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can be based upon the meaning and values that workers ascribe to their labour 

(see Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Baines 2016; Bélanger and Thuderoz 2010). 

 

This thesis makes three major empirical contributions to the study of informal 

resistance in the teaching context. A major way that teachers asserted their 

opposition to the competitive ethos cultivated through the performance 

management reforms, was to turn down positions for promotion. Following on 

from the last section, this is the sixth empirical contribution of this study. During 

performance reviews or where presented with a potential promotion, these 

teachers expressed that they were able to give their best with their current 

workload and that taking on further responsibilities would reduce the quality of 

their work. Their opposition was based upon a collective set of values that put 

their pride of work at the forefront. Some of these teachers did hold aspirations 

to move into management positions, but they were keen to be professionally 

prepared before taking this step. 

 

In contrast, there were a number of teachers who aligned themselves with the 

competitive ethos, placing a higher value upon their personal performance than 

upon the shared pride of work ethos. Where teachers succumbed to the cultural 

shift, there emerged a set of oppositional identities between those who held on 

to their collective sense of work commitment and those who sought progression 

up the pay scales. Following Baines (2016), this thesis categorises turning down 

positions for promotion as an internal informal oppositional practice. These 

practices are based upon a rationale held by a significant number of teachers in 

relation to the meaning that work holds for them.  

 

Some teachers are (understandably) more committed to providing the highest 

quality of work that they possibly can to ensure that their students obtain the best 

possible education. They are driven by this ethos over and above the desire to 

climb the career ladder and earn a higher salary. Yet these reforms chastise 

rather than reward their commitment. Several teachers spoke about the pressure 

to progress into a management position that they were not happy with. This thesis 

argues that the current performance management measures in teaching are 

fundamentally out of touch with the majority of teachers’ personal orientations to 

work.  
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Countering this negative effect, a further way that teachers fought back against 

these reforms, on the basis of their commitment to work, was through finding 

spaces of time to discuss their work with colleagues. This is the seventh empirical 

contribution of this thesis. In addition to the pride of work ethos, there was a 

second interconnected strand to the commitment to work orientation. Developing 

subject knowledge was an important aspect to many teachers because they 

wanted to ensure they had a continually current understanding of their subjects 

to inform their lessons holistically and also because they enjoyed their subjects. 

The challenge for many teachers was that much of their time tended to be 

consumed by adhering to the many restraints imposed by various reforms that 

had led to the prescription of work, that they had little time left to build their topic 

knowledge. 

 

The study revealed that teachers founds ways, in and amongst their hectic 

schedules, to build in their own opportunities for development. One example of 

this came in the form of a debate between two English teachers on a text that 

they were teaching to their students during their non-contact time. Another 

example came in the maths department where the Head of maths set everyone 

a challenging A Level maths question to answer for the duration of their weekly 

department meeting. Teachers resisted the restrictive pressures imposed upon 

their work routines by finding spaces to be creative and develop their subject 

knowledge.  

 

A third way that teachers found to fight back against the cultural shift towards 

individualism and rivalry between colleagues, manifested in the Wainwright 

Department. This is the eighth empirical contribution of this study. Teachers in 

this subject group preserved the creativity of all colleagues by planning lessons 

and schemes of work collaboratively, rather than assigning this creative work to 

a few teachers with leadership responsibilities. The approach of this subject 

group avoided the extent to which work became standardised and polarised and 

was rooted in a belief that pupils should experience creative rather than formulaic 

lessons.  



 

 190 

Each of these forms of resistance – turning down positions for promotion, finding 

time to develop subject knowledge and planning collaboratively – are rooted in a 

shared collective identity of commitment to work. These oppositional practices 

were set against the cultural shift in teaching that has come about as a result of 

neoliberal education reforms that, contrary to providing genuine opportunities for 

development, instead encourage an individualistic culture of climbing the career 

ladder. Following Baines (2016), each of these forms of opposition can be 

categorised as internal informal types of resistance, because they are an 

expression of the collective identity that teachers hold. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The core theoretical contribution of this thesis stems from the critique that 

previous labour process studies that have examined the impact of education 

reform on teachers’ work have approached the subject with an implicit theory of 

the state. This has resulted in partial accounts which cannot make a clear 

connection between aspects of reform and their impact on teachers. The central 

theoretical contribution of this thesis is to develop an explicit theory of the state 

to facilitate a more insightful and sophisticated approach to exploring the way that 

various changes in education policy can impact teachers. The study draws on the 

hollowing out thesis and labour process theory to address this subject. 

 

The second theoretical contribution tackles the under development of labour 

process theory in the context of teachers’ work (see Reid 2003). Previous studies 

that have applied labour process theory to the topic have tended to focus on the 

scientific mode of control and managerialism as a two-pronged approach to 

grasping the mechanisms of control (see Carter and Stevenson 2012; Sinclair et 

al 1996). Yet there has been much theoretical innovation on labour control 

strategies since the work of Braverman (1974) (for example Callaghan and 

Thompson 2001; Edwards 1979) – little of which has entered into the theoretical 

debates on the teaching labour process. This thesis extends labour process 

application to the study of teachers through this second, and also the third, 

theoretical contributions.  
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The third theoretical contribution of this thesis stems from the critique that much 

research into resistance in the teaching context has focussed on formal, 

organised activities administered through unionisation or legislative change, 

whilst limited attention has been given to the informal ways that teachers resist 

(see Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Ball and Olmedo 2013). This thesis creates 

the concept of oppositional orientations to work to continue to extend labour 

process theorisation in the teaching context.  

 

This thesis pushes the boundary of current knowledge at the intersection of study 

between education reform and teachers’ work. The literature review developed a 

preliminary theoretical framework, which comprised the concepts of destatisation 

(Cunningham 2016; Jessop 2013), technical controls (Callaghan and Thompson 

2001; Edwards 1979), management controls (Carter and Stevenson 2012; 

Sinclair et al. 1996) and the newly created concept of oppositional orientations to 

work (following Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Baines 2016; Bélanger and 

Thuderoz 2010) in the first phase of development of the theoretical framework. It 

outlined the key paradigms of the state, control and resistance in a theoretical 

contribution that draws together the labour process and hollowing out literatures. 

 

This discussion chapter generates a second phase of theoretical development 

which has led to a revised theoretical framework (figure 8.1). There are two 

conceptual innovations developed in this chapter. First of all, the concept of 

technical controls is developed into performance driven technical controls to 

encapsulate the underpinning theme of the performance drive that has re-defined 

education on a global scale as a resource to improve a country’s international 

competitive standing (see Jessop 2013). This thesis argues that the performance 

drive is an underpinning theme to each of the education reforms discussed in this 

thesis. 

 

Secondly, this thesis draws insight from recent developments in governance 

literature creating the concept of heterarchical management controls. The term 

heterarchy portrays the multiple bases of power that affect education policy (see 

Avelar and Ball 2019; Ball 2009). As the state hollows out, by deliberate design 

of the government (see chapter three for further discussion on shrinking the 

state),  heterarchies  form  to  supplement  the spaces of power left vacant by the   
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state. These spaces of power have been channelled towards a variety of actors, 

such as the private and voluntary sectors. Yet as the state recalibrates its power 

in inter-organisational networks with schools, heterarchical management controls 

form, operating across diverse horizontal and vertical networks. These two 

conceptual developments – performance driven technical controls and 

heterarchical management controls – connect together labour process theory 

with the hollowing out thesis by recognising the inter-organisational dynamic 

between the state and schools in shaping teachers’ work. 

 

Overall in the thesis there are three conceptual developments – the third concept 

of oppositional orientations to work has been developed in chapter two. This 

chapter synthesises all three of these developments in light of the findings and 

analysis of the thesis to generate eight empirical contributions that are presented 

in figure 8.1. 

 

Furthermore, this chapter has raised serious practical implications for teachers’ 

careers that stem from the interaction between the reforms under study. The 

performance drive that underpins each of the reforms was found to generate a 

paradoxical outcome for teachers’ development opportunities. Through the 

escalation of workloads, the lengthening of working hours, the standardisation 

and the re-organisation of work, teachers experienced significant challenges to 

managing their working lives. These issues are considered in the concluding 

chapter as providing a potential future research avenue that examines career 

barriers and enablers in relation to protected characteristics. 

 

Finally, this chapter has highlighted an important future research avenue of 

exploring the impact of heterarchical management networks upon teachers’ work. 

Within the context of teaching, which has been experiencing significant levels of 

destatisation in recent times, there are increasingly complex power structures in 

operation that are transforming the nature of teaching. The concluding chapter 

will discuss this idea as a potential future research avenue in more depth.  
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Chapter Nine 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This thesis examines the impact of education reform on school teachers’ working 

lives through a labour process perspective, taking both a macro- and a micro- 

approach to the study of work. This concluding chapter begins by outlining three 

theoretical and three conceptual contributions made by this study. The theoretical 

contributions are to provide an explicit theorisation of the state within a labour 

process perspective, and to extend the application of labour process theory within 

the teaching context, through more sophisticated conceptualisations of both 

control and resistance. Subsequently, the chapter moves on to delineate the eight 

empirical contributions of this study. Connections are made between key aspects 

of education reform and the three main themes of teachers’ experiences: the 

escalation of teachers’ workloads and extended working hours, the 

standardisation and the re-organisation of work and oppositional orientations to 

work in teaching.  

 

Following the explanations of the theoretical, conceptual and empirical 

contributions, the chapter then discusses the methodological contribution of this 

study. This is to provide some practical steps on how to carry out a critical realist 

ethnography, using multiple methods to grasp different layers and aspects of 

social phenomena. Recommendations are then made on the use of this research 

for both practice and policy. The key foci of these recommendations are on 

reducing teachers’ workloads and working hours, and improving their work life 

balance and mental health. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of 

the study’s limitation and four suggested future research directions. 

 

9.1 Theoretical and Conceptual Contributions 

 

This thesis is rooted in a labour process theoretical perspective and makes three 

theoretical  and  three  conceptual  contributions  based within this approach. The   
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first contribution is to make an explicit theorisation of the state through the 

amalgamation of the hollowing out thesis with labour process theory. The second 

theoretical contribution of this thesis is to extend the application of labour process 

theory into the teaching context through a more intricate understanding of control 

in teaching. These two theoretical contributions combined culminate in two 

conceptual innovations that this thesis develops. 

 

Developing on the work of Avelar and Ball (2019) and Ball (2009), this thesis 

creates the concept of heterarchical management controls to draw the hollowing 

out thesis and labour process theory together. Where previous teaching labour 

process studies considered the effects of hierarchical management (see Carter 

and Stevenson 2012; Sinclair et al 1996), this thesis extends the bounds of this 

concept to incorporate the shift from government to governance, and therefore 

multiple power bases, in addition to the state, that can shape education reform. 

This study creates the concept of heterarchical management controls to grasp 

the networks of power that flow through the multi-academy trust to impact 

teachers’ work. 

 

The second conceptual development of this thesis: performance driven technical 

controls also draws the hollowing out thesis and labour process theory together 

in an inter-organisational dynamic. Building on the work of Callaghan and 

Thompson (2001) and Edwards (1979), this thesis incorporates the concept of 

the ‘performance-drive’ with ‘technical controls’, extending it to the level of the 

state, in order to capture how education reforms structurally change the pace, 

flow and planning of teachers’ work.  A key example of a performance driven 

technical control in action is the gradual extension of performance related pay in 

teaching, that has created a polarisation between creative and mundane aspects 

of teachers’ work. 

 

The third and final theoretical contribution of this thesis is a further extension to 

the application of labour process theory into the teaching context, through the 

lens of informal resistance. This thesis combines the sociological concept of 

orientations to work with the notion that resistance can be based upon the 

meaning and values that workers ascribe to their labour (see Ackroyd and 

Thompson 1999; Baines 2016; Bélanger and Thuderoz 2010). This study crafts   
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the concept of ‘oppositional orientations to work’ as the third conceptual 

contribution of this thesis. Each manifestation of this form of resistance was 

based upon a shared sense of commitment to work between teachers, which 

drove them to prioritise ‘doing the best job’ they possibly could. One way that 

teachers in a particular department resisted the competitive culture that was 

being instilled – by the gradual extension of performance related pay in teaching 

– was to plan collaboratively. This was found to be an effective form of resistance 

that negated the effects of polarisation in this department, between creative and 

mundane aspects of work. 

 

9.2 Empirical Contributions 

 

This thesis makes eight empirical contributions that derive from the theoretical 

and conceptual developments in this thesis. They are categorised into three 

themes. In the first theme, the escalation of teachers’ workloads and increased 

working hours, there are three empirical contributions. The first empirical 

contribution pertains to the way that school performance data are now measured 

and used by OFSTED. The removal of a contextual value added measure, that 

previously took account of pupils’ socioeconomic status – such as ethnicity and 

eligibility for free school meals – has dramatically impacted schools. The new 

value added measure transfers the burden of responsibility of national difference 

in pupil performance, from government and society, directly onto schools (Leckie 

and Goldstein 2019). Extending this argument, this thesis has found this burden 

is then subsequently transferred to teachers. Teachers held extra morning 

lessons, classes after school, and Saturday and holiday revision classes. They 

conducted more detailed differentiation, frequently revised schemes of work and 

recurrently created new marking policies 

 

The second empirical contribution stems from the academy school programme. 

This study has found that although there was an official adherence to the 1265 

Directed Time regulations by Coniston Academy, there was an unofficial erosion 

of working time that was rooted in the overall cultural outlook of the Lakeway 

multi-academy trust. This meant that teachers’ directed time was extended by 

various additional activities introduced into the working day. Alongside the 

extension of working time, this unofficial erosion of the working time regulations   
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also reduced teachers’ non-contact time.  Examples included covering lessons 

for absent colleagues during their PPA time, conducting exam invigilation and 

attending meetings in PPA or lunch/break times, and carrying out lunch time 

duties. Additionally, the school day was lengthened by the academy trust. 

Teachers’ lunch time was reduced to half an hour, and the day started earlier. 

 

Finally, in the third empirical contribution of this thesis, performance management 

reforms exacerbated the pressure on teachers’ workloads and working hours 

through the adoption of leadership programmes into the school’s professional 

development programme. Teachers on these courses had to demonstrate the 

impact they made around the school and had to provide evidence for the 

programme and for their CVs. Teachers on these courses created a plethora of 

new initiatives which may have had some benefits for the school, but often added 

to the workload and working hours of other teachers. One example of increased 

working time was a new system for pupils moving around the school in between 

lessons to improve behaviour management levels. This meant that teachers had 

to escort students between lessons, and teachers working during their non-

contact time had to stand in the corridors, breaking off from their work every time 

a lesson ended. 

 

The second theme is the standardisation and prescription of teachers’ work in 

which there are clustered two further empirical contributions. This thesis found 

that the structure of the multi-academy trust generates heterarchical 

management networks that are activated through the performance drive instilled 

by OFSTED. As Coniston Academy had to improve its OFSTED rating, 

Hayeswater Academy, another school in the multi-academy trust – rated as 

‘outstanding’ by OFSTED – was commissioned to support Coniston in making 

improvements. The outcome was a standardisation of teachers’ planning, 

teaching routines and teaching methods. Key examples included the introduction 

of prisms into classrooms, the standardisation of schemes of work and lesson 

planning, and a change to the way that homework was processed. This is the 

fourth empirical contribution of this thesis. 

 

In the fifth empirical contribution to this study, performance related pay reforms 

acted  as  a  parallel  instigator  to  the  standardisation  and prescription of work,   
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generating a polarisation between creative and mundane aspects of teaching. 

Teachers earning higher salaries had to demonstrate a greater number of 

outcomes than teachers receiving lower salaries, and a split emerged in two of 

the three subject groups studied. Teachers holding management responsibilities 

carried out the majority of the long-term planning and lesson planning, whilst 

teachers with fewer responsibilities tended to carry out lessons, following 

standard formats with little creative input. This finding presents a paradox since 

the performance drive that underpins neoliberal education reforms has led to the 

professional development of a few teachers, but in many instances held back the 

learning and development of other teachers. 

 

Interlacing the polarisation between higher and lower skilled aspects of teaching, 

was a further divergence in teachers’ orientations to work. These are the final 

three empirical contributions of this thesis. There emerged a split between the 

majority of teachers who retained a shared sense of commitment to work and 

those who conformed to the performance drive instilled by the performance 

management and performance related pay reforms. These latter orientations to 

work were rooted in a desire to climb the career ladder, whilst the former 

orientations to work were embedded in a drive to produce high quality work and 

subsequently, the best possible education for students. This study found three 

ways that teachers resisted the culture of competition stimulated by these 

reforms. These were firstly, turning down positions for promotion, secondly, 

developing subject knowledge and thirdly, planning collaboratively. Each of these 

forms of resistance was rooted in a collective commitment to ‘doing the best 

possible job’. 

 

9.3 Methodological Contribution 

 

Empirical studies that take a critical realist approach are in their infancy 

(O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014) and as a result, details of the research methods 

used to carry out such investigations are limited (Ackroyd and Karlsson 2014) 

with some recent exceptions (see Easton 2010; Fletcher 2017; Vincent and 

Wapshott 2014). There is much scope, therefore, for attention to the practical 

details  of  the  different  ways  that  critical  realist  research  can  be  carried out   
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(Ackroyd and Karlsson 2014). The key methodological contribution of this thesis 

is to outline how to conduct a critical realist ethnography. 

 

Multiple methods provide insights to phenomena from a variety of perspectives 

in order to tease out causal mechanisms from data analysis. This thesis used 

shadowing, in-depth interviews and document collection to enhance the chances 

of bringing these events to the surface, to be able to perceive them in the 

‘empirical’ sphere. Following this same principal, generative causality was sought 

in in-depth interviews by interviewing participants from a variety of perspectives, 

to give a holistic understanding of how things worked in the field. This 

incorporated interviews with teachers, senior managers, trade union 

representatives and human resource operators. Microsoft OneNote was used in 

an innovative way to organise this varied dataset. Shadowing data, interview 

transcripts and documents were collated according to corresponding participants. 

 

Each of the various research methods interacted with a different layer of social 

reality. This facilitated the macro-micro link that made this ethnography critical 

realist. Shadowing focussed particularly on the individual levels. This enlightened 

the researcher on the issue of how reforms manifested in the school and what 

teachers felt and experienced as a result of them. Shadowing was the first step 

in the data collection process and provided the context to individual participants’ 

actions (see McDonald 2005). In-depth interviews were the second stage in data 

collection, and they revealed the various perspectives of teachers on the subjects 

of education reform, events taking place at the organisational level, and insights 

into teachers’ orientations to work. 

 

Documents were the final strand to data collection, and they were a crucial aspect 

of connecting the micro-fabric of everyday experience with the macro level of 

education policy and reform. Alongside the collection of organisational 

documents, such as memos and emails, education policy literature augmented 

this connection between macro and micro levels. Chapter three historically delves 

into the meanings and motivations behind education reforms that have been 

transforming the context of teachers’ work for over thirty years. The discussion 

chapter draws together the connections between education reform and the 

findings  and  analysis  of  this  thesis.  This process completes the back and forth   
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abductive movement between a priori assumptions, to research findings, back to 

education policy literature and finally to theory extension in chapter eight. One 

example of how a particular finding made its way through these various stages, 

to the eventual completed connection between the macro and micro levels, is 

presented for illustration purposes now. 

 

Chapter seven (section 7.2) reveals a finding that eventually became fully 

grasped by the researcher through a combination of shadowing an event, 

conducting    an    in-depth   interview,    analysing   the   school’s   performance 

management policy and examining performance management education policy. 

To set the scene, the researcher was shadowing a weekly departmental meeting 

in the Potter subject group where teachers were putting pupils into sets (or ability 

groups). One particular teacher, Annabelle, was vocal about not wanting a certain 

pupil in her class. A later interview with the head of the Potter department 

revealed that the reason why this sort of incident took place, was because the 

ability of pupils had a direct impact upon how teachers were rated in their 

performance management reviews. As the researcher analysed the school’s 

performance management policy, it became clear that pupil performance was a 

key criterion for moving up in pay scale increments.  

 

Analysis of the education policy literature on performance management and 

performance related pay revealed that these reforms grew out of the minimisation 

of local education authorities in the local management of schools’ reform in 1988 

(Wragg et al. 1996). Successive governments have since moved away from the 

traditional collective bargaining framework that governed teaching and have 

instead fostered an individualised relationship between the state and teachers 

through the gradual extension of performance management reforms in teaching. 

The timeline incorporated into chapter seven depicts this direction of travel.  

 

Finally, these insights have been theorised through the lens of resistance in the 

discussion chapter, since the majority of teachers that took part in this study 

aligned with a shared sense of commitment to work and fought back against the 

individualistic culture being cultivated in teaching. These three forms of 

resistance manifested as turning down positions for promotion, developing 

subject  knowledge  and  planning  collaboratively. This illustration has taken one   
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particular finding and explained its journey from a priori assumptions, to research 

findings, back to education policy literature and finally to theory extension. 

 

The two generative mechanisms that underpin the reforms examined in this 

thesis are destatisation and the performance drive. Destatisation and the vast 

expansion of the quasi-market in education in England, through the academy 

school programme, has organisationally restructured the way that education 

operates. This thesis has found the destatisation process to impact teachers’ 

planning, teaching routines and teaching methods This study has also found an 

extension of teachers’ working time that is driven by the cultural outlook of the 

academy school trust and an unofficial erosion to protections of teachers’ working 

time. 

 

The performance drive is the second generative mechanism identified in this 

thesis. It has been the driving force behind the shift towards quantification in 

OFSTED reforms – which has resulted in the recent removal of the contextual 

value added measure from school performance data. The performance drive 

additionally underpins the performance management and performance related 

pay reforms, which aim to improve the quality of teaching against a backdrop that 

has redefined the importance of education as an economic factor of success 

(following Jessop 2013). 

 

9.4 Recommendations for Practice and Policy 

 

A significant challenge for teachers that arose from the findings of this study was 

managing workload and escalated working time. It is beyond the scope of this 

thesis to provide an all-encompassing set of solutions for this issue. However, 

this study has emphasised four particular sources of impact on teachers’ 

workload, working hours, mental health and work life balance that this thesis can 

address with recommendations. One set of recommendations for policy and 

practice is aimed at changes that the school can make to reduce workload 

through a workload review, a change to the recruitment policy and reducing or 

wrapping up investment in leadership courses. The second recommendation is a 

change to flexible working policies and practices. The third recommendation is 

directed  towards  changing  OFSTED  culture  and  the  fourth  recommendation   
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relates to changes that the government can make in school performance 

measures to tackle the workload challenge for teachers. 

 

In this thesis, many teachers expressed that a key point of frustration for them 

was extra and often unnecessary administrative work. This included a range of 

activities for example: updating policies – such as a marking or a safeguarding 

policy, data tracking – in other words, entering pupils’ marks from various tests 

onto tracker sheets, and recreating schemes of work/ long term planning to align 

with the latest guidance. 

 

These findings are corroborated by the teacher workload surveys commissioned 

by the Department for Education in 2016 and 2019. The survey is conducted on 

a national scale and captures details of teachers’, middle leaders’ and senior 

leaders’ workloads across primary, secondary and special schools in England 

(Walker et al. 2019). Findings from the 2019 report suggest that 65% of primary 

school teachers and 78% of secondary school teachers felt that they spent too 

much time on general administrative tasks.  

 

This thesis recommends a three-pronged approach to reducing teachers’ 

workload at Coniston Academy that can also be applied to workload challenges 

in other schools. First of all, there needs to be a re-evaluation of what 

administrative work is necessary. The latest inspection framework from OFSTED 

has stated that inspectors will no longer be examining internal school data, 

because it diverts teachers’ attention away from focussing on the key aspects of 

their role (Roberts 2018). This means there is scope for significantly cutting back 

on collecting unnecessary evidence. An example of two important questions to 

ask are: Does this information have a direct impact on improving the learning 

experience of pupils? And, does the policy /scheme of work function in its current 

condition without changing it? Secondly, where there is still a requirement for data 

to be collected, the school should employ temporary administrators at key points 

throughout the year to collate this information for teachers, removing the 

administration burden from them. Thirdly, Coniston Academy should reduce or 

altogether wrap up investment in leadership programmes that promote fast-track 

success into leadership. Whilst they do benefit a handful of teachers in climbing   



 

 202 

the career ladder, these programmes have a detrimental impact on the workloads 

of other teachers. This would also be a significant cost saving for the school. 

 

The second recommendation of this thesis is aimed at incorporating flexible 

working practices in Coniston Academy. Recruitment and retention in teaching is 

currently a significant issue, with workload cited as one of the top reasons for 

teachers leaving the profession (Cooper Gibson Research 2018). This thesis 

recommends that more job share opportunities should be made available for 

teachers so that workloads can be adjusted to enable teachers to manage work 

and non-work life more effectively. Some examples include managing work 

alongside  health  issues,  starting  a  family  or  winding  down  to  retirement. To 

operate well, this would require good communication and an effective working 

relationship between the two teachers in any given job share.  

 

Schools need to tackle the stigma attached to part time teaching, which is often 

equated with teaching assistant work, rather than qualified teaching (Conley and 

Jenkins 2011). Coniston Academy and the wider Lakeway Education Trust could 

be advocates for sustainable teaching by providing part time opportunities that 

make work life balance more manageable. This would most likely lead to 

recruitment cost savings as a greater proportion of teachers are retained. 

Furthermore, this could be marketed on the school’s website and through other 

outlets as a recruitment pull factor, in a positive light, which would be a start 

towards confronting the negative stigma surrounding part time work in teaching. 

 

The third recommendation of this thesis is directed towards OFSTED. This thesis 

argues that there needs to be a culture shift in the school inspectorate towards a 

relational and supportive approach in school inspections. The findings of this 

research found inspectors to be aloof and judgmental in their approach to 

inspections. This can have a direct impact on the way that head teachers and 

senior management relate these outcomes to their staff, which – if handled 

punitively – can detrimentally affect teachers’ mental health. One way that this 

could be achieved is for inspectors to build a relationship with head teachers so 

that there can be more dialogue about changes that need to be made following 

inspections. Developing this recommendation further, OFSTED inspectors could 

give some examples of the kind of changes that they would like to see based on   
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their feedback, in order to fully explain their rationale and bring head teachers on 

board. 

 

The final recommendation is directed toward the government. A key finding of 

this thesis was that teachers working in demographically complex areas had high 

workloads. Pupils that attend these schools are undifferentiated in school 

performance data from students that attend schools in areas with higher levels of 

affluence and/or schools where all students speak English as their first language. 

The current ‘value added’ measure only takes into account prior attainment and 

ignores contextual factors, such as the number of pupils signed up for free school 

meals  and  ethnicity  (Leckie and Goldstein 2019).  This  thesis  found  that  the 

demographic burden was pushed onto teachers who then had to work harder, 

putting on extra classes before or after school, on weekends or on Saturdays to 

ensure their students could compete to a high enough standard. Following the 

guidance of Leckie and Goldstein (2019), this thesis recommends that the 

government should publish both adjusted and unadjusted school performance 

data side by side, so that a more contextualised picture of each school is given 

during school inspections. 

 

9.5 Study Limitation and Future Research Directions 

 

The research design of this thesis is rooted in the core argument that more explicit 

connections need to be made between the state and the workplace level in order 

to grasp the macro-micro links that explain how education reform impacts 

teachers’ work. However, as a result of this study’s focus upon making such 

connections, one research limitation has been that teachers are conceptualised 

homogenously, without considering protected characteristics such as gender, 

age, ethnicity, disability and sexual orientation – as well as others and their 

potential intersections. This is particularly crucial in light of the career implications 

for teachers raised in the discussion chapter.  

 

One key finding of this thesis has been that the extension of performance related 

pay in teaching, combined with the heterarchical management structure of the 

multi-academy trust, has led to a polarisation between creative and mundane 

aspects of teachers’ work. Some teachers, on lower salaries, carry out the latter,   
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and some, on higher salaries, carry out the former. Although this study has been 

able to contribute towards understanding teachers’ experiences in more detail, 

there is still much left to grasp in terms of differences between groups of teachers’ 

experiences. 

 

One key future research avenue would be to conduct a larger scale study across 

a number of schools, including rural and urban locations, and primary and 

secondary settings, to investigate how education reforms impact different groups 

teachers. For example, is there a difference between female and male teachers’ 

experiences of performance management/ performance related pay, or between 

white   and    Asian/ Asian   British    teachers’    experiences    of    performance 

management/ performance related pay? Do either of these different groups 

experience particular enablers or barriers in their careers as a result of these 

reforms? 

 

A second future research avenue would be to explore where there might be other 

heterarchical networks that impact upon teachers’ work and to examine what 

effect they have. This study has focussed upon the academy school programme 

and how the multi-academy trust has had a bearing upon teachers’ working lives 

when facing challenging OFSTED outcomes. Which other heterarchies affect 

teachers? For example, this study touched in passing upon how schemes of work 

had to be modified when exam boards changed their specifications. Another 

example is the impact of organisations that promote leadership programmes – 

this study found that they detrimentally affect teachers’ workloads. Future 

research could examine how private sector involvement through, for example, 

awarding bodies, publishing companies and other organisations, have an impact 

upon teachers’ work, alongside the effect of the academy school model. 

 

A key contribution of this thesis has been to reveal insights into informal avenues 

of teachers’ resistance. Attention to informal resistance in teaching is notably 

limited, since the majority of studies that examine the issue of resistance, frame 

it as a formal, organised set of activities, usually administered through unions or 

legislation change (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; Ball and Olmedo 2013). This 

thesis has begun to scratch the surface on the study of informal resistance in 

teaching, yet much is still unknown. Therefore, the third future research avenue   
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proposed by this thesis is to continue to investigate informal avenues of 

resistance. One way that this study could be extended is to examine the success 

of informal resistance and whether/ how these efforts connect to more formal 

organising strategies. 

 

A final future research avenue would be to take a comparative perspective and 

consider education reforms in various parts of the United Kingdom, analysing the 

similarities and differences between teachers’ experiences of work. This thesis 

has focussed on education reform in England and a key finding has been that 

being part of a multi-academy trust can lead to a standardisation of work as 

various  processes,  including  the  way  that  curriculum  is   handled,   becomes 

uniform across schools in the trust. In contrast, academy schools have not been 

a feature of education reform in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. Instead a 

key theme in these contexts has been to devolve power to schools through 

freedoms in curriculum development given to head teachers and teachers. 

Therefore, future research could analyse how teachers experience these 

contrasting approaches to planning and preparation. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The core argument of this thesis is that there needs to be an explicit theorisation 

of the state to facilitate deeper conceptualisations of connection between various 

strands of education reform, schools and teachers’ experiences of work. This 

thesis amalgamates labour process theory with the hollowing out thesis to 

achieve this aim in the first theoretical contribution of this thesis. Two further 

theoretical contributions are made through the extension of labour process theory 

into the teaching context through more sophisticated conceptualisations of 

control and resistance. These advances of the field are made through the newly 

created concepts of performance driven technical controls – developing on the 

work of Callaghan and Thompson (2001) and Edwards (1979), heterarchical 

management controls, building on the previous work of Avelar and Ball (2019) 

and Ball (2009), and oppositional orientations to work – building on the insights 

of Ackroyd and Thompson (1999), Baines (2016) and Bélanger and Thuderoz 

(2010). Eight empirical contributions stem from these theoretical and conceptual 

innovations.  
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The methodological contribution of this thesis is to provide a practical guide of 

how to conduct a critical realist ethnography using multiple methods, to grasp 

different dimensions of social reality. A practical example is given of how to tease 

out causal mechanisms from different forms of data – from shadowing data, in-

depth interviews and document collection, piecing together events to gain a richer 

understanding of how various strands of education reform infiltrate schools. This 

study also demonstrates how this data can be organised using Microsoft 

OneNote to keep track of each of the different types of information. 

 

Recommendations are made to practice and policy to offer some advice 

regarding how teachers’ workloads and working hours can be reduced, and how 

work life balance and mental health can be better supported. At an organisational 

level, this study recommends a three-pronged approach to cutting the 

administrative burden on teachers. This study calls for a re-evaluation at Coniston 

Academy, and across other schools, of the evidence and information that is 

collated by teachers. The second part of this approach suggests that where it is 

vital for certain information to be gathered, schools should employ temporary 

administrators at key points throughout the year to relieve the workload burden 

on teachers. The third aspect of this strategy is to reduce or altogether wrap up 

investment in leadership courses that are both costly and lead to an increase in 

the workloads of other teachers. A second recommendation to policy and practice 

is to introduce job share opportunities at Coniston Academy, to enable teachers 

to adjust their workloads where they are finding it a challenge to juggle various 

responsibilities both in and out of work. A third recommendation is a change in 

OFSTED culture away from a judgmental stance towards one which is more 

supportive and relational, working with schools during the inspection process. A 

final recommendation to policy is directed towards the government and strongly 

advises that both adjusted and unadjusted performance data are published side-

by-side, to ensure that school performance is always considered within the 

school’s demographic context. 

 

A limitation of this study is that teachers are treated as a homogenous category 

without considering differences between protected characteristics such as 

gender, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation and age – as well as other 

characteristics  and  their  potential  intersections.  This  limitation stems from the   
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research design which is scoped between macro and micro levels to examine 

how various aspects of education reform impact on teachers’ experiences of 

work. To address this limitation, a future research direction is suggested that 

focuses in more detail on the difference between these various groups of teacher, 

for example male and female teachers, and teachers of different ethnic 

backgrounds, to consider whether performance management reforms impact in 

distinctive ways on various groups. This thesis suggests a larger scale study that 

can encapsulate a greater sample of teachers across a number of different 

schools capturing these different characteristics.  

 

A second future research avenue would be to examine the governance shift in 

greater detail in the education setting by examining heterarchies in operation in 

both the academy school programme and beyond, and their impact on teachers’ 

working lives. This approach would consider the effect of various strands of 

private sector involvement in education. A third future research avenue would be 

to study teachers’ strategies of informal resistance in greater depth. Analysing 

how teachers fight back against education reform would facilitate a richer 

understanding of the meaning that work holds for teachers and the reasons 

behind their actions. Such insights could be considered in conjunction with more 

formal organising strategies. The fourth and final future research direction would 

be to take a comparative approach, analysing teachers’ experiences across the 

United Kingdom of contrasting education reform contexts.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Project Information Pack 

 

This project information pack was emailed to the head teacher of Coniston 

Academy during access negotiations. The pack contains overall information for 

the school as well as information for individual participants. It comprises an 

invitation for the school to participate, a summary of the project, a target sample 

of participants, invitations for participants to take part in a choice of two research 

phases, project information sheets for different types of participant and a consent 

form.  
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Dear _________, 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read this project information pack. Your school 
is invited to participate in a PhD research study that explores the working lives of 
secondary school teachers in the North of England. In the Work and Employment 
Studies subject field, there is limited qualitative research that takes an in-depth, 
grassroots approach to the realities of daily working life for school teachers. Set 
within the secondary context, this study will explore the processes and structures 
that have an impact on school teachers’ work and how school teachers 
experience them; in conjunction with examining the personal meaning of work for 
individual school teachers.  
 
The pack is organised to provide a clear overview of the proposed project, 
highlighting the key aims of the project, the methods of research, the details of 
the target sample of participants and the main information to communicate to 
participants. Included in this pack are:- 
 

1. A Target Sample of Participants 
2. An Overview of the Organisation of Project Information 
3. Project Information (to disseminate to participants) 

 
Please let me know if you have any questions once you have read through the 
information. Please take at least 24 hours to consider your decision and after 
considering your decision, please contact me at the email address below by 
Friday 31st March. If you are happy for your school to participate, we can arrange 
a suitable time and place to meet where we can discuss the research further.  
 
Thank you for your time. It is much appreciated. 
 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Sophie E. Morrell 
Doctoral Researcher 
Human Resource Management & Organisational Behaviour Group 
University of Bradford, 
School of Management,  
Emm Lane, 
Bradford, 
BD9 4JL 
email: S.E.Morrell@student.bradford.ac.uk  
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Project Summary 
 
Project Title: Secondary School Teachers’ Working Lives and Orientations 
to Work in the North of England 
 
The overall aim of this research is to conduct an exploratory study into the 
grassroots, lived experiences of secondary school teachers’ working lives; in 
conjunction with examining the personal meaning of work for individual school 
teachers. The project is qualitative and draws on the research methods of 
shadowing and semi-structured interviews, to grasp deeper insights into the 
everyday realities of secondary school teachers’ work.  
 
In the Work and Employment Studies subject field, there is limited qualitative 
research that takes a grassroots approach to the realities of daily working life for 
school teachers. This study will explore the processes and structures that have 
an impact on school teachers’ work and how school teachers’ experience them. 
Qualitative shadowing involves following teachers throughout their day-to-day 
work, experiencing first-hand what it is like to teach a lesson, engage in a team 
meeting or work through administrative tasks; capturing the formal and informal 
aspects of a school teachers’ working life. Semi-structured interviews will provide 
an opportunity to discuss these insights in further detail – comprising some set 
questions with open discussion. 
 
The project is organised in two phases. Phase One lays the foundations of the 
project, shadowing school teachers around their daily work, experiencing first-
hand what working life as a secondary school teacher is like. This approach has 
been designed with a busy teacher’s work schedule in mind and aims to balance 
the research with enabling teachers to conduct their work uninterrupted. The 
intention is to shadow six secondary school teachers, across three subject groups 
(two per subject), for a period of four days each to explore their everyday realities 
of work, from teaching lessons to engaging in team meetings and conducting 
administrative duties, such as marking.  
 
The aim is to choose three contrasting subjects in order to facilitate a study of 
similarities and differences within and between subject groups. My role as 
‘shadower’ will endeavour to be inconspicuous – remaining in the background, 
taking notes and asking questions at suitable intervals; whilst participants will be 
encouraged to provide commentary on their work activities where convenient. At 
the end of the four-day shadowing period, an interview will round off the 
experience with a more detailed discussion of insights drawn from the shadowing 
data. 
 
Phase Two adds a holistic perspective to the study of school teachers’ work, 
through a series of interviews held with a combination of significant actors 
comprising Managers – including yourself as Head Teacher, Deputy Head 
Teachers and some Heads of Department, additional School Teachers and HR 
Managers or Advisors. Interviews with additional Teachers will draw from the data 
gathered in Phase One of the research and remain focussed within the three 
subject groups chosen (or draw from closely related subjects to the three 
chosen).   
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Interviews with Managers and HR Advisors will focus around experiences of the 
implementation and management of the structures and processes that govern 
teachers’ work. Examples include the development of curriculum and 
management of performance appraisals, amongst other policies and procedures. 
To generate ample time to collect, transcribe and analyse the data, it is suggested 
that the research be spread across two school terms; Phase One to be executed 
in the Summer Term (2017) and Phase Two to be executed in the Autumn Term 
(2017). 
 
Handwritten notes will be taken throughout the shadowing period and interviews 
will be audio-recorded for transcription and data analysis purposes. This data will 
be handled confidentially and personally by myself. Once data collection and 
analysis is complete, a summary findings report will be produced, drawing out the 
key themes and findings from the overall data-set. This report will be made 
available to interested participants to read, including school management; 
however, no direct quotations from participants’ data will be included – protecting 
individuals from being identified. From this data, I will also produce my final PhD 
thesis and publish academic material, such as journal articles. In these latter 
outlets, individual participants will be given a pseudonym to protect their 
anonymity. The school will also be given a pseudonym to protect its anonymity. 
Participation in the study is entirely voluntary and the school has a right to 
withdraw from the study anytime up until the start of data collection. Following 
this period, if any unusual situation arises which leads the school to want to 
withdraw consent for participation, the researcher will be happy to discuss the 
matter to find an appropriate way forward for all concerned.  
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Target Sample of Participants 
 

 
Sample Overview and Organisation 
 

 Total of 25-35 participants for the study 
o 15-20 Teachers 
o 6-8 Senior Managers 
o 2 HR Managers or Advisors 
o 2 Trade Union Representatives/ Divisional Officers 

 Aim to compare and contrast experiences within and between three subject 
groups 

 Phase One – Shadowing and Interviewing participants to gain depth of insight 
 Phase Two – Interviewing participants to gain a holistic perspective of 

teachers’ work 
 
 
Sample Detail 
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2 Teachers from Subject A

2 Teachers from Subject B

2 Teachers from Subject C
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6 - 8 Managers (Head Teacher, Deputy Head Teachers and some 
Heads of Department)

2 Representatives from HR (such as the HR manager and the HR 
advisor)

10 - 15  Additional Teachers from Subjects A, B and C

2 Representatives from a Trade Union (such as a school TU 
representative and a divisional officer)
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Overview of the Organisation of Project Information 
 
Each participant in this research will receive three documents: 1) An invitation to 
participate 2) A Project Information Sheet 3) A Consent Form. There are two 
different invitations to participate: one for Phase One and one for Phase Two. 
Project information sheets are organised according to the type of participant e.g. 
Senior Manager or Teacher. 
 
 
Project Information to communicate to participants in this research is organised 
as follows:-  
 

 Invitation to Participate (Phase One) 
 Invitation to Participate (Phase Two) 
 Project Information Sheet – Teachers (Phase One) 
 Project Information Sheet – Teachers (Phase Two) 
 Project Information Sheet – Senior Managers (Phase Two) 
 Project Information Sheet – HR Managers or Advisors (Phase Two) 
 Project Information Sheet – TU Representative or Divisional Officer (Phase 

Two) 
 Consent Form (all participants to sign)  
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 Invitation to Participate (Phase One) 
 
Dear ___________, 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read through this information pack. You are 
invited to participate in a PhD study that explores the working lives of secondary 
school teachers in the North of England. In the Work and Employment Studies 
subject field, there is limited qualitative research that takes an in-depth grassroots 
approach to the realities of daily working life for school teachers. Set within the 
secondary context, this study will explore the processes and structures that have 
an impact on school teachers’ work and how school teachers experience them; 
in conjunction with examining the personal meaning of work for individual school 
teachers.  
 
In this pack, you have been provided with an information sheet, providing further 
details about the project and also a consent form to record your decision to 
participate. Your participation in the study is entirely voluntary, although I do hope 
you will be able to partake. You have a right to withdraw from the study any time 
up until one month following the last date of your participation. Please take at 
least 24 hours to consider your decision and contact me at the email address 
below within three working days. If you are happy to participate, we can arrange 
a suitable time and place to meet for 30 minutes where we can discuss the 
shadowing process and complete the signing of the consent form should you wish 
to go ahead.  
 
Please let me know if you have any questions. 
 
Thank you for your time. It is much appreciated. 
 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Sophie E. Morrell 
Doctoral Researcher 
Human Resource Management & Organisational Behaviour Group 
University of Bradford, 
School of Management,  
Emm Lane, 
Bradford, 
BD9 4JL 
email: S.E.Morrell@student.bradford.ac.uk  
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Invitation to Participate (Phase Two) 
 
Dear ___________, 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read through this information pack. You are 
invited to participate in a PhD study that explores the working lives of secondary 
school teachers in the North of England. In the Work and Employment Studies 
subject field, there is limited qualitative research that takes an in-depth grassroots 
approach to the realities of daily working life for school teachers. Set within the 
secondary context, this study will explore the processes and structures that have 
an impact on school teachers’ work and how school teachers experience them; 
in conjunction with examining the personal meaning of work for individual school 
teachers.  
 
In this pack, you have been provided with an information sheet, providing further 
details about the project and also a consent form to record your decision to 
participate. Your participation in the study is entirely voluntary, although I do hope 
you will be able to partake. You have a right to withdraw from the study any time 
up until one month following the last date of your participation. Please take at 
least 24 hours to consider your decision and contact me at the email address 
below within three working days.  
 
Please let me know if you have any questions. 
 
Thank you for your time. It is much appreciated. 
 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Sophie E. Morrell 
Doctoral Researcher 
Human Resource Management & Organisational Behaviour Group 
University of Bradford, 
School of Management,  
Emm Lane, 
Bradford, 
BD9 4JL 
email: S.E.Morrell@student.bradford.ac.uk  
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Project Information Sheet – Teachers Phase One 
 

Project Title: Secondary School Teachers’ Working Lives and Orientations 
to Work in the North of England 
 
Aim of the Study 
Thank you for taking the time to read through this information sheet. The overall 
aim of this research is to conduct an exploratory study into the grassroots, lived 
experiences of secondary school teachers’ working lives; in conjunction with 
examining the personal meaning of work for individual school teachers. The 
project is qualitative and draws on the research methods of shadowing and semi-
structured interviews, to grasp deeper insights into the everyday realities of 
secondary school teachers’ work.  
 
Research Design 
Set within the context of one secondary school, this research is designed in two 
phases. Phase One provides the foundations to the study and involves 
shadowing six school teachers over a period of four days each; Phase Two aims 
to generate a holistic perspective to the study, interviewing a number of 
significant actors, including additional teachers, managers and HR managers or 
advisors. 
 
Methods 
Qualitative shadowing involves following teachers throughout their day-to-day 
work, experiencing first-hand what it is like to teach a lesson, engage in a team 
meeting or work through administrative tasks; capturing the formal and informal 
aspects of a school teachers’ working life. Semi-structured interviews provide an 
opportunity to discuss these insights in further detail – comprising some set 
questions with open discussion. 
 
Why have I been selected to participate? 
You have been selected to participate in the study because of the subject you 
teach. The study is focussing on two to three subject groups.  
 
How will I be involved? 
Phase One involves me – the researcher – spending four days shadowing your 
day-to-day work in school, from sitting in on your lessons; to coming along with 
you to some team meetings; to being around whilst you conduct other aspects of 
your work, such as marking. My role as ‘shadower’ will endeavour to be 
inconspicuous – remaining in the background, taking notes and asking questions 
at suitable intervals. In order to draw on your expertise and experience, a 
commentary on your actions, decision-making and perspectives – where there 
are convenient spaces – would be valuable. The benefits of your contribution will 
be helpful in revealing new insights in a limited area of research on school 
teachers’ working lives – within the Work and Employment Studies subject field. 
At the end of the four-day shadowing period, an interview (lasting 1 to 1½ hours) 
will round off the experience with a more detailed discussion of insights drawn 
from the shadowing stage. This interview can take place at a mutually convenient 
location either at work or in the local area and at a time of your convenience.  
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Shadowing can be an intense experience as it involves spending long periods of 
time in the presence of another person, therefore the research is designed to 
facilitate a one-day rest period from the experience. Where possible, picking days 
within the same week would provide a concentrated period for the researcher to 
be immersed in your everyday work. The experience will provide you with an 
exclusive opportunity to reflect on and evaluate your everyday working life.  
 
Who will be able to see my data? 
In order to facilitate the transcription and analysis of your data, handwritten notes 
will be taken throughout the shadowing period and interviews will be audio-
recorded. This data will be handled confidentially and personally by myself. Once 
data collection and analysis is complete, a summary findings report will be 
produced, drawing out the key themes and findings from the overall data-set. This 
report will be made available to interested participants to read, including school 
management; however, no direct quotations from your data will be included – 
protecting your individual data from being identified. From this data, I will also 
produce my final PhD thesis and publish academic material, such as journal 
articles. In these latter two outlets, your individual data and quotations will be 
identified under a pseudonym to protect your anonymity. Your data will be stored 
confidentially in a pseudonym-coded file on a password-protected computer and 
any hard copies of your data will be stored in a locked cabinet; accessible only 
by myself.  
 
If you have any concerns about this research process that you would like to 
discuss with an independent third party, please contact my research supervisor. 
Details are provided below:- 
 
Prof Jackie Ford (Research Supervisor) 
Professor of Leadership and Organisation Studies 
Durham University Business School, 
Durham University, 
Mill Hill Lane, 
Durham, 
DH1 3LB 
email: Jacqueline.ford@durham.ac.uk 
 
Ethics approval for this research has been granted by the Chair of the 
Humanities, Social and Health Sciences Research Ethics Panel at the 
University of Bradford on 18/05/17.  
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Project Information Sheet – Teachers Phase Two 
 

Project Title: Secondary School Teachers’ Working Lives and Orientations 
to Work in the North of England 
 
Aim of the Study 
Thank you for taking the time to read through this information sheet. The overall 
aim of this research is to conduct an exploratory study into the grassroots, lived 
experiences of secondary school teachers’ working lives; in conjunction with 
examining the personal meaning of work for individual school teachers. The 
project is qualitative and draws on the research methods of shadowing and semi-
structured interviews, to grasp deeper insights into the everyday realities of 
secondary school teachers’ work.  
 
Research Design 
Set within the context of one secondary school, this research is designed in two 
phases. Phase One provides the foundations to the study and involves 
shadowing six school teachers over a period of four days each; Phase Two aims 
to generate a holistic perspective to the study, interviewing a number of 
significant actors, including additional teachers, managers and HR managers or 
advisors. 
 
Methods 
Qualitative shadowing involves following teachers throughout their day-to-day 
work, experiencing first-hand what it is like to teach a lesson, engage in a team 
meeting or work through administrative tasks; capturing the formal and informal 
aspects of a school teachers’ working life. The interviews in Phase Two will draw 
from data in the first phase and focus around experiences, opportunities and 
challenges of various aspects of teachers’ work. 
 
Why have I been selected to participate? 
You have been selected to participate in the study because of the subject you 
teach. The study is focussing on two to three subject groups.  
 

How will I be involved? 
Phase Two involves an interview conducted by the researcher, lasting between 
1–1½ hours at a mutually convenient location either at work or in the local area; 
at a time of your convenience. Data taken from the shadowing stage of the study 
will be used to inform some of the questions for the interview, but it will also be 
an opportunity to have an open conversation about your experiences of work. 
During the interview, you may decide to recount experiences that have been both 
constructive and difficult. The benefits of your contribution will be helpful in 
revealing new insights in a limited area of research on school teachers’ working 
lives – within the Work and Employment Studies subject field.  
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Who will be able to see my data? 
In order to facilitate the transcription and analysis of your data, handwritten notes 
will be taken throughout the shadowing period and interviews will be audio-
recorded. This data will be handled confidentially and personally by myself. Once 
data collection and analysis is complete, a summary findings report will be 
produced, drawing out the key themes and findings from the overall data-set. This 
report will be made available to interested participants to read, including school 
management; however, no direct quotations from your data will be included – 
protecting your individual data from being identified. From this data, I will also 
produce my final PhD thesis and publish academic material, such as journal 
articles. In these latter two outlets, your individual data and quotations will be 
identified under a pseudonym to protect your anonymity. Your data will be stored 
confidentially in a pseudonym-coded file on a password-protected computer and 
any hard copies of your data will be stored in a locked cabinet; accessible only 
by myself.  
 
If you have any concerns about this research process that you would like to 
discuss with an independent third party, please contact my research supervisor. 
Details are provided below:- 
 
Prof Jackie Ford (Research Supervisor) 
Professor of Leadership and Organisation Studies 
Durham University Business School, 
Durham University, 
Mill Hill Lane, 
Durham, 
DH1 3LB 
email: Jacqueline.ford@durham.ac.uk 
 
Ethics approval for this research has been granted by the Chair of the 
Humanities, Social and Health Sciences Research Ethics Panel at the 
University of Bradford on 18/05/17.  
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Project Information Sheet – Managers Phase Two 
 

Project Title: Secondary School Teachers’ Working Lives and Orientations 
to Work in the North of England 
 
Aim of the Study 
Thank you for taking the time to read through this information sheet. The overall 
aim of this research is to conduct an exploratory study into the grassroots, lived 
experiences of secondary school teachers’ working lives; in conjunction with 
examining the personal meaning of work for individual school teachers. The 
project is qualitative and draws on the research methods of shadowing and semi-
structured interviews, to grasp deeper insights into the everyday realities of 
secondary school teachers’ work.  
 
Research Design 
Set within the context of one secondary school, this research is designed in two 
phases. Phase One provides the foundations to the study and involves 
shadowing six school teachers over a period of four days each; Phase Two aims 
to generate a holistic perspective to the study, interviewing a number of 
significant actors, such as Managers, HR Managers or Advisors and Teachers. 
 
Methods 
Qualitative shadowing involves following teachers throughout their day-to-day 
work, experiencing first-hand what it is like to teach a lesson, engage in a team 
meeting or work through administrative tasks; capturing the formal and informal 
aspects of a school teachers’ working life. For Managers, the interviews in Phase 
Two will focus around interactions with teachers, other managers and 
experiences of the implementation and management of the structures and 
processes that govern teachers’ work.  
 
Why have I been selected to participate? 
To provide a holistic perspective to the study of school teachers’ work, the project 
has been designed to gather insights from a range of significant actors that are 
involved in teachers’ work; including Managers and HR Managers or Advisors. 
As a Manager within the school, your input and insights would provide a crucial 
perspective to the study of teachers’ work. 
 
How will I be involved? 
Phase Two involves an interview conducted by the researcher, lasting between 
1–1½ hours at a mutually convenient location either at work or in the local area; 
at a time of your convenience. Data taken from the shadowing stage of the study 
will be used to inform some of the questions for the interview, but it will also be 
an opportunity to have an open conversation about your experiences of 
management. During the interview, you may decide to recount experiences that 
have been both constructive and difficult. The benefits of your contribution will be 
helpful in revealing new insights in a limited area of research on school teachers’ 
working lives – within the Work and Employment Studies subject field.  
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Who will be able to see my data? 
In order to facilitate the transcription and analysis of your data, handwritten notes 
will be taken throughout the shadowing period and interviews will be audio-
recorded. This data will be handled confidentially and personally by myself. Once 
data collection and analysis is complete, a summary findings report will be 
produced, drawing out the key themes and findings from the overall data-set. This 
report will be made available to School management and other interested 
participants to read; however, no direct quotations from your data will be included 
– protecting your individual data from being identified. From this data, I will also 
produce my final PhD thesis and publish academic material, such as journal 
articles. In these latter two outlets, your individual data and quotations will be 
identified under a pseudonym to protect your anonymity. Your data will be stored 
confidentially in a pseudonym-coded file on a password-protected computer and 
any hard copies of your data will be stored in a locked cabinet; accessible only 
by myself.  
 
If you have any concerns about this research process that you would like to 
discuss with an independent third party, please contact my research supervisor. 
Details are provided below:- 
 
Prof Jackie Ford (Research Supervisor) 
Professor of Leadership and Organisation Studies 
Durham University Business School, 
Durham University, 
Mill Hill Lane, 
Durham, 
DH1 3LB 
email: Jacqueline.ford@durham.ac.uk 
 
Ethics approval for this research has been granted by the Chair of the 
Humanities, Social and Health Sciences Research Ethics Panel at the 
University of Bradford on 18/05/17.  
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Project Information Sheet – HR Advisor or Manager 
 

Project Title: Secondary School Teachers’ Working Lives and Orientations 
to Work in the North of England 
 
Aim of the Study 
Thank you for taking the time to read through this information sheet. The overall 
aim of this research is to conduct an exploratory study into the grassroots, lived 
experiences of secondary school teachers’ working lives; in conjunction with 
examining the personal meaning of work for individual school teachers. The 
project is qualitative and draws on the research methods of shadowing and semi-
structured interviews, to grasp deeper insights into the everyday realities of 
secondary school teachers’ work.  
 
Research Design 
Set within the context of one secondary school, this research is designed in two 
phases. Phase One provides the foundations to the study and involves 
shadowing six school teachers over a period of four days each; Phase Two aims 
to generate a holistic perspective to the study, interviewing a number of 
significant actors, such as Managers, the HR Officer and Teachers. 
 
Methods 
Qualitative shadowing involves following teachers throughout their day-to-day 
work, experiencing first-hand what it is like to teach a lesson, engage in a team 
meeting or work through administrative tasks; capturing the formal and informal 
aspects of a school teachers’ working life. For the HR Officer, the interview in 
Phase Two will focus around experiences of the implementation and 
management of policies and procedures that relate to school teachers. 
 
Why have I been selected to participate? 
To provide a holistic perspective to the study of school teachers’ work, the project 
has been designed to gather insights from a range of significant actors that are 
involved in teachers’ work; including Senior Managers and the HR Officer. As the 
HR Officer, your input and insights would provide a crucial perspective to the 
study of teachers’ work.  
 
How will I be involved? 
Phase Two involves an interview conducted by the researcher, lasting between 
1–1½ hours at a mutually convenient location either at work or in the local area; 
at a time of your convenience. Data taken from the shadowing stage of the study 
will be used to inform some of the questions for the interview, but it will also be 
an opportunity to have an open conversation about your experiences from an HR 
perspective. During the interview, you may decide to recount experiences that 
have been both constructive and difficult. The benefits of your contribution will be 
helpful in revealing new insights in a limited area of research on school teachers’ 
working lives – within the Work and Employment Studies subject field.  
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Who will be able to see my data? 
In order to facilitate the transcription and analysis of your data, handwritten notes 
will be taken throughout the shadowing period and interviews will be audio-
recorded. This data will be handled confidentially and personally by myself. Once 
data collection and analysis is complete, a summary findings report will be 
produced, drawing out the key themes and findings from the overall data-set. This 
report will be made available to interested participants to read, including school 
management; however, no direct quotations from your data will be included – 
protecting your individual data from being identified. From this data, I will also 
produce my final PhD thesis and publish academic material, such as journal 
articles. In these latter two outlets, your individual data and quotations will be 
identified under a pseudonym to protect your anonymity. Your data will be stored 
confidentially in a pseudonym-coded file on a password-protected computer and 
any hard copies of your data will be stored in a locked cabinet; accessible only 
by myself.  
 
If you have any concerns about this research process that you would like to 
discuss with an independent third party, please contact my research supervisor. 
Details are provided below:- 
 
Prof Jackie Ford (Research Supervisor) 
Professor of Leadership and Organisation Studies 
Durham University Business School, 
Durham University, 
Mill Hill Lane, 
Durham, 
DH1 3LB 
email: Jacqueline.ford@durham.ac.uk 
 
Ethics approval for this research has been granted by the Chair of the 
Humanities, Social and Health Sciences Research Ethics Panel at the 
University of Bradford on 18/05/17.  



 

 248 

Project Information Sheet – Trade Union Representative 
 

Project Title: Secondary School Teachers’ Working Lives and Orientations 
to Work in the North of England 
 
Aim of the Study 
Thank you for taking the time to read through this information sheet. The overall 
aim of this research is to conduct an exploratory study into the grassroots, lived 
experiences of secondary school teachers’ working lives; in conjunction with 
examining the personal meaning of work for individual school teachers. The 
project is qualitative and draws on the research methods of shadowing and semi-
structured interviews, to grasp deeper insights into the everyday realities of 
secondary school teachers’ work.  
 
Research Design 
Set within the context of one secondary school, this research is designed in two 
phases. Phase One provides the foundations to the study and involves 
shadowing six school teachers over a period of four days each; Phase Two aims 
to generate a holistic perspective to the study, interviewing a number of 
significant actors, including additional teachers, trade union representatives, 
managers and HR managers or advisors. 
 
Methods 
Qualitative shadowing involves following teachers throughout their day-to-day 
work, experiencing first-hand what it is like to teach a lesson, engage in a team 
meeting or work through administrative tasks; capturing the formal and informal 
aspects of a school teachers’ working life. The interviews in Phase Two will draw 
from data in the first phase and focus around experiences, opportunities and 
challenges of various aspects of teachers’ work. Additionally, for trade union 
representatives, the interview will explore key issues faced by teachers at the 
school level. 
 
Why have I been selected to participate? 
To provide a holistic perspective to the study of school teachers’ work, the project 
has been designed to gather insights from a range of significant actors that are 
involved in teachers’ work; including Senior Managers, HR Managers or Advisors 
and Trade Union Representatives. As both a teacher and trade union 
representative, your input and insights would provide a crucial perspective to the 
study of teachers’ work. 
  
How will I be involved? 
Phase Two involves an interview conducted by the researcher, lasting between 
1–1½ hours at a mutually convenient location either at work or in the local area; 
at a time of your convenience. Data taken from the shadowing stage of the study 
will be used to inform some of the questions for the interview, but it will also be 
an opportunity to have an open conversation about your experiences of work. 
During the interview, you may decide to recount experiences that have been both 
constructive and difficult. The benefits of your contribution will be helpful in 
revealing new insights in a limited area of research on school teachers’ working 
lives – within the Work and Employment Studies subject field.  
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Who will be able to see my data? 
In order to facilitate the transcription and analysis of your data, handwritten notes 
will be taken throughout the shadowing period and interviews will be audio-
recorded. This data will be handled confidentially and personally by myself. Once 
data collection and analysis is complete, a summary findings report will be 
produced, drawing out the key themes and findings from the overall data-set. This 
report will be made available to interested participants to read, including school 
management; however, no direct quotations from your data will be included – 
protecting your individual data from being identified. From this data, I will also 
produce my final PhD thesis and publish academic material, such as journal 
articles. In these latter two outlets, your individual data and quotations will be 
identified under a pseudonym to protect your anonymity. Your data will be stored 
confidentially in a pseudonym-coded file on a password-protected computer and 
any hard copies of your data will be stored in a locked cabinet; accessible only 
by myself.  
 
If you have any concerns about this research process that you would like to 
discuss with an independent third party, please contact my research supervisor. 
Details are provided below:- 
 
Prof Jackie Ford (Research Supervisor) 
Professor of Leadership and Organisation Studies 
Durham University Business School, 
Durham University, 
Mill Hill Lane, 
Durham, 
DH1 3LB 
email: Jacqueline.ford@durham.ac.uk 
 
Ethics approval for this research has been granted by the Chair of the 
Humanities, Social and Health Sciences Research Ethics Panel at the 
University of Bradford on 18/05/17.  



 

 250 

Participant Consent Form 
 
Project Title: Secondary School Teachers’ Working Lives and Orientations to 
Work in the North of England 
 

Project Researcher: Sophie E. Morrell, Doctoral Researcher – Human 
Resource Management/ Work & Employment Studies 
 

 
Please tick the appropriate box 

I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet for the above 
study and have had the opportunity to ask questions. 
                                 

                                                                                   Yes                No 
I understand that my data will be utilised and stored confidentially and 
anonymously 

      

                                                                                            Yes                No 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw 
anytime up until one month following the last date of my participation. 

 
 
                                                                                   Yes                No 
I agree to take part in this study (please initial the appropriate box) 
                                                                             
                                                               Yes                    No  

 
Please tick the appropriate box 

 
I agree to the interview being audio-recorded for transcribing and data analysis 
purposes only 
                                                                                     Yes               No  
 
I agree to the use of anonymised quotes in publications 
    
                                                                                     Yes               No  
 
 
 
Name of Participant:   ___________________    Signed: _________________ 
 
 
 
Sophie E. Morrell (Doctoral Researcher):                 Signed: _______________ 
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Appendix 2: Fieldwork Schedule 
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Appendix 3: Participant Recruitment Proforma 

 
 

Full Name Current Position Male or 
Female 

Please indicate 
the amount of 

overall teaching 
experience you 

have. 

Which 
subject?  

(English or 
maths) 

Email Address Which 
Phase? 
(1 or 2) 

  Male  
Female  

4 – 9 years  
10 – 15 years  
16 years+  

English  
maths  
Science  
 

 1  
2  

  Male  
Female  

4 – 9 years  
10 – 15 years  
16 years+  

English  
maths  
Science  
 

 1  
2  

  Male  
Female  

4 – 9 years  
10 – 15 years  
16 years+  

English  
maths  
Science  
 

 1  
2  

  Male  
Female  

4 – 9 years  
10 – 15 years  
16 years+  

English  
maths  
Science  
 

 1  
2  
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Appendix 4: Shadowing Schedule and Interview Questions 
 

 
Shadowing Schedule – Teachers (Phase One) 

 
1. Title: initials_date_time 
2. Why is it worth observing this? What is important about it? 
3. What kind of event is this? E.g. lesson, team meeting, informal chat (use 

code to organise data). What is happening and who is there? 
4. Where is this happening? 
5. How long does it take? Track time. 
 

• KEY: Where possible encourage commentary and ask questions. 

• What is the teacher/main actor doing? 

• What are they saying? 

• What are other people saying and doing? 

• What sort of body language are they displaying? 

• What facial expressions/gestures are they displaying? 

• Describe the interactions between teachers and those around them. 

• What comments do teachers make before and after the experience? 
 
Some key areas might include:- 

- Assessments and marking 
- Lesson preparation 
- OFSTED 
- Performance Management 
- Management 
- Other teachers 
- The National Curriculum 
- Dealing with parents and other parties, such as social workers 
- Classroom management 
- Managing emails etc. 

 
 

 LESSON 
 

Observation 
- How is the teachers’ lesson going? 
- How are pupils behaving? 
- How does the national curriculum influence their work? 
- How does the current context/culture impact their teaching? 
- Does the teacher look relaxed? Are they enjoying the lesson? 
- What are the interactions between the teacher and pupils like? 

o How do pupils engage with the teacher? 
o How does the teacher respond? 

- How does the lesson start? 
- How does the lesson end? 
- Are there any events during the lesson? 
- How long does it take? Track time.  
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Questions 
- Was that a typical lesson? 
- Is that how it would normally go? 
- Have you had any other experiences like that? 
- Can you tell me a bit more about ‘X’? 
- Would that be a typical outcome in that situation? 
- How do you prepare for lessons? 
- How long does it take to prepare for lessons? 
- How do you find managing behaviour? 
- What is your favourite part of teaching a lesson? 
- What is the most challenging part of teaching a lesson? 
- What is this class like compared to your other classes? 

 
 

 TEAM MEETING/MANAGEMENT MEETING 
 
Observation 

- What is the meeting about? 
- What are the main topics of discussion? 
- Who is present? 
- Who is doing most of the talking? 
- Who is keeping silent? 
- Watch for facial expressions, body language etc. 
- How do the meeting attendees relate? Amicably, reluctance, etc? 
- What conversations are going on? 
- What are the tones of conversation? 
- What decisions are made and who makes them? 
- Does everyone agree? 
- Who doesn’t agree and what are their views? 
- How does the meeting start? 
- How does the meeting end? 
- Look out for power dynamics. 
- How long does it take? Track time. 

 
Questions 

- Was that a typical meeting? 
- Is that how it would normally go? 
- Have you had any other experiences like that? 
- Can you tell me a bit more about ‘X’? 
- Would that be a typical outcome in that situation? 
- Were you happy with the outcome? Why or why not? 
- What was the highlight of that meeting? 
- What was the most challenging part of that meeting? 
- How do you find working with management? 
- Are differences in working with different managers or is it all the same?  
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 NON-CONTACT TIME 
 
Observation 

- What is the teacher working on? 
- What facial expressions and comments do they make whilst working on 

this? 
- What is their body language like? Are they relaxed/tense? 
- How long does it take? Track time. 

 
Don’t question unless they offer conversation. 
 
 

 INFORMAL CHAT 
 
Observation 

- What is the topic of discussion? 
- Who is involved? 
- What is it about? 
- What voice tones, body language and facial expressions are used? 
- How does the conversation begin? 
- How does the conversation end? 
- How do the teachers relate? 
- Look out for power dynamics. 
- How long does it take? Track time. 

 
Questions 

- Find out who the other person was and the context of their conversation 
if possible. 

- Try to find out what it was about and what the teacher’s perspective is on 
it. 
 

 BREAK 
 
Observation 

- Who’s around? 
- What are people doing? 
- What are the topics of conversation? 
- Am I involved? If so how? Try and keep it minimal. 
- What does the sense of humour revolve around? 
- What does gossip revolve around? 
- How do teachers and/or others interact 
- Keep an eye on any power dynamics 
- What body language/ facial expressions and voice tones are being 

used? 
- How do conversations start? 
- How do conversations end? 
- How long does it take? Track time. 

 
Questions 

- ‘X’ mentioned this, can you tell me a bit more about ‘Y’? 
- Was that a typical break time? 
- What do you usually tend to do in your breaks?  
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DAILY  

• Make an outline of the teachers’ schedule if I don’t already have one. What 
are their timings and activities? 

• How does their day actually pan out? What is their route through the day? ( 

• How’s today going? 

• Who do they speak to and what are their conversations about? 

• End of the day – was that a typical day for you? 
 
GENERALLY 

- What kind of a week are they having? Is this a typical week? 
- Is there anything going on outside of work that may be affecting them? 
- Are there any key events happening this week at work? 
- What season is the teacher working through? (E.g. exams) 
- What are their key priorities and work tasks? 
- How is this different to other seasons in the school year? 
- How do teachers tend to relate to school/ management culture? 
- What teams/ other key staff members does the teacher work with? 
- What are the team dynamics like? 
- What are teacher-management relations like? 

 
General Fact Finding 

- How many teachers at the school? 
- How many members of staff overall at the school? 
- How many pupils are at the school? 
- How many teachers are in the subject groups that I am looking at? 
- What is going on contextually? Are there any issues during the period 

that I enter? 
- Who is in the organisational structure? 
- Get hold of key school policies that relate to my study. 
- What is the culture of the school like? Ethos, values etc. (Key mottos, 

phrases, philosophies). 
- How do teachers tend to relate to this culture? 
- What is the main season that teachers are working through? 

 
 
Research Journal (End of the Day) 

- When I face challenges, make a note of these and discuss how I have 
dealt with these. 

- What was my experience of today?  
- Did I enjoy it? What emotions did I have and why? 
- How is this experience impacting me? Changing me? 
- Is this going how I expected? What’s different? 
- How is my research developing? Are any areas/ themes starting to 

become more prominent that others. 
- Remind myself of research questions. 
- What objectives do I want to achieve tomorrow? 
- What questions do I want to ask tomorrow?  
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Interview Questions – Teachers (Phase Two) 
 

Remind the participant of the purpose of the research. Highlight the significance 

and also the benefits of their participation. Emphasise that everything they share 

is confidential and ask for permission to switch on the audio recorder. Provide a 

brief overview of the interview schedule and reiterate the purpose of the interview 

– for them to talk for as long and in as much detail as possible. Thank the 

participant for their time. 

 

Career-related (Past) 

1. Can you tell me about how you got into teaching? 

 

Everyday Working Experiences (Current) 

2. Can you tell me about a typical day of work? 

• When do you usually start and finish work 

• Pattern of work – school and at home 

• Breaks 

• Cut off/switch off? 

 

3. What is it like to be a teacher? 

 

4. Can you tell me about two or three of the most enjoyable aspects of 

being a teacher? 

 

5. Can you tell me about two or three of the most challenging aspects of 

being a teacher? 

 

Everyday Working Experiences (Past) 

6. What are the main differences between working at Coniston Academy 

and other schools you have worked at? 

Follow up:- 

a) Tell me a bit more about that experience? 

7. What are the main similarities between working at Coniston Academy 

and other schools you have worked at? 

Follow up:- 

b) Tell me a bit more about that experience?  
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Working Experiences impacted by change 

8. Can you think about three of four recent changes in your department or 

in the school and tell me what they are? 

9. Can you tell me about how those changes have impacted your work? 

 

Management, Supervision and Working with Others 

10. What is it like working in the maths/English/Science department at 

Coniston Academy? 

 

11. Can you tell me about two or three of the most enjoyable aspects of 

working with other colleagues? 

 

12. Can you tell me about two or three of the most challenging aspects of 

working with other colleagues? 

 

13. Can you tell me about two or three of the most challenging aspects of 

managing staff (if TLR holder)? 

 

14. What is it like working with other managers? 

 

15. How do you experience your relationship with your own manager? 

 

OFSTED 

16. Can you tell me about a recent experience of OFSTED that you have 

had? 

 

17. How does that experience compare to other previous experiences of 

OFSTED? 

 

Society and Politics 

18. What is it like managing pupil behaviour? 

 

19. Can you tell me about your experiences of dealing with parents? 

20. How (if at all) have any broader political changes impacted your 

everyday work?  



 

 259 

Work-life Balance 

21. How do you balance work and life? 

 

22. What is that experience like? 

 

Career-related (Future) 

23. Where do you hope to be in two years’ time? 

 

Working Experiences Moving Forwards - Closing questions 

24. If there was anything that you could change about your work as a 

teacher what would it be? 

 

25. Are there any other aspects of your work that you thought we would 

discuss that I haven’t asked about? 

 

Finish and thank the participant for their time. 

 
Interview Questions – Managers (Phase Two) 

 

Remind the participant of the purpose of the research. Highlight the significance 

and also the benefits of their participation. Emphasise that everything they share 

is confidential and ask for permission to switch on the audio recorder. Provide a 

brief overview of the interview schedule and reiterate the purpose of the interview 

– for them to talk for as long and in as much detail as possible. Thank the 

participant for their time. 

 

Career-related (Past) 

1. Can you tell me about how you got into teaching? 

 

Everyday Working Experiences (Current) 

2. Can you tell me about a typical day of work? 

• Start and finish times 

• Pattern of work – school and at home 

• Breaks 

• Cut off/switch off?  
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3. What is it like being head of maths/English/Science at Coniston Academy? 

 

4. Can you tell me about two or three of the most challenging aspects of being 

head of department? 

 

5. Can you tell me about two or three of the most enjoyable aspects of being 

head of department? 

 

Everyday Working Experiences (Past) 

6. What are the main differences between working at Coniston Academy and 

other schools you have worked at? 

Follow up:- 

c) Tell me a bit more about that experience? 

7. What are the main similarities between working at Coniston Academy and 

other schools you have worked at? 

Follow up:- 

d) Tell me a bit more about that experience? 

 

Working Experiences impacted by change 

8. Can you tell me about two or three recent changes in your department? 

 

9. How have you experienced managing that change in your team? 

 

Management, Supervision and Working with Others 

10. Can you tell me about two or three of the most enjoyable aspects of 

managing staff? 

 

11. Can you tell me about two or three of the most challenging aspects of 

managing staff? 

 

12. What is it like working with other managers? 

 

13. Can you tell me about two or three of the most challenging aspects of 

working with other managers?  
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14. How do you experience your relationship with your own manager? 

 

OFSTED 

15. Can you tell me about a recent experience of OFSTED that you have had? 

 

16. How does that experience compare to other previous experiences of 

OFSTED? 

 

Society and Politics 

17. What is it like managing pupil behaviour? 

 

18. Can you tell me about your experiences of dealing with parents? 

 

19. How (if at all) have any broader political changes impacted your everyday 

work? 

 

Work-life Balance 

20. How do you balance work and life? 

 

21. What is that experience like? 

 

Career-related (Future) 

22. Where do you hope to be in two years’ time? 

 

Working Experiences Moving Forwards - Closing questions 

23. If there was anything you could change about your work, as a head of 

department, what would it be? 

 

24. If there was anything you could change about your work, as a teacher, what 

would it be? 

 

25. Are there any other aspects of your work that you thought we would discuss 

that I haven’t asked about? 

 

Finish and thank the participant for their time.  
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Interview Questions – HR Officer 
 

 
Remind the participant of the purpose of the research. Highlight the significance 

and also the benefits of their participation. Emphasise that everything they share 

is confidential and ask for permission to switch on the audio recorder. Provide a 

brief overview of the interview schedule and reiterate the purpose of the interview 

– for them to talk for as long and in as much detail as possible. Thank the 

participant for their time. 

 

Career-related (Past) 

1. Can you tell me about how you got into working in HR? 
 
 

Everyday Working Experiences (Current) 

2. Can you tell me about a typical working day? 
 
3. What is it like being the HR Officer at Coniston Academy? 
 
4. What are two or three of the most enjoyable aspects of your work? 
 
5. What are two or three of the most challenging aspects of your work? 
 
 
Management, Supervision and Working with Others 
 
6. What is it like working with Teachers? 
 
7. What are two or three of the most challenging aspects of working with 

teachers? 
 
8. What is it like working with managers? 
 
9. What are two or three of the most challenging aspects of working with 

managers? 
 
10. Can you tell me about your experiences of reporting to Ian? 
 
 
Policies and Processes 
 
11. To what extent do you feel policies and processes are followed by 

management? 
 
12. How do you feel about the current appraisal system? 
 
13. How do you feel about the way progression works?  
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14. What do you think of the current performance management process? 
 
15. How do you feel about the way recruitment works? 
 
16. What is It like for the school trying to retain teachers? 
 
 
Change 
 
17. How have you experienced the recent changes from an HR viewpoint? 
 
 
HR Issues 
 
18. What are the recurring issues that you have to deal with in your work? 
 
 
Sickness and Absence 
 
19. Can you tell me about what it’s like handling staff sickness and absence? 
 
20. Can you tell me about the most common causes of sickness and absence? 
 
 
MAT 
 
21. What is it like working with other schools in the trust? 
 
22. Are there any differences between providing HR support for Coniston 

Academy and other schools within the trust? 
 
 
OFSTED 
23. What is it like going through OFSTED from an HR perspective? 
 
 
Experiences of Work – Closing Questions 
 
24. What changes do you feel need to be made for things to run more 

smoothly? 
 
25. Are there any other aspects about running the HR department that you feel 

are important for me to know about?  
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Interview Questions – Trade Union Representative 
 

Career-related (Past) 

1. Can you tell me about how you got into teaching? 
 

 
Everyday Working Experiences (Current) 

 
2. Can you tell me about a typical day of work? 

 
3. What is it like being a teacher? 

 
4. Can you tell me about two or three of the most enjoyable aspects of your 

work? 
 

5. Can you tell me about two or three of the most challenging aspects of 
your work? 

 
 
Trade Union Rep 
 

6. Can you tell me about your experiences of providing trade union support 
to teachers? 

 
7. What have been some of the main issues that you have dealt with in your 

time as a trade union rep? 
 

8. What are your experiences of taking various issues to senior 
management?  

 
9. What are two or three of the most challenging aspects of taking issues to 

senior management? 
 

10. Can you tell me about how your role as a trade union rep has changed 
over the years? 

 
11. To what extent has the change to academy school status impacted your 

role as a trade union rep? 
 
 
MAT 

12. What was it like transitioning from being a local authority school to being 
part of a multi-academy trust? 
 

13. From your experience, what do you feel are the key differences (if any) 
between being part of a local authority or being part of a multi-academy 
trust? 

 
14. What are the challenges to being part of a multi-academy trust? 

 
15. What are the benefits to being part of a multi-academy trust?  
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Change 
 

16. Can you tell me about your experiences of some of the recent changes 
at the school? 

 
17. How do you feel any of those changes have impacted your work? 

 
18. How (if at all) have any broader political changes impacted your 

everyday work? 

 
Management, Supervision and Working with Others 
 

19. Can you tell me about what it’s like working in the modern foreign 
languages department? 
 

20. Can you tell me about your experiences of working with colleagues in the 
modern foreign languages department? 

 
OFSTED 

21. Can you tell me what it’s like going through an OFSTED visit? 
 
 
Work-life Balance 
 

22. What is it like managing work and life? 
 

23. Can you tell me about two or three of the most challenging aspects of 
managing work and life? 

 
 
Working Experiences Moving Forwards - Closing questions 

24. If there was one thing that you could change about your work as a 
teacher what would it be? 
 

25. Are there any other aspects of your work that you thought we would 

discuss that I haven’t asked about? 


