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Abstract

This thesis is concerned with teacher agency and how this is achieved within the
autonomous schooling model of England’s academies programme. The enquiry draws
upon the empirical work conducted in a single case study sponsored academy
(‘Bucklands Academy’') in 2012. The research was conducted in order to investigate
whether the autonomy and freedoms afforded to one such school extended to the
teachers working in it and how this affected their professional roles as classroom

educators.

The thesis begins by sharing my research interest, which relates to whether greater
levels of school autonomy enhance the pedagogical approaches taken by teachers.
This interest then develops towards the notion of teacher agency and asks the

fundamental research question: Is this academy a place where teacher agency can

flourish?

The study sets out the policy context for academies in England, including an analysis of
the historical development of state secondary schooling since 1944. It is shown that the
continued ‘need’ to develop a new approach to schooling, eventually in the form of
academies, started with claims of unfairness, discrimination and waste of talent brought
about by the tripartite system of schooling established by the 1944 Education Act.
It then analyses later concerns about the alleged failure of the comprehensive system to
achieve its aim of raising standards for all children. The political contexts of state
schooling are considered, and particular attention is given to the neo-liberal ideology
developed after 1979 of ‘rolling back the state’, introducing choice and competition
between schools and increasing the role of the private sector in the delivery of public

services.

However, the scope of the investigation is not restricted to the national policy context;
the research interest lies in establishing what the key reforms have meant for teachers in

the classroom and how this has affected the agency they achieve. A number of themes

! This is a pseudonym to protect the anonymity of the school (see 5.12).
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emerged in the review of key literature, including school autonomy, teacher
professionalism, the policy to practice paradox and discourses around the academies

programme.

This thesis sets out a clear theoretical position, which draws upon the critical realist
social theory developed by Roy Bhaskar and Margaret Archer. This approach offers a
centrist alternative to what Pring (2000b) describes as the false dualism of the two
epistemological positions of educational research. Critical realism posits that the world
is real and that its structures exist beyond our understanding, but that our knowledge of
this stratified world is socially constructed. Within the structure-agency debate, the
ecological view of agency developed by Priestley et al. (2015) is adopted, which sees it

as being context-dependent and something that individuals achieve in concrete settings.

The empirical work within this study consisted of semi-structured interviews,
observations and documentary analysis. The main findings from the research are that
the case-study school had significant autonomy to develop its own policies and
approaches to raising standards. However, this autonomy did not extend to any
significant extent below the level of the academy sponsors and the principal. The school
had developed a highly performative culture where teachers’ work was centrally
directed and through which they were held highly accountable for the attainment of
their students. It was found that the way in which autonomy was distributed throughout
the school affected the agency of key stakeholders. The sponsors achieved high levels
of agency, the principal achieved restricted agency and teachers achieved limited

agency.

It was found that teachers took one of two approaches to a new curricular reform being
introduced by the academy sponsors. They either adopted it or used their limited agency
to modify it so that it aligned more closely with their own educational philosophies.
There was no indication that any teachers rejected the school’s reform, and it is
suggested that this may have been the result of them subordinating this key policy to
their ultimate concern of working in a school recognised by school inspectors to be
highly effective. This thesis concludes that, contrary to the policy rhetoric, teachers

working in one sponsored academy may have had less autonomy than those teaching in

il



local authority maintained schools. This in turn affected the agency they achieved,

which appears to undermine the original vision and aims of the academies programme.

The thesis concludes by offering possible areas for further research which emerged

during this study.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Background to the Thesis

The academies programme has been good for teachers—they are paid more than teachers
in other schools, even although they are on average younger. If you look at academies, a
disproportionate number of student teachers want to work in those highly successful
schools. Teachers want to work in academies, and why not? Because academies are schools
where teachers are in charge, where headteachers have the freedom to design their own
curriculum free from my interference or anyone else’s interference, and where different
methods of teaching and learning can be pioneered. The resistance to the academies
programme is increasingly from people who want to swim close to the edge of the pool
rather than striking out into the centre of it. All I can say is, if you come on in, the water’s
lovely in the academy programme. Once you’ve had a chance to work and operate in an
academy, you’ll never want to go back.

(Gove, 2012b)

This quotation from the former Secretary of State for Education was in response to a
question put to him by a student teacher at the London Festival of Education on
17 November 2012, which I attended as part of my research. The declaration that
‘teachers are in charge’ and ‘headteachers have the freedom to design their own
curriculum free from my interference’ lies at the heart of this thesis. The aim was to

find out whether this was the reality in one sponsored academy in England.
1.1  Introduction

In this chapter I explain my research interest and motivations in undertaking studies
leading to the Degree of Doctor of Education (EdD). The evolving and iterative nature
of my thesis is explained, illustrating the journey from an initial interest in possible
school structures to support Curriculum for Excellence (C{fE) in Scotland to the final

focus on teacher agency in a sponsored academy in England.

This study relates to my professional background as a headteacher over the past 18
years in a number of different educational contexts. The ways in which these
experiences have informed my research is explained in 1.4, together with my
motivation to develop deeper expertise at doctoral level as a senior professional

working in the field of education.



An important concept with regard to this research relates to autonomous schools’,
discussed briefly in this chapter and then followed up in more depth in 3.3.2. Although
the theoretical concepts of agency and teacher agency are discussed in Chapter 4, my
stance on agency is explained in this introductory chapter to make clear the

epistemological beliefs on which this thesis is based.

I am interested in academies and the role of teachers within them. In particular, my
research focuses on analysing the extent to which academies value autonomous, agentic
teachers. The research is based on a single, standalone case study of an academy in
England which was opened between 2005 and 2010 following the closure of its
‘predecessor’ school. In order to protect the anonymity of the academy, its staff and
students, no reference is made to either its name or that of the predecessor school.
No specific details regarding teachers, students or subjects are included in the write-up
of the fieldwork and citations from inspection reports and other documentation are
anonymised. Although some specific contextual information gained during the
fieldwork provided rich data (e.g. the motivations of the sponsors which may help
explain aspects of the academy’s educational approach) the inclusion of this has been

avoided to protect the anonymity of the respondents.

Finally, the overall structure of the thesis is outlined before concluding with the
research questions, which have evolved over the period of study. Having read this
introductory chapter, the reader should understand my area of research and my

motivations for developing further knowledge in this field of study.

2 T am using the term ‘autonomous schools’ to describe those which have autonomy from the local authority and are self-governing.



1.2 Approach to Scholarship

This research has evolved during my period of study for the Degree of Doctor of
Education (EdD) at the School of Education, University of Stirling. The EdD allows
postgraduate students to develop research on chosen topics in ways that are deeply
connected to important professional interests, practices, policies and impacts. To be an
expert practitioner is now a contemporary expectation of professionals in public
services, including education. Society does not confer professional status
unquestioningly; it has to be earned through a clear demonstration of effectiveness and
impact in the relevant field of work (Dent and Whitehead, 2002). There is a
professional imperative for educators to be informed about their field at a higher level.
The EdD allows them to do this by critically evaluating existing literature and empirical
research, creating new knowledge about their line of professional work and advancing
understanding by making a significant, original and rigorous contribution to the field of

education. This was my intention in conducting this research.

What I believe has been a strength of the work leading towards this thesis has been the
interaction between my research and my professional practice as part of an iterative
process. One has informed the other in a dialectical approach. I have developed my
theory from practice through °‘engaged scholarship’ (Boyer, 1990). Theoretical
explanations together with abstract and conjectural concepts have become clear and
relevant as a result of my professional experiences. In turn, my research has informed
and changed my professional practice resulting in the development of a much deeper

understanding of education and the role of teachers as professionals.

As a result of this doctoral research, combined with my involvement in academic
seminars and conferences, and in interacting with the teams of which I am part, I am
participating in the fourth phase of engaged scholarship—by teaching. Through this
thesis I hope to develop a greater understanding of the continued development of the
academies policy and what this means for teachers. Using the knowledge gained, I hope
to influence the development of practice in my field at school level with colleagues and
governors, locally with other school leaders and at national level by contributing to the

debate around schooling and the role of teachers, both in England and Scotland.



1.3  Justification for this Study

There are two ways in which this thesis is relevant to my own professional context as
the headteacher of a large state secondary school (converter academy) in England.
The first relates to how I lead and develop colleagues to enhance their roles as teachers
in what are uncertain and turbulent times in state education in England. Teaching faces
the challenge of having a generation of educators who make up what has been termed a
‘directed profession’ (Bottery and Wright, 2000), with the consequence that ‘teachers
have come to be seen more as technicians implementing preset policy ... [rather] than
as professionals creatively mediating flexible policy frameworks’ (Priestley, 2011,
p. 226). At the same time, government ministers harbour great suspicion towards
student teachers engaging with academic theory, and instead favour a utilitarian
approach to ‘on the job’ teacher training through schemes such as School Direct’ and
TeachFirst*. Indeed, they champion the place of unqualified teachers in schools
(The Guardian, 2014b). This techno-rationalist approach to teaching (Bottery and
Wright, 2000) is not new, and Simon (1981) identified a historical unwillingness on the
part of the English education system to engage with pedagogical research and theory to
any serious degree. This, he argues, is partly as a result of the social dominance of the
country’s most prestigious educational institutions which have, until recently,
‘contemptuously rejected the idea that a professional training is in any sense relevant to
the job of a public school master’ (p. 125). Other commentators have further developed
this line of argument (Alexander, 2004, 2010; Apple, 2004). A discourse of
‘effectiveness’, ‘best practice’ and above all ‘what works’ has created a hegemonic
situation where the promotion of practices which are auditable and compliant with
current policy takes precedence (Biesta, 2004). When underpinned by notions informed
by New Public Management (Hood, 1995) and emergent tendencies towards
performativity and survivalism (Ball, 2013), ‘the space for inventiveness,
experimentation and, indeed, autonomous decision-making by teachers becomes

increasingly closed down’ (Berry, 2012, p. 400). It is worth noting that in Finland,

* A School-led option offering practical, hands-on training and education based in schools judged ‘good” or better by Ofsted.

* A government backed registered charity which encourages graduates with a 2.1-degree or above from Russell Group universities
to participate in a two-year training programme which involves practical teaching and the completion of a PGCE together with
wider leadership skills training in schools situated in low-income communities.



consistently one of the world’s top performing school systems in PISA’, teachers are
highly qualified and seen as ‘trusted professionals’ (Sahlberg, 2011, p. 129) enjoying

high levels of professional freedom.

The second way in which my research is relevant concerns the future of state schooling
in England with the move towards a ‘fully academised’ system of ‘independently
publicly funded schools’ (DfE, 2010; Cameron, 2015). This involves removing
accountability for schools at local level and transferring it directly to the Department for
Education, forming part of an increasingly centralised system of schooling controlled
by government ministers. Some schools are governed by business entrepreneurs—or
‘sponsors’—thus allowing private individuals with no public mandate or accountability
to influence education policy. The irony of this is that at a time when teacher
accountability has never been stronger, those who sponsor and are handed ‘ownership’
of England’s state schools are protected from such surveillance (Wilkins, 2014).
This fragmentation and lack of local democracy in a publicly funded education system
poses significant threats to the independence and professional freedoms of teachers.
It also has the potential to threaten the entitlement of young people to an education for
the general good by focusing on a narrow instrumentalism aimed at the world of work
rather than providing them with the ‘powerful knowledge required to critically engage
with the world’ (Priestley, 2011, p. 223) which in turn grants them ‘access to society’s
conversations’ (Wheelahan, 2010, p. 1). The concern is that education is seen mainly in
entrepreneurial terms as contributing to the country’s economic prosperity and
competiveness. From a Critical Marxist perspective, this can also be viewed as a
mechanism which helps keep ‘the working classes obedient and subservient’ (Hill,

2014, p. 188).

* The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a triennial international survey which aims to evaluate education
systems worldwide by testing the skills and knowledge of a sample of 15-year-old students from different countries.



1.4 My Professional Context

I have been a teacher and leader in a range of different schools since 1985 and
headteacher of five schools since 1997—three in Scotland, one British international
school in Asia and, since January 2013, in my current post in a converter academy in
the South East of England. This has granted me the privilege of direct experience of
three different systems, all claiming to provide what they consider to be the best of
British education. In Scotland there has been a belief in the ‘consensus’ around
curriculum guidelines (Boyd, 1994). This was traditionally based on the notion that
there was no need for a national curriculum, or indeed regulations around most aspects
of policy, owing to the ‘strong commitment to consensus and partnership which has
been the hallmark of public policy developments in Scotland over the years’ (Pignatelli,
1994, p. 92). My school in Asia delivered the curriculum through the International
GCSE® and the International Baccalaureate Learner Profile. In England, I lead within
the context of the English National Curriculum, over which there is some flexibility for
academies. These experiences have nurtured a desire in me to understand why various
parts of the UK education system are so different and what can be learned from each of

them.

My experience is that the curricular frameworks of the three contexts in which I have
worked reflect the differing political and educational ideologies which accompany
them. In Scotland, the notion of the Democratic Intellect, taken from the title of George

Davie’s 1961 book, can be summed up in:

the form of a story or ‘myth’, shaped by history but not always supported by historical
evidence, to the effect that Scottish society is relatively egalitarian and meritocratic, that
ability and achievement, not rank, should determine success in the world, that public
(rather than private) institutions should be the means of trying to bring about the good
society, and that, even where merit does justify differential rewards, there are certain basic
respects—arising from the common humanity of all men and women—in which all human
beings deserve equal consideration and treatment.

(Humes and Bryce, 2008, p. 99)

® GCSE is the General Certificate of Secondary Education—academic subject qualifications awarded by examining bodies in
England at age 16. iGCSE is the international alternative/equivalent, based on GCE ‘O’ Levels.



Internationally, the selective and for-profit model of private schooling offers advantage
and privilege for those who are able and willing to pay. The neo-liberal ideology
evident in England, based on the quasi-market model of schooling, has an emphasis on
high-stakes testing and accountability. This is seen as being political because
‘Governments want control over a compliant teaching profession and see that standards
regimes provide the regulatory framework to achieve this end’ (Sachs, 2003, p. 6).
My move out of Scotland was to pursue my desire to lead with greater autonomy—to
be in charge of my own school, which I did not consider was completely achievable
within the state sector in Scotland because of the dominance of local authorities.
However, since moving to England my enthusiasm for the ‘independence’ of state
schools has been tempered as a result of the highly precarious, performative culture
where it often seems that test scores matter more than educating young people. I now
appreciate more fully the collegial style and commitment to the common good of the

Scottish education system.

1.5  Avoiding Isolation through ‘System Leadership’

A consequence of academisation for some schools is that they can face the danger of
working in isolation. In recent years, efforts have been made in England to tackle the
individualistic approach to schooling and move towards a policy of system leadership.
This requires school leaders to take responsibility beyond their own schools and
demonstrate a moral commitment to the education of all children and young people.
This is partly about working collegially with other schools to share good practice, but is
also aimed at working in a connected way with other public services and agencies to
provide better support for families and communities. Recently, academy chains have
been seen by government as a way to mitigate the risks associated with ‘standalone’
academies and to facilitate the school-to-school support integral to the notion of a
‘self-improving system’ (DfE, 2010; TES, 2015). The Conservative government elected
in May 2015 is introducing legislation to broaden the category of local authority
schools eligible for mandatory academy sponsorship and their inclusion in academy
chains through the identification of ‘coasting’ schools (those that have failed to improve
significantly over three years) (Hutchings ef al., 2015). Although much of the current

research on academies is about academy chains and school federations (Hill et al.,



2012; Chapman, 2013; Hutchings et al., 2015), this is not the focus of this particular
research, and although it is acknowledged as an area of possible further study, this

thesis only incorporates the case study of a standalone sponsored academy.

The notion of system leadership has been developing in England since the mid-2000s in
response to what had become an increasingly diverse and fragmented school system
(Yarker, 2015). Attempts at defining system leadership state that ‘system leaders are
those that care about and work for the success of other schools as well as their own’
(Hopkins, 2007, p. 47). They go substantially beyond collaboration and are a ‘powerful
force for change and improvement’ (Higham et al., 2009, p. 2). Scotland has a well
established tradition of this, including through what was the New Community Schools
initiative introduced as a flagship policy of the new Scottish Parliament in 1999
(McCulloch et al., 2004). Headteachers in Scotland are seen as senior officers of the
local authority rather than as chief executives of standalone institutions. Until 2009,
I was a member of a Scottish local authority Secondary School Improvement
Partnership, which was an executive committee of secondary headteachers and senior
local authority officers charged with strategically planning broad policy developments
across all schools. Thus, I have found this aspect of my role in England more
comfortable than some of my current headteacher colleagues, for whom issues of
collegiality and collective responsibility can mark unchartered territory. This may be
attributed to a culture of competition and lack of trust between schools as a result of the
legacy of the Parents’ Charter and open enrolment, thus encouraging parents to select
those schools perceived to be performing well, and in the process promoting the
educational ‘market’. This view is supported in a review of over 200 studies on
introducing markets in education, which pointed out that collaboration can be a fragile

process in a competitive climate:

Research from different contexts suggests that co-operation is a vulnerable strategy and
requires continuous mutual agreement. Competitive behaviour can be decided on by an
individual school and has a tendency to spread with time.

(OECD, 2010, p. 48)



1.6 Research Interest

Against this backdrop of professional experience and interest, and after a period of
reflection, I became interested in what the claims around ‘freedom’ in academies
actually mean for teachers and what the Scottish system might learn from the academies

model of schooling as a way of promoting teacher agency as part of C{E.

Being a headteacher who is committed to ‘teacher activism’ (Sachs, 2003), and having
led schools in Scotland where teachers were given a reasonable degree of professional
autonomy, my early experience in England was telling me something different.
Compliance and accountability pervade the school system in England (Ball, 2003),
particularly in sponsored academies which are under public scrutiny to raise standards
very quickly. Two connected areas of interest emerged for my research (these are not
my research questions but simply the themes which directed my research interest for

this thesis):

* Why are academies seen by some as the answer to the challenges faced by
England’s state school system and why is the academies programme

expanding so rapidly?

* What is the role for teachers within the academy system and how do they

achieve professional agency?

This led to the overarching research question ‘Is this academy a place where teacher

agency can flourish?’, which was agreed with my supervisors.

Honig (2006) argues that educational leaders need to become more ‘savvy consumers
of research’ and that they should ‘mine the research for ideas, evidence and other
guides to inform their deliberations and decisions about how lessons from
implementation research may apply to their own policies, people and places’ (p. 23).
This is what I have strived to achieve in writing this thesis and I hope to be able to draw
insights from this research that will help develop my own professional learning and

contribute to the debates around policy in education.



1.7 Autonomous Schools

My interest in evaluating the English school system and the claims that schools there
are amongst the most autonomous in the world (NCSL, 2009; Greany, 2014;
The Economist, 2014) was the starting point for my research. This led to a case study of
a sponsored academy, exploring the extent to which becoming an academy either

fosters or inhibits the professional agency of its teachers.

Towards the end of my time as a headteacher in Scotland I was leading the
development of CfE at school level, a key tenet of which is that responsibility for
curriculum design lies with individual schools rather than central government or local

authorities:

It is the responsibility of schools and their partners to bring the experiences and outcomes
together and apply these entitlements to produce programmes for learning.

(Scottish Government, 2008, p. 5)

There is an explicit message here that teachers should be given professional freedom to
plan high quality learning experiences within a framework of accountability as
‘Curriculum for Excellence allows for both professional autonomy and responsibility
when planning and delivering the curriculum’ (ibid., p. 11). Hence, the early focus of
enquiry for my research was to consider whether a more autonomous school system—
particularly the academy model in England—might help support the development of
CfE.

Policy debate around the importance of increasing school autonomy in Scotland
followed a report by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

(OECD) Quality and Equity of Schooling in Scotland, which recommended:

local authorities [should] negotiate agreements with schools under which greater
management autonomy in staffing and curriculum is established in return for progress on
an agreed platform of improvement in learning opportunities and outcomes.

(OECD, 2007, p. 19)

10



The OECD’s view was that despite the many strengths of the Scottish education
system, ensuring high levels of achievement with young people was being hampered by

a lack of autonomy at school level. The report warned that:

the potential of local administrations to ensure high quality outcomes for all children may
not be fully realized where schools lack a significant degree of management autonomy, for
example, in staffing matters.

(ibid., pp. 35-36)

Central to the OECD report on Scotland was that high levels of school autonomy linked
with tight accountability can help drive improvement, particularly in the areas of

staffing and curriculum.

1.8  Beyond ‘Bog Standard’

A clear example of a policy initiative to create autonomous schools is England’s
academies programme. The political rhetoric behind academies is that something
different happens in those schools compared with ‘bog-standard’ comprehensives, as
former Prime Minister Tony Blair’s spokesperson, Alastair Campbell, famously
described them in 2001. The corollary to this is that the teaching will be better and that
children and young people will achieve more successful outcomes. An important part of
the argument supporting academies is that they are ‘free’ to be innovative and creative
with the curriculum. Chapman and Salokangas (2012) suggest that academies are part
of an international trend in the development of independent state funded schools—part
of a wider neo-liberal political shift in philosophy from government to governance.

Features of the governance transition include:

creating alternatives to public provision, developing competitive environments through the
usage of user fees or vouchers, decentralising management in order to increase operative
autonomy and flexibility as well as focusing on results, efficiency, effectiveness and
quality.

(Chapman and Salokangas, 2012, pp. 473-474)

11



Much is made of the independence and autonomy enjoyed by these schools and it is
argued that this, together with independent and professional governance, lies at the
heart of their success (Adonis, 2012). My initial research led me to develop a line of
enquiry that wished to investigate whether, if claims about the success of academies
were true, teachers working in them were doing things differently from those in

maintained schools.

My central research interest, using the theoretical framework of critical realism, lies in
establishing whether or not teachers working in one case-study academy were able to
use the freedoms associated with academy status to enhance their professional agency
in order to improve pupils’ learning. Was there an expectation from the academy
sponsors and leaders that teachers would be agentic? Were they looking for people who
would be keen to do things differently? The research also considers whether there is
space for teachers’ agency to develop and grow within what is a highly performative

and accountable environment.

1.9  Whatis Agency?

A theoretical explanation of agency, together with the developing concepts of feacher
agency, is discussed in Chapter 4. However, references are made to ‘agency’
throughout this thesis, and so it is important for the reader to have an early
understanding of what is meant by the term. It is also important for me to share at this
stage my ontological view of agency as an emergent phenomenon, rather than from a
sociological perspective, which tends to see it as a variable in the structure/agency
debate. Hence, a brief description of agency is given here to provide access to early

references to the concept prior to a fuller discussion in 4.3.

The term ‘actor(s)’ is used frequently and this denotes individuals (in this research
almost always teachers) who are at the heart of any social interaction—the people who
are involved in activities and action—who make things happen (or not). In referring to

people as being ‘agentic’, I mean individuals who are exercising agency.
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1.9.1 Theoretical Perspectives on Agency

The concept of agency includes the idea that people are active, exercising at least some
degree of control over their lives; they do not merely react or repeat given practices
(Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Priestley ef al., 2015). In education, agency often refers to
teachers’ purposeful decisions and actions; hence, the concept of agency includes
notions of power and the exerting of influence (Ortner, 2001; Hokka and Véhisantanen,
2014). Such influence can be directed at one’s work, career and identity, as well as
institutional and societal circumstances. It is argued that it is meaningful to talk about
agency as existing on/y when the individual has the power to act—to affect matters,
make decisions and choices, or bring about some kind of change in a prevailing
situation (Eteldpelto et al, 2013). In distinguishing between agency and action,
Priestley et al. (2015) clarify that actors can have agency without exercising it.
They may, for whatever reason, choose not to exercise their agency—but it still exists,

which still accords with having the ‘power’ to do so.

Hokkd and Vidhésantanen (2014) posit that agency means that teachers are able to
negotiate the conditions and content of their work, and to influence the community and
organisational issues, including educational reforms. Teachers’ agency is strong if they
are able to be active subjects in influencing the practices that are meaningful to them in
their work and, conversely, their agency is weak when they lack such opportunities.
They also understand professional agency as a relational phenomenon, one that is
intertwined within sociocultural conditions. These include organisational conditions and
practices, as well as situational demands, constraints, and opportunities. This accords
with Archer’s model of structure, culture and agency (Archer, 1988—cited in Priestley,

2011).

My interest in agency within this research relates to the extent to which teachers are
able to influence their approach to the curriculum and pedagogy. I seek to establish
whether they draw upon their own personal philosophical resources and professional
expertise to exercise judgement and make decisions which affect their daily
professional practice and hence the learning experiences of their pupils. I view teachers

with agency having a significant degree of control over how they teach. To a lesser
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extent, as a consequence of nationally prescribed examination specifications, I also see
teacher agency as enabling teachers (individually and collectively) to have some control
over what they teach through influencing curriculum content. This is more relevant,

although not exclusive, to the lower (Key Stage 3) years of secondary schooling.

1.9.2 My View of Agency

It is important at this point to clarify how I am viewing agency within this research.
Agency is a much-contested term as is evident in the long-standing structure/agency
debate in sociology (McFadden, 1995; Willmott, 1999; Biesta et al, 2015;
Priestley et al., 2015). This dichotomy focuses on the relationship between
individualism and holism. The core question is whether individuals or social structure
should be given primacy in explaining social ontology. Ball (1998) argues that the
debate is simplistic and that the interplay between structure and agency is contextually
dependent. In certain situations structure can limit who speaks and acts and is treated as
a constraint and not an enabler for change. In other circumstances, however, human
agency opens up the possibility of the transformation of structures—individuals, or

individuals acting collectively, are able to reshape these structures.

Priestley and colleagues claim that the ‘slipperiness of the notion of “agency” can be
seen in the common tendency to conflate agency and action’ (Priestly et al., 2015,
p. 19). As McFadden (1995) has observed, ‘questions about structure and agency,
particularly in education, are obviously not going away’ (p. 295). Emirbayer and

Mische (1998) suggest this is because:

in the struggle to demonstrate the interpenetration of agency and structure, many theorists
have failed to distinguish agency as an analytical category in its own right.

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998, p. 963)

A commonly expressed sociological view of agency sees it as an individualistic human
capacity residing within the person—a personal attribute that individuals can claim to
‘have’ or ‘possess’ (whether or not it is exercised). However, my stance is based on the
concept of an ecological view of agency (Biesta and Tedder, 2007), which sees agency

as an emergent phenomenon. With its roots in the philosophy of action, agency is seen
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as something that is achieved by people through the interplay of personal capacities and

the environment in which individuals act. As Priestley and colleagues explain:

This makes it important not just to look at individuals and what they can do, but also at the
cultures, structures and relationships that shape the particular ‘ecologies’ within which
teachers work. It is the interaction between capacities and conditions that counts in making
sense of teacher agency.

(Priestley et al., 2015, p. 3)

The relationship between culture, structure and human activity made critical realism the
appropriate research philosophy for this study. I draw on the work of Archer (1988,
1995, 2000), Bhaskar (2008), Priestley (2011) and others to understand the interplay

between these three spheres, and this is discussed in depth in Chapter 4.

1.10 Overview of Thesis

Following this introductory chapter, which explains my research interest, Chapter 2
looks at the development of state secondary schooling in England from 1944 to the
present day. This is important as it illustrates how the academies programme evolved—
to address the alleged failures of various school structures which preceded it. I analyse
the tripartite system of schooling resulting from the 1944 Education Act; the
comprehensive schools movement from the 1960s; the significance of James
Callaghan’s 1976 Ruskin College Speech; and the neo-conservative and neo-liberal
approaches to schooling and rolling back of the welfare state from 1979 to the
present day. An overview of the introduction of academies, with their roots in grant-
maintained schools and City Technology Colleges, is followed by more recent policy

developments and the broader process of ‘academisation’.

Chapter 3 reviews the literature around key themes, starting with the development of
autonomous schools. An area considered which arose from within the fieldwork is how
policies are enacted in schools and why some reforms are more successful than others.
A review of the literature on academies considers the role of sponsors and private
interests in state funded schools, the claims made about academies, as well as the

debates over the effectiveness of the academies programme. Issues of governance and
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new forms of polycentric policymaking (Ball, 2009) are discussed, as well as what this

new world of schooling means for teachers.

Chapter 4 discusses the theoretical concepts of agency and teacher agency, followed by
an introduction to my ontological and epistemological stance of critical realism.
These are used to develop an understanding of the interplay between structure, culture
and human activity as the basis for the emergence of agency, leading to the framework

for understanding teacher agency developed by Priestley et al. (2015).

Chapter 5 concerns the development of the research strategy and focuses on the
conception and framing of the research as a form of case study and the evolution of
methods to explore teachers’ agency. In devising a strategy to answer the main research
question, a case-study plan was developed which underpinned the design of the
research (Robson, 2011, p. 141)—see the research sample in Appendix 1. I discuss my
data collection methods as well as referring to the ethical considerations which had to
be taken into account. Of relevance to this research was the issue of ‘researching up’

(Walford, 1994), and I outline how this affected my enquiry.

The final chapter constitutes a discussion of the main findings and evaluates the
contribution of this research to new knowledge. It draws together themes running
throughout the research in order to make sense of what may be happening in the
case-study academy. In particular, I discuss how teachers found ways to exercise their
professional agency despite structural constraints. The research suggests that although
the academy as an organisation enjoys significant autonomy, this did not extend to the
work of individual teachers. It found that the strong performativity and accountability
agendas led to a culture of directive, top-down control of teachers’ work requiring their
compliance and adherence to particular approaches dictated by sponsors and the
principal. There was a distinctive, whole-school approach to pedagogy in the case-study
academy which was non-negotiable and included teachers delivering a centrally
prescribed knowledge-based curriculum in Key Stage 3. In situations where teachers
did exercise agency, it tended to be in nuancing and adapting prescribed approaches to
tailor learning to suit the needs of their pupils and their own preferred styles of

teaching.
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1.11 Research Questions

The research questions, developed over the period of the project, eventually focused
around the themes of academisation and teacher agency. The principal research

question is:

* s this academy a place where teacher agency can flourish?

With two follow-up questions being:

* In what ways was agency achieved by key stakeholders in Bucklands Academy?

* How has ‘academy status’ improved educational standards at Bucklands

Academy?

1.12  Conclusion to Chapter 1

The main finding from this research, which is discussed in 7.2, is that contrary to the
official policy discourse on academies suggesting that teachers are trusted to make
important decisions without ‘bureaucrats’ telling them what do (Cameron, 2015), this
was not the case in Bucklands Academy. It was found that the agency of key
stakeholders was related to the level of autonomy and professional trust they were
granted. [ established that the sponsors of the academy acted autonomously and
achieved significant agency. The principal had restricted autonomy, and although
agentic in certain areas of decision-making, his agency was constrained in important
aspects where one might have expected him to be more influential in deciding school
policy. Overall, I argue that teachers in Bucklands Academy achieved less agency than
one would expect in a school where the philosophy is that ‘teachers are in charge’
(Gove, 2012b). I infer that this is the result of the dominance of the sponsors’ vision,
the culture of performativity and high levels of accountability in the school. Overall,

therefore, I conclude that this academy is not a place where teacher agency can flourish.
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I am unaware of any previous research which considers teacher agency specifically
within the context of academies, hence I believe that this thesis makes an original
contribution to new knowledge in a number of ways. Firstly, it highlights a
contradiction between policy and practice regarding the place of the professional
teacher working in what could be considered to be a typical sponsored academy.
This has significant implications for how researchers and professionals working in the
field of education make sense of the academies programme and evaluate one of the key
tenets of its rationale. If teacher agency is not allowed to flourish in such a school, what
is the purpose of academies? The answer may lie not in the ‘professional freedoms’ of
teachers, but perhaps more in political and structural concepts, such as the diminution
of state funded schooling provided as part of the welfare state. It may also be that as the
academies programme has evolved, instead of a school’s independence being a key
factor in raising standards, it has actually become an end in itself—with being
independent considered more important than the opportunities that independence
brings. Finally, some policy initiatives emerging within the academies programme
(e.g. the adoption of the Core Knowledge Sequence’) potentially challenge the
democratic nature of schooling. Questions are raised about what knowledge is taught
and who decides this. Increasingly, this appears to be individuals from the private sector

rather than professional teachers who are accountable to the communities they serve.

Having outlined my research interest, professional context and main themes within the
thesis, the next chapter considers the policy context of my study. It begins by taking a
historical perspective of the expansion of secondary schooling in England from 1944
with the tripartite system of selective schooling, followed by the comprehensive
movement of the 1960s and 1970s, with the later introduction of neo-liberal approaches
to schooling after 1979. The introduction of the academies programme in 2000 is seen
as a key response to the alleged failure of the comprehensive school system. It has also
contributed to the rolling back of the welfare state and the introduction of new private
partnerships in the delivery of state funded education as part of New Labour’s

Third Way and the Conservative Party’s Big Society policy agendas.

" The CKS is based on the work of E. D. Hirsch Jr. and his concept of cultural literacy (Hirsch, 1987). It is predicated on the belief
that children’s ability to learn is greatly enhanced when they can draw upon a wide body of knowledge, allowing them to make
connections between new and previous learning.
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Chapter 2

Policy Context of Academies

This has nothing to do with the ‘localism agenda’ that Michael Gove boasts about.
In reality, it involves a massive transfer of power from our democratically elected local
bodies to civil servants at the Centre.

(Chitty, 2011, p. 336)

2.1 Introduction

To fully understand the policy context of academies it is necessary to look at the
development of post-war secondary education in England from the 1944 Education Act,
with its tripartite system of schooling, and then to consider the subsequent development
of the comprehensive school movement from 1965. The election of the Conservative
government in 1979 led to explicit neo-liberal approaches to public services, including
education—particularly after the 1988 Education Reform Act, which extended the
concept of markets and competition to all state schools. This began a policy trajectory
that has been continued and developed by all UK governments since (West and Bailey,
2013). This led to the launch of the academies programme by New Labour in 2000 and
the subsequent expansion of academies and free schools by the Conservative/Liberal

Democrat coalition government elected in 2010.

Successive governments have felt the need to ‘fix” secondary schooling in England over
the last 70 years. The selective grammar school/secondary-modern system was seen as
divisive, unfair and wasteful of talent. Those on the right saw the comprehensive
system as a failure, even before it was fully established. The City Technology Colleges
initiative only ever became a marginal corner of the system aimed at creating choice
and diversity of schooling. The ‘need’ to do something about secondary schools

(Adonis, 2012) endured, and through time academies were seen as the answer.

In this chapter I outline the background to the academies programme, including why
successive governments since the mid-1980s have seen ‘independent state-funded
schools’ (Chapman and Salokangas, 2012) as the blueprint for publicly funded

schooling in England. While examining the arguments over academies, I will outline
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policy developments in state secondary schooling from 1944 to the present day,
analysing the journey from selection to ‘comprehensivisation’, and then to the
introduction of diversity, choice and quasi-markets in schooling. A central theme of the
chapter is that of ‘rolling back’ the welfare state in the provision of a public education
service as championed by those on the New Right. Subsequent policy revisions inherent
in New Labour’s Third Way and David Cameron’s Big Society are also considered.
Fundamental features of the marketisation of schooling are developments in
performativity and accountability, both for schools and individual teachers.
These themes are referred to throughout the thesis, and it is suggested that they militate

against the achievement of teacher agency.

2.2 Academies Programme

‘City Academies’ were first announced by the Secretary of State for Education and
Employment, David Blunkett, in a speech to the Social Market Foundation on 15 March
2000 on the theme of tackling school failure (7The Guardian, 2000). They are
independent state schools publicly funded by central government and outside the
control of local authorities. They have greater autonomy than conventional state
schools, particularly on matters such as the curriculum, the format of the school
day/year and the ability to set their own pay and conditions for staff (Adonis, 2008,
2012; Ryan, 2008; Basset et al., 2012; Gove, 2012a; DfE, 2013b).

When they were launched, the aim of these schools was to improve educational
outcomes for some of the most disadvantaged pupils in England. The Secretary of
State’s introduction to the Prospectus for Sponsors and Other Partners laid out the

vision;

We need a dramatic increase in the number of successful schools in our cities. Far too
many schools are under performing in terms of the outcomes for their pupils ... No single
approach will solve all problems, but radical innovation in the creation of new schools is
one option. City Academies will provide for this.

(DfEE, 2000, p. 4)
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Schools which were in areas of high socio-economic disadvantage and judged by
Ofsted® to be failing, with falling rolls and poor examination results, and which were
being spurned by local parents, were to be replaced by city academies. A ‘failing’
school would be closed and then immediately re-opened as an academy, with a new
headteacher, new independent governance and substantial additional resources.
Pupils from the ‘predecessor school’ wishing to join the new academy had to be
guaranteed a place. Some commentators have argued that the generous additional
funding for academies is the main reason for any discernible improvement in

performance (Gorard, 2005; Beckett, 2007; The Guardian, 2007).

Whilst academies with subject specialisms were allowed to select up to 10 per cent of
their intake on the basis of pupils’ aptitude for this aspect of the curriculum, funding

agreements required that they operate as all-ability schools and that:

the admissions criteria must be clear, objective and fair, and must comply with equal
opportunities legislation; they must take up to agreed pupil numbers; must admit pupils of
different abilities, including special needs pupils.

(DfEE, 2000, p. 10)

However, claims have been made that many academies have changed their pupil
profiles by reducing the numbers from disadvantaged backgrounds and attracting more

middle-class families (Beckett, 2007; Wrigley, 2011). This is discussed in 3.10.

# The Office for Standards in Education: England’s non-ministerial governmental body responsible for inspecting and regulating
schools and other education services.
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2.3  Expansion of the Academies Programme

Following the 2002 Education Act ‘city’ was dropped from the name, allowing for
academies outside urban settings. The Academies Act 2010 then led to a significant
expansion of the programme, moving beyond ‘failing’ schools to allow any school
judged ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted to convert to academy status of its own free
will in order to take advantage of direct government funding and increased levels of
autonomy. The Act also broadened the academies programme through the introduction
of free schools (see 2.13). Academies receive the equivalent level of funding per pupil
as maintained schools in the same area, but they also receive funding for services
previously provided by the local authority (DfE, 2013a). Thus, schools converting to
academy status have an immediate budget increase, which it is argued is the prime
motivator for many headteachers and governing bodies deciding to make the change
(Downes, 2011). These changes signalled a clear shift in emphasis, from something
must be done about city schools, to something must be done about al// schools.
Additionally, it suggests that even those doing well can do even better outside local

authority control.

There is now a policy of compelling underperforming and coasting schools to become
sponsored academies as part of academy chains (Hutchings et al., 2015; The Guardian,
2015). At the time of writing, the Education and Adoption Bill’ is on its way through its
final reading in Parliament and if passed will require the Secretary of State for
Education to change any maintained school rated as ‘inadequate’ by Ofsted into an
academy. Mclnerney (2015) suggests that the ‘government is literally passing a law to
take away its own powers of judgment’ as ‘failing’ schools will automatically become

academies.

? See http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2015-16/educationandadoption.html.

22



As can be seen in Figure 1, these policy developments have led to a substantial increase
in the number of academies. By the time the New Labour government left office in July
2010 there were 203 [secondary] academies. In January 2015 there were 2,075
secondary academies and free schools, representing 61.4 per cent of publicly funded
mainstream state secondary schools in England (DfE, 2015). In January 2015, 62.5 per
cent of state secondary pupils were enrolled in academies or free schools (ibid.).
The graphs demonstrate that academies are no longer a ‘niche’ branch of state

schooling in England.
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Figure 1: The Expansion of Secondary Academies in England 2002-2015 (DfE, 2015)

With the diversification of the programme, what has emerged is a typology of
academies. Husbands (2012) rightly makes the point that ‘It’s not clear that the single
term “academy” captures much about this complexity’. Whilst I refer at times to
different types of academies, the focus of my research is on secondary schools, and so |
concentrate my analysis on 11-18 academies'’ (including those that are ‘all-through’

combined primary and secondary).

' This does not include special schools or alternative provision such as pupil referral units.
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2.4 Independence

The unwavering vision for academies with consecutive governments has been the
importance of being ‘independent’ schools. For Prime Minister David Cameron, the top
priority in his government’s education policy is to ensure that every headteacher is free

from the influence of ‘bureaucrats’:

I want teachers not bureaucrats deciding how best to educate our children. We have already
seen how academy freedoms have been fundamental in turning around failing schools.

(Cameron, 2015)

This belief is based on the assumption that academy freedoms foster innovation and

raise educational standards.

Glatter (2009) suggests that the importance of ‘self-government’ in the official
discourse around academies relates to the pivotal role that elite private schools play in
English culture and society. This consequently brings pressure to bear on politicians to
deliver some of their supposed features to the users of the state system. Legislative
reforms in England regarding publicly funded education have been about
‘the imagining, promotion and realisation of the “independent” school as the preferred

model’ (Gunter and McGinity, 2014, p. 300).

This admiration of the independent school as a preferred model for state education has
its origins in a neo-liberal and neo-conservative alliance (Gunter, 2011b).
The neo-liberal approach to schooling can be thought to include the ‘businessification’
of education (Hill, 2014). Neo-conservative thinking holds that governments must
intervene to ensure morality and social order. It defends traditional forms of hierarchy
and national culture, and is ‘critical of egalitarianism and collectivism which ... have
encouraged an anti-enterprise and permissive culture’ (Furlong et al., 2000, p. 9).
In schools, neo-conservatism can be seen through the adoption of traditional approaches
aimed at maintaining order and the status quo, such as strong discipline, House systems,
formal uniform, speech days, prefects and a traditional academic curriculum which
promotes ‘British values’. Hill (2014) argues that neo-liberalism is always accompanied

by neo-conservatism because the ‘capital class, and the governments they control, have
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to make sure that [the] freedom of the market is controlled’ (p. 185). Lawton (1992)
makes a similar point, suggesting that neo-conservative thinking has a ‘pessimistic
view’ of society derived from Hobbe’s view of human interaction as ‘nasty, brutish and
short’ unless tightly controlled by social rules. Conservative Party thinking is, thus,

based on the notions of ‘custom’, ‘tradition’ and ‘order’. So that:

whereas the neo-liberals tend to talk about choice, competition and the market in education,
the neo-conservatives are more likely to advocate traditional values, traditional subjects,
and less educational theory in the training of teachers, but greater immersion in the
traditional values of good schools.

(Lawton, 1992, p. 7)

This could be viewed as policy foresight into what would become the difference
between the academies programme under New Labour and the later Conservative-led
governments. New Labour’s vision was arguably more about improving failing schools
in deprived communities. It could be argued that Conservative policy is more about
competition within the market but also about putting a traditional stamp on schools,
what Gamble (1994) refers to as ‘the free economy and the strong state’. For Margaret
Thatcher ‘rolling back the state’ meant ‘a reduction in the scope of government but not

a diminution of its strength’ (Lawton, 1992, p. 8).

2.5 Genesis of Academies

Academies effectively grew out of the City Technology Colleges (CTCs), which were
launched by the Conservative government in 1986. The plan at that time was to
establish CTCs as ‘state independent schools’ in urban areas, sponsored by business and
with an emphasis on technology and science, and to sit outside the control of local
authorities. These schools were to be run by independent trusts, with capital funding
coming from the private sector and the state providing recurrent funding. In practice,
however, few business sponsors came forward and the government covered virtually all

of the funding and the number of CTCs remained small (Whitty et al., 1998).
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As well as formally establishing CTCs, the 1988 Education Reform Act also gave
existing schools the opportunity to ‘opt out’ of local authority control and run
themselves as grant-maintained schools with direct funding from central government.
Approximately one-fifth of England’s secondary schools opted out, but subsequently
returned to the mainstream system as ‘Foundation Schools’ under New Labour in 1997.
For the schools that remained with the local authority, Local Management of Schools
(LMS) meant that they had greater control over their budgets and day-to-day
management. Open enrolment meant that popular schools could attract more pupils, so
that schools could no longer rely on a catchment area intake and had to attract sufficient

numbers to remain viable.

In 1992 more schools were encouraged to become grant-maintained and it was also at
this time that specialist schools were introduced, first in technology and languages, and
later in a range of other subjects. These schools were given additional funding to
support their specialism and were allowed to select up to 10 per cent of their pupils on
the basis of aptitude for the specialism. All of these developments reduced the funding

and control of local authorities in the management of schools.

New Labour’s academies were essentially a continuation of the Thatcher government’s
commitment to independence, diversity and specialisation in the state sector. West and
Bailey (2013) suggest that academies really brought together CTCs and the specialist
schools programme, so exhibiting continuity with past Conservative policy and that
change was ‘via a process of layering and policy revision’ (p. 153). Only 15 CTCs were
created by the Thatcher and Major Conservative governments, the last being in 1993,

and all but three of these have now converted to academy status.
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2.6  Political Nature of the Academies Programme

Although the Conservative Party would claim the academies programme to be part of
its Big Society agenda (Higham, 2014), it was initially a clear sign of New Labour’s
Third Way between the state-control ideology of ‘Old’ Labour and the neo-liberal
ideology of the Conservative Party. Ball (2009) suggests that academies are just one
part of an ‘experimental and evolutionary’ set of ‘policy moves’ which are about
re-inventing and reforming public services from hierarchical bureaucratic and
administrative structures so that they are delivered through alliances between the
public, private and voluntary sectors. Described as the new world of ‘plural controlled
schooling’ (Woods, 2010, p. 145), education is seen as the concern of a range of new
players and a mix between the public and private sectors—a new world that lies

somewhere between state control and market forces.

A succession of government ministers has hailed the successful impact of academies on
pupil outcomes, often with no evidence to support these claims (Gunter, 2011a; Fisher,
2012). Only 17 academies had been opened by 2004 when the New Labour government
published its Five Year Strategy for Children and Learners (DfES, 2004). The strategy
made a commitment to have 200 academies ‘open or in the pipeline’ by 2010,
irrespective of the fact that no assessment would have been made of either their
academic achievements or cost-effectiveness. Thus, before any meaningful GCSE
results had been recorded, the decision had been made that academies were the future of

schooling in England.

The academies programme has proved to be one of the most contested policy areas
within public sector reform in England (Gunter, 2011a; Chapman and Salokangas,
2012; Ball, 2013; Chitty, 2013a). To understand why academies were considered
crucial in addressing the ‘failure’ of so many state schools, it is necessary to analyse the
policy context of state funded schooling in the post-war period leading up to 1997.
It was sustained criticism from the New Right of the ‘failure’ of the comprehensive
system which led to the dismantling of the post-war settlement of a national education
service provided as part of the welfare state. I now turn to the expansion of secondary

schooling from 1944 and the introduction of comprehensive schools after 1965.
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2.7 A National System, Locally Administered

The 1944 Education Act established the principle of free universal education in
England up to the age of 15, reflecting the sense of urgency that the post-war Labour
government attached to education as a key driver of social and economic change.
Education was delivered locally through democratically elected authorities and was a
service that belonged to ‘the public’ (Pring, 2013). Local education authorities were
responsible for ensuring that there were enough school places, enough teachers, a fair
distribution of resources and a fair admissions system. Local responsibility was
responsive to local opinion, and this inevitably resulted in different systems in different
parts of the country (ibid.). The values inherent within the post-war settlement had the
support of both Conservative and Labour politicians, most of whom shared a common
experience and broadly similar set of aspirations and who were determined to banish
the hardships of the pre-war years. Thus, there was cross-party acceptance of a three-
fold commitment to full employment, the welfare state and the co-existence of large

public and private sectors in the economy (Marquand, 1988—cited in Chitty, 2013a).

The system of policy making that was established as an integral part of the 1945 post-
war settlement has often been described as a ‘national system, locally administered’
(Aldrich, 2013, p. 68). Being a source of much pride at the time, this system involved
the continuing operation of a ‘benign partnership between central government, local
government and individual schools and colleges’ (Chitty, 2011, p. 335). The clear
emphasis on the importance of ‘localism’ and ‘partnership’ was seen as a post-war
British response to the dangers inherent in the centralising tendencies which had been

obvious in other parts of Europe (Barber, 1996; Chitty, 2011, 2013a; Pring, 2013):

The tripartite partnership that existed between central government, local government, and
the individual schools and colleges seemed to contemporaries to involve a network of
checks and balances that ensured the effective diffusion of power within the education
system and thereby prevented the imposition of what might be seen as undesirable policies.

(Chitty, 2013a, p. 26)
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In stressing the importance of local representation and accountability beyond the purely
administrative, Henry Morris, Chief Education Officer for Cambridgeshire from 1922,

argued perceptively:

We tend to forget that local government is also a cornerstone of freedom, as every dictator
realises when, on getting into power, he abolishes it—think of Napoleon in France,
Mussolini in Italy and Hitler in Germany.

(Morris, 1943—cited in Chitty, 2011, p. 336)

It is significant that 68 years after the end of the Second World War, serious concerns
were being expressed about the ‘free market’ system of academies and the
centralisation of education policy in England (Ranson, 2012; Chitty, 2013b; Newsam,
2013). There is also disquiet amongst some about the control of schools being handed
to private ‘sponsors’ who are free to set the vision, aims and ethos in line with their
own personal and educational philosophies with no accountability (Beckett, 2007;

Benn, 2011; Millar, 2014).

2.8 Different Schools for Different Children

The 1944 Education Act made secondary education compulsory until the age of 15.
However, children were separated at the age of 11 by ‘age, ability and aptitude’ into
grammar, technical or secondary modern schools on the basis of the ‘l1-plus’
examination taken at the end of primary school. In 1960, two-thirds of 11-15 year-olds,
mainly working-class children, were placed in secondary moderns with inferior
resources and less-well qualified staff. It is argued that these were ‘chronically
inadequate schools and were never valued in their own right’ (Adonis, 2012, p. 14).
Very few pupils in secondary modern schools remained in school after the age of 15 to

take examinations—only one in eight secondary modern schools recorded O level

passes in 1960 (Ball, 2013).

Selection at age 11 was based on the spurious notion that there were three specifically
different types of mind—the academic, the technical and the practical—and that
children could be separated on the basis of their measured ability and aptitudes
(Simon, 1991). Categorising children in this way was seen as being unfair, socially

divisive and modelled on class division (ibid.). It cast a ‘pernicious shadow over the
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education of less privileged groups throughout the twentieth century’
(Tomlinson, 2005, p. 16). The post-war Labour government compounded the apparent
social inequalities by arguing against the introduction of comprehensive schools at the
same time as reducing the number of grammar school places. Frustration about the

influence of the English class structure was clear:

even under a Labour government elected with massive majority, the mediation of class
relations was still seen as a major function of the education system.

(Simon, 1991, p. 115)

Tomlinson’s explanation for why successive Labour governments have shown little
interest in challenging the influence of independent and grammar schools is that
‘the ideology of meritocracy ... has always had a strong appeal for Labour leaders, and
their attitudes towards private schooling have always been ambivalent’ (2005, p. 17).

Simon takes a more critical view:

By 1947-48, then, the government (and the ministry) had shown its hand quite clearly on
two issues following the Act. First, a determination to impose a tripartite solution on the
nation’s secondary schools, and second, an equal (but less visible) determination to ensure
that the new dispensation did not radically open up new opportunities for the hitherto
disadvantaged—that is, to the working class as a whole.

(Simon, 1991, p. 115)

Concerns over the lack of equality of opportunity grew throughout the 1950s and 60s.
The Crowther Report (Ministry of Education, 1959) drew attention to the ‘waste of
talent” amongst working-class school leavers. It noted the need for a more educated,
adaptable and skilled workforce, which was not being produced by the
grammar/secondary-modern system. It found that pupils from semi-skilled or skilled
family backgrounds were ‘much under-represented in the composition of selective
schools’, but ‘over-represented’ in the secondary moderns. Most of the ‘sons of
professional people’ went to grammar schools, but only a minority of manual workers’
children did so. As Boliver and Swift (2011) point out: ‘any assistance to low-origin
children provided by grammar schools is cancelled out by the hindrance of secondary
moderns’ (p. 89). Research indicates that even today, despite the claims made about
social mobility, grammar schools in the twenty-first century continue to discriminate

against children from poorer backgrounds:
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there is no evidence whatsoever that Grammar Schools provide a ‘ladder of opportunity’
for poor and disadvantaged pupils. The clear picture that emerges is of a system of
schooling that discriminates against pupils of this type and is also highly exclusive in its
social composition.

(Jesson, 2008, p. 25)

The technical schools promised as part of the 1944 settlement could not contribute to
the tripartite vision as they never became more than a peripheral part of the post-war

school system (Tomlinson, 2005).

It is interesting to note the enduring concerns over ‘wasted talent’ and lack of social
mobility in the English education system. There is a clear similarity between the
concerns expressed in the 1950s and 60s and those made more recently about the lack
of social mobility of children and young people from the UK’s most socially deprived
communities (Reay, 2012; The Telegraph, 2012; The Guardian, 2013b;
Nuffield Foundation, 2015). Academies, including those sponsored by universities and
independent schools, are seen as being key to addressing this inequity in 2015.
However, it was to be through the comprehensive school movement of the 1960s and
70s that efforts were made to level the playing field of educational opportunity, and it is

to this policy that I now turn.

2.9 The Comprehensive Ideal

The Conservative government of the early 1960s recognised that educating more young
people to higher levels was an economic necessity and this coincided with the views of
some Labour politicians that educating all children together was a desirable aim.
The lack of grammar school places was unacceptable to the growing new middle-
classes and aspirant working-class parents, for whom secondary modern schools were
regarded as second best. A broad consensus was thus established during this period that
comprehensive schools should be established and higher education provision expanded
(Simon, 1991). As a result, many of England’s grammar and secondary modern schools
were replaced with all-ability community comprehensive schools over a 15-year period
following their introduction by the Labour government from 1965. This was later

accompanied by the raising of the school leaving age to 16 in the school year 1972/73.
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By 1979, well over 90 per cent of England’s secondary school population was being

educated in comprehensive schools (Barber, 1996).

Differing views on comprehensive education meant that struggles quickly emerged—
and remain—over matters of status, unequal access (to schools, courses and
examinations) and parity of prestige with the remaining grammar schools. Furthermore,
the negative critique of comprehensive schooling by the political right—what Johnson
(1991—cited in Ball, 2013, p. 79) terms the ‘forming of the New Right educational
tendency’—emerged almost immediately in the early 1970s. Comprehensive schools
had barely had time to become established before grammars had become synonymous

with ‘good’ schools and comprehensives with ‘bad’ schools (Tomlinson, 2005, p. 21).

The myth of lower academic standards in comprehensive schools was presented in
fearsome and often-inaccurate ways in a series of ‘Black Papers’ published by right-
wing academics and policy groups between 1969 and 1977. The Black Papers, together
with a variety of neo-liberal and New Right policy groups, gained considerable
influence with Conservative education policy thinking during the 1970s and 1980s.
This signalled a new kind of ‘think-tank’ influence and approach to policy-making in
education that played its part in moving the articulation of policy ideas away from local
government and the civil service, as well as providing the basis for a ‘re-narration of the

public sector in terms of neo-liberalism (and neo-conservatism)’ (Ball, 2013, p. 80).

Comprehensive schooling began initially as a programme to roll back selective
education, but has always been subject to ‘standards’ arguments from its critics.
The period of expansion in secondary education between 1944 and 1976 was one that
was beleaguered with entrenched ideological conflict, historic social divisions and class
struggles which have defined English education from the outset (Stevenson, 2011).
The introduction of comprehensive schools coincided with the advocacy of ‘progressive
education’ and child-centred teaching methods, which became another focus for attacks
by those on the right, despite the fact that the evidence suggests that most teachers were
not particularly innovative in their teaching methods (Tomlinson, 2005). Reynolds et al.
(1987) describe the period 1965-1987 as ‘two decades of controversy’ and argued at

that time that ‘it is the insecurity of the comprehensive enterprise which is now most
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striking’ (cited in Ball, 2013, p. 81). Moreover, the idea of a ‘common’ school with a
common curricular experience for all pupils increasingly came under threat from
policies designed to increase ‘choice and diversity’ within the comprehensive system.
Many comprehensive schools were organised by ability streams rather than
mixed-ability groupings and ‘the grammar-school curriculum continued to hold its
central and dominant position in the secondary-school curriculum, despite
comprehensive re-organization’ (Hargreaves, 1982, p. 51). The challenge was later
compounded by the launch of CTCs and the introduction of specialist schools. All of
this muddied the waters and made comprehensive reform difficult, if not impossible. In
summing up an evaluation of comprehensive schooling, Adonis claims that a large
proportion of the comprehensive schools were little better than the secondary moderns

they replaced:

In reality, comprehensives were essentially a continuation of their predecessor secondary
modern schools rather than the creation of new schools. They were ‘secondary modern
comprehensives’, as I came to call them, and this is why they so largely failed.

(Adonis, 2012, p. 12)

It was against this backdrop that successive governments felt compelled to
‘do something’ about the alleged ‘inadequacy’ of comprehensive schooling. I would
argue that the comprehensive struggles of the 1970s lie at the heart of the subsequent
moves towards the vision of a fully academised system that we have today. Although
the fracturing of the comprehensive ideal was cemented by the Conservative
governments of the 1980s and 1990s, a moment of ‘organic crisis’ (Gramsci, 1971)
came in October 1976 when Prime Minister James Callaghan opened up the debate
about the purpose of education and who should be able to influence educational policy.
I now turn to Callaghan’s Ruskin College Speech and its legacy for education policy in

England.
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2.10 Ruskin and Beyond

Perhaps the most significant challenge to the comprehensive system came in October
1976 when Labour Prime Minister James Callaghan decided that it was time to have a
public debate on education. In a speech at Ruskin College Oxford, he attacked what he
called the ‘educational establishment’ who he claimed were failing to prepare young
people for the world of work and schools had not yet realised the higher standards of
education needed in a complex world (Barber, 1996; Riley, 1998; Tomlinson, 2005).
Callaghan challenged the monopoly of teachers and educationalists over progressive
teaching methods and the aims of education. In particular, a phrase that was to be seized
upon by the media and became a key aspect of the speech’s legacy was his argument
that ‘the secret garden of the curriculum’ needed to be opened up, signalling the end of
what was called ‘the Golden Age of teacher control (or non-control) of the curriculum’
(Lawton, 1980, p. 22). In calling for a ‘Great Debate’, Callaghan argued that education
should have two goals: to equip children for ‘a lively, constructive place in society’ and

to prepare them ‘to do a job of work’.

The longer-term impact of James Callaghan’s speech was that it laid the groundwork

for the accountability movement that was to come:

Under a succession of governments, a discredited and ineffective pattern of peer
accountability was replaced by a combination of markets and bureaucratic patterns of
accountability. The strategy of change that emerged was one of greatly increased central
determination of policy.

(Hoyle and Wallace, 2007, p. 9)

Ball (2013) agrees that the speech broke new ground for what was to come and that its
effect was to ‘disrupt the existing settlement within education policy and begin to make
what was to follow possible’ (p. 83). There was a discursive ‘shift in the balance of
power in policy making ... and the real losers on this were local authorities and
teachers’ (ibid.). Whilst debates have developed as to whether the reforms introduced
since the 1980s have improved education, it can be argued that Callaghan did indeed
open up the ‘secret garden’ of the curriculum. At the very least, ‘teachers are [now]
more attuned to the expectations of parents and the National Curriculum has provided a

national framework that ensures consistency’ (Hoyle and Wallace, 2007, p. 10).
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Having had the status quo disrupted by Callaghan, it was to be the Conservative
governments of Margaret Thatcher and John Major (1979-1997), followed by those of
New Labour (1997-2010), which would break the mould of state schooling in England
through the introduction of neo-liberal policies. It is to an analysis of these policies that
I now turn in order to understand the developments linked to the expansion of the

academies programme.

2.11 The Neo-Liberal Marketisation of Education

The characteristics of the system of schooling in England today, which encourage
diversity, choice and competition together with an increased role for the private sector,
have their origins in the neo-liberal policies of former Conservative Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher. She was critical of Keynesian economics and social policy for
creating a ‘nanny state’ in which people were seen as being dependent on welfare.
Her plan was to reduce taxation, ‘roll back the state’ and allow people to have greater
control over their lives. Nowhere was the impact of the fundamental change to the
delivery of core public services brought about by Thatcherism felt more acutely than in
education which, since the 1944 Education Act, had been seen as the very cornerstone

of the welfare state (Chitty, 2013a).

Neo-liberalism is an economic logic underpinned by a commitment to the idea that the
best way to ensure prosperity and equal opportunity is to restructure all economic and
social arrangements to operate as if there were a free market. Ball (2013, p. 49) refers to
the ‘policy technologies’ of choice, devolution, competition, leadership, management,
entrepreneurship, privatisation, governance, and within all of these and between them,
there are a set of subject positions—a language, relationships, practices—a social
imaginary which we call ‘neo-liberalism’. This provides a new way of thinking about
public services such as education, rendering it as a ‘commodity’ rather than a public
good (Thrupp and Willmott, 2003). Ball (1997a) suggests that all of this is embedded
within and contributes to changes in the technology of state control, what he calls

‘steering at a distance’ and what Hoggett (1994) calls ‘remote control’.
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The result of the neo-liberal agenda on education has been to convert the state
education system into markets to improve its quality by encouraging competition
between schools. This has been achieved through diversity, delegated budgets
(determined largely on pupil numbers) and increasing the power of parents—at least in
theory—in relation to their choice of schools. Central to the diversity of schooling and

the involvement of the private sector has been the academies programme.
2.12 New Labour’s Third Way and Academies

The Third Way was seen as a clear commitment from Tony Blair to modernise the
Labour Party (Gewirtz, 2002; Whitty, 2002; Ball, 2013; Chitty, 2013a). It was to
present the Party’s policies as being distinct from those of its neo-liberal Conservative
predecessors, whilst also making clear that there would be a break from the
state-dominated social democracy of the Old Left and previous Labour administrations.
Blair’s philosophy was that programmes should no longer be driven by ideological
preferences, but by a ‘healthy pragmatism’. It was about what actually works rather

than the constraint of political ideology.

Academies are a clear example of the Third Way approach to the delivery of public
services, with private sponsors, local authorities, charities and religious groups all
working in partnership to establish schools competing in a free market. Despite New
Labour’s concern for social justice, criticism is made of the Party’s term in office for its
failure to address inequalities in schooling and its detrimental effect on liberal
education''. The argument is made that towards the end of New Labour’s time in office,
the Third Way approach had run its course and the policy tide was turning towards a
much-needed alternative. The neo-liberal ‘authoritarian, didactic assumptions that
inform effective schooling and hyper-accountability’ appeared to have reached a

cul-de-sac in both conceptual and developmental terms (Barker, 2010, p. 140).

" The ideal of a liberal education is one that is ‘civilised, broad and humane, based on learning that is disinterested and cultivated
for its own sake. It is generally contrasted with vocational education that is instrumental and designed as a preparation for a job or a
career’. (McCulloch and Crook (2008) (Eds.) The Routledge International Encyclopedia of Education, p. 358)
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2.13 Cameron’s Big Society and Academies

The ‘new’ policy agenda of ‘Cameronism’, which accompanied the election of the
coalition government in 2010, is described as a distinctive new form of governmentality
and a process of depoliticisation. The responsibility for decision-making is seen to be
‘at one remove’ from government, thereby allowing politicians to ‘distance themselves
from accountability while enhancing their electoral prospects’ (Kerr et al., 2011,

p. 200).

David Cameron set out his vision for the Big Society while still Leader of the

Opposition at a speech at the Conservative Party Conference on 15 March 2010:

It includes a whole set of unifying approaches—breaking state monopolies, allowing
charities, social enterprises and companies to provide public services, devolving power
down to neighbourhoods, making government more accountable. And it’s the thread that
runs consistently through our whole policy programme—our plans to reform public
services, mend our broken society, and re-build trust in politics.

(Cameron, 2010)

A clear example of the Big Society operating in education came with the introduction
of free schools, which are academies set up from scratch wherever there is demand.
The government has argued that the proposers will typically include ‘teachers, charities,
parent groups, faith organisations and others’ in what is described as an opening up of
state resources which will empower civic society (DfE, 2010). Free schools are a
purposeful attempt to liberalise the ‘supply side’ of education. Since the 1980s a range
of reforms have attempted to stimulate the demand side of the quasi-market to make
schools more responsive to parental choice and the competition this creates. However,
the introduction of free schools marks the first time in post-war England when anybody

can set up a state funded local school.

2.14 Conclusion to Chapter 2

In order to appreciate the ‘need’ for academies, this chapter has analysed the
development of state funded secondary schooling in England from 1944 to the present

day. This has been necessary to understand the issues surrounding the attempts to
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ensure the fair and equitable expansion of secondary education. The themes which

emerged in the review of policy were:
* the expansion of provision
* equality of opportunity and access to good schools for a// children

* the role of schools in supporting the country’s economic and industrial

competitiveness

* claims of low educational standards in secondary modern and comprehensive

schools

* the development of a quasi-market in education offering parents choice and

diversity of schooling

e the commitment since 1979 to reduce the size of the welfare state and involve

the private and voluntary sectors in providing public education.

It is only by understanding these issues that we can begin to make sense of why
academies have been seen as the preferred model of schooling by successive
governments. New Labour grandees might claim that academies are a shining example
of their Third Way philosophy, regenerating urban education in some of the country’s
most deprived communities—a pragmatic solution ‘which works’. The Conservative
Party views academies and free schools as being at the heart of its Big Society agenda
and has used the programme to create a system of ‘opted out’ schools based on

neo-conservative values, appealing to middle-class, aspirational parents.

Teachers are at the centre of debates about standards in schools, and what is of
particular relevance to my main research question is a consideration of how teachers
have been viewed by policy makers and the wider public in the different models of
secondary schooling since 1944. How teachers perceive their role is an important factor
influencing the professional agency they achieve. A system which respects the role of
teachers and offers them professional autonomy may provide greater opportunities for
their agency to emerge than one in which their work is centrally directed and where
they are highly accountable. The different systems of schooling discussed in this

chapter reflect variations in the freedoms granted to teachers, with academies arguably

38



providing them with less autonomy than any previous structures. This restricted

autonomy has implications for whether or not teacher agency can flourish.

My analysis of academies shows that they represent continuity and development of
neo-liberal policy in the provision of state education with successive governments since
1979. They form part of the commitment to choice and diversity of schooling within a
quasi-market, believed to drive up standards. They also contribute to the erosion of the
post-war welfare state settlement as it has given way to private sponsorship and

ownership of publicly funded schools.

The rhetoric of ‘freedom’, ‘autonomy’ and ‘innovation’ attached to the discourses
around academies suggests that there is an important role for the teachers working in
them. It could be inferred from this that the professional agency of teachers in

academies is an important aspect of teaching in a ‘pioneering’ way (Gove, 2012b).

My analysis of education policy in England over the last 40 years suggests that
competition, performativity and accountability have become increasingly prevalent and
are now culminating in the academies programme. The academies programme enables
sponsors to effectively ‘own’ their schools, setting out their distinctive ethos and
educational approach. In the words of Lingard and Sellar (2012) [it] is difficult to be
optimistic about how this complex policy mix—perhaps most consistently characterised
by the depoliticising impulse to displace state responsibility for education—will play
out’ (p. 52). Given these trends, it is difficult to envisage a situation other than where
the demands on teachers to comply with a centralised policy agenda can only increase,

thus further restricting their professional agency.

I now develop my thesis by moving from the policy context and turn in Chapter 3 to
review key literature on autonomous schools, the academies programme, teacher
professionalism, school reform, policy enactment and school governance in academies.
I will then outline my research philosophy in Chapter 4, which includes a theoretical

analysis of the concept of teacher agency.
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Chapter 3

Literature Review

Power over children’s education is being handed over to a rag-tag bunch of second-hand
car dealers, carpet salesmen and tax-avoiding city traders.

(Wrigley, 2009, p. 48)
He’s changed my whole management approach for the better. I’ve become more

performance orientated, clearer about our objectives and more solution focused. It’s been
exciting and very liberating.

(Principal of Bristol Academy—quoted in TES, 2005)
3.1 Introduction

A number of themes emerged during the development of this thesis as a result of the
reading of academic literature, reviewing policy, and also during my fieldwork.

The themes covered specifically in the literature review are:

* school and teacher autonomy

teacher professionalism

the process of policy making and enactment

how schools adopt and adapt reforms

the academies programme.

Teacher agency and my theoretical framework of critical realism are discussed in

Chapter 4.

3.2 Scope of the Literature Review

A body of literature on academies is now beginning to emerge, but in comparison to

other themes within the study it is limited. Gleeson suggests this may be because:

With few exceptions research access to academies, compared with mainstream schools, has
been something of a no-go area, reflecting the political sensitivity associated with the
‘goldfish bowl’ effect of early academy development.

(Gleeson, 2011, p. 199)
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The literature which does exist focuses mainly on the contested nature of the academies
programme and debates over its success. In linking the literature to my research
questions, my main focus relates to teachers’ agency and how this is affected by the

governance structure of academies.

A review of policy enactment is included, which was a theme that emerged as a result
of my fieldwork. During my data collection I discovered that the case-study academy
was implementing a new curriculum policy, and this proved to be a key issue with
teachers and leaders. It also exposed the role of teacher mediation in school reforms,

which relates directly to my interest in teacher agency.

While I have not conflated school autonomy and teacher autonomy, the main focus of
my work in this area has been on what school autonomy means for teachers. 1 had to
guard against the possibility of digressing into a theoretical study of the concept of
‘autonomy’. My research interest relates to autonomous schools and why (and indeed
whether) this model of schooling supposedly offers teachers the opportunity to be
‘in charge’ of their work (Gove, 2012b).

3.3  School Autonomy

3.3.1 The Concept of Autonomy

The etymology of autonomy can be traced back to the capacity for self-governance
(Owens and Cribb, 2013). In the dominant liberal interpretation, self-governance is
normally understood as the ability to take decisions about one’s life as an individual—
independently from others and free from outside interference and external constraint.

Pitt suggests that autonomy is a ‘vexed, complex and contradictory concept’:

As a common trait of the modern, educated human being, autonomy refers to independence
from external influence and freedom of the will. In professional contexts, autonomy is, on
the one hand, extended and specified through claims to specialized knowledge and skills
and, on the other hand, opposed as expression of the will of the individual against public or
institutional interests.

(Pitt, 2010, p. 2)
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Reich (2002) does not consider autonomy to be a natural quality of humans, but
something that is learnt and dependent in part on an individual’s intrinsic capabilities,
thus liable to ‘progress and regress’ (cited in Parker, 2015). Garland (1997) argues that
context affects the ‘ebb and flow of autonomy’ and that it is a relative concept

connected to one’s capacity and power to act in certain situations.

Philosophers, such as Emmanuelle Kant (1785), have typically located personal
autonomy in an agent’s capacity to engage in a process of deliberation and decision-
making about the course of his life—to be one’s own person. This characterisation of
autonomy as freedom of will provides a deliberative account of personal autonomy
(Frankfurt, 1989). It is about an agent’s ability to critically reflect upon his desires and
act according to those which are most in line with his true and authentic volitions.

Owens and Cribb describe this as a proceduralist account of autonomy:

[W]hat is important for autonomy is not the content of the desires an agent has, but that the
reasoning behind these desires conforms with the appropriate psychological procedures
necessary for autonomy.

(Owens and Cribb, 2013, p. 264)

These procedures typically involve a process of reflection and reflective endorsement of
the options chosen. Proceduralist accounts, therefore, suggest that autonomy can be
achieved by ensuring that the deliberative procedures of people are uninhibited.
An example of this might be in the National Health Service where a patient is free to
give his or her consent to health treatment. Owens and Cribb make the point that
theorising autonomy in such a narrow and abstract way is problematic. Human beings
are always situated within complex material and social structures, which have a bearing
on the psychological processes that determine their capacity for autonomy.
For example, patient decision-making is influenced by social factors such as fear of
stigma, cultural beliefs and interpersonal relationships—which may lead us to question

the extent to which we can judge a patient’s decision to be autonomous.

I find the notion of relational autonomy posited by Owens and Cribb (2013) helpful,
which involves concerns for ‘real world’ issues in the practice of autonomous
deliberation. This concept of autonomy is useful in educational research, where agents’

actions inevitably must take account of social structures and contextual factors, e.g.
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school accountability measures. This extended view of autonomy has much in common
with the ecological view of agency I take within this study, where autonomy (and hence
agency) might, as a result of contextual factors, be possible in one situation but not in

others.

It is with this view of autonomy that I now consider autonomous schools and

autonomous teachers.

3.3.2  Autonomous Schools

School autonomy is a contested issue (Fisher, 2012; Glatter, 2012b; Pearson/RSA,
2013) and questions have been raised as to whether ‘it is the elixir that policy appears to
imply’ (Glatter, 2009, p. 105). According to Husbands (2015), the question of how
much autonomy a school should have is one of the most difficult questions in education
policy. He argues that schools’ autonomy is granted not to allow them to do as they
like, but rather to do as expected. This was evident in the 2015 Conservative Party
Manifesto commitment to make the English Baccalaureate all but compulsory, and also
in a more recent suggestion from government to ban mobile telephones in all schools
(The Telegraph, 2015a). These policy suggestions do not leave much scope for schools

to use their autonomy to make decisions for themselves.

For some schools, being part of a multi-academy trust can also put restrictions on their
autonomy, where there can be a requirement to follow the directives from ‘head office’.
According to the chief executive of England’s largest multi-academy trust—Academies
Enterprise Trust (AET)—there is less autonomy for schools in academy trusts than

there is for schools overseen by local authorities (Schools Week, 2015).

The UK Government, like those of other jurisdictions, pays heed to the findings of
research on the impact of school autonomy conducted by the OECD. However, the
OECD’s findings are not clear-cut. Commentary on the 2012 PISA results made clear
that: ‘[R]elationships between school autonomy and performance are ... complex, and
the relationships vary according to the extent of the accountability arrangements that
systems have’ (OECD, 2013, p. 4). Elsewhere, the OECD develops a more

sophisticated argument, showing the link between autonomy and accountability:
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In countries where schools account for their results by posting achievement data publicly,
schools that enjoy greater autonomy in resource allocation tend to show better student
performance than those with less autonomy. In countries where there are no such
accountability arrangements, schools with greater autonomy in resource allocation tend to
perform worse.

(OECD, 2011, p. 1)

In other words, school autonomy is a complex issue and depends on the policy context.
Giving schools autonomy without accountability can be problematic—it can lower, as
well as raise standards. In England, the significant autonomy enjoyed by all schools is

accompanied by high levels of public accountability.

The OECD (2013) points to the futility of using autonomy purely for managerial
purposes: ‘greater responsibility in managing resources appears to be unrelated to a
school system’s overall performance’ (p. 52). Some observers of autonomous schools
(Fisher, 2012; Gilbert, 2012a) suggest that managing financial resources has been the
most significant feature of LMS in England and there has been very little attention
given as to how autonomy can better support improvements in learning. This is an
important finding linked to my third research question, which considers how academy

status improves the standard of education provided by a school.

Husbands (2015) makes the point that ‘the debate about levels of school autonomy and
oversight won’t go away’ and nor should it, as autonomous schools are ‘spending
public money’. He suggests that the key question raised by the OECD findings is not
for politicians and regulators to consider whether school autonomy is a good thing or
not, but instead to consider ‘what sorts of decisions need to be made at different layers
of the school system, and how these interact’ (ibid.). This suggests that there is a role
for agency at the different (stratified) layers within a school—sponsors, leaders and

teachers.
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3.4  Teacher Autonomy

Until 1976, the prevailing image of teacher professionalism in England and Wales
revolved around the ideal of teachers individually and collectively possessing a high
degree of autonomy and control in the curriculum domain. According to Lawton
(1979), the ‘golden age’ of teacher control of the curriculum was from 1944 to 1960, a
period which was denoted by its optimism and consensus in education (Kogan, 1978).
The ideal of teacher autonomy was repeatedly endorsed among teacher groups and by a
range of educational agencies as a central aspiration. McCulloch (2001) makes the point
that it was widely assumed that the autonomy of teachers included the freedom to
decide not only how to teach but also what to teach, and that they had a primary

responsibility for curriculum development and innovation. He contends:

this prerogative was not subject to the fickle demands of parents and the community, still
less to the interest of the state or political parties. Rather, it was to be carefully preserved as
the province of teachers’ experience, judgement and expertise.

(McCulloch, 2001, p. 104)

McCulloch (2000) argues, however, that ‘the ideal of teacher autonomy was frequently
belied by reality’ (p. 27). He suggests elsewhere that a wide range of competing
pressures that became increasingly evident during the 1950s and 1960s undermined
teacher autonomy. One such pressure was the growing influence of examinations at all
levels of the education system during that period. These tended to establish a uniformity
of expectations and standards, reflected in the requirements of universities, colleges and
employers, which constrained teacher-led innovation and ‘belied the idea of each

school being responsible for its own curriculum’ (McCulloch, 2001, p. 105).

In the years that followed James Callaghan’s Ruskin College Speech, a major struggle
developed over teacher professionalism (McCulloch, 2001). As was discussed in
Section 2.10, the then Prime Minister’s intervention served to encourage a concerted
challenge to inherited ideals and understandings of teacher professionalism that were
based on the so-called ‘secret garden’ of the school curriculum. Moreover, with the role
of the teacher in the curriculum domain being viewed as a key source of their
professionalism in England and Wales, the incursions of the state and the introduction

of the National Curriculum have been widely viewed as marking a ‘major and
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unprecedented threat to this “professionalism™ (McCulloch, 2000, p. 27). It is pointed

out:

In these circumstances, teachers’ supposed rights in the curriculum field appeared little
more than an illusion that effectively hindered reform.

(McCulloch, 2001, p. 105)

3.5 Teacher Professionalism

3.5.1 The Changing Nature of Teachers’ Work

In recent years governments and the media in many countries, including the UK, have
undermined the standing of teachers with claims of poor examination results and
disappointing international comparisons in measures such as PISA (BBC, 2013).
The general public are constantly invited to participate in the general concern over
supposed ‘falling standards’ and ‘nations at risk’, to become angry about ‘failing
teachers’ and ‘failing schools’ and to admire the determination of governments to
improve the ‘quality’ of education (Helsby, 1999). The Secretary of State for Education
in the coalition government, Michael Gove, was seen to be determined to improve the
quality of education, primarily through his criticism of state schools, the educational

establishment and progressive education methods. He described his critics as:

The new Enemies of Promise [who] are a set of politically motivated individuals who have
been actively trying to prevent millions of our poorest children getting the education they
need.

(The Telegraph, 2013)

It is argued (Wilby, 2009; Ravitch, 2013a) that these attacks on teachers are not
accidental, but are part of an intentional commitment to the privatisation of education
through the promotion of choice and competition. In considering the role of charter
schools in the USA, Ravitch (2013b) contends: ‘They have become the leading edge of
a long-cherished ideological crusade by the far right to turn education into a consumer
choice rather than a civic obligation’. She argues that parents as citizens understand

their responsibility to the common good. As consumers, however, they only look after
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themselves. Parents as ‘consumers’ appears to be the antithesis of Dewey’s view 100

years ago:

What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child, that must the community want for
all of its children. Any other ideal for our schools is narrow and unlovely; acted upon, it
destroys our democracy.

(Dewey, 1915, p. 3)

Accordingly, teachers’ work is changing across the westernised world as new
responsibilities, demands and conditions of service are imposed as education is
‘reformed’ and ‘restructured’ to meet the demands of the twenty-first century.
Attempts are being made by governments to move schooling towards competency-
based, test-driven teaching, payment by results, and forms of indirect rule from the

centre (Lawn, 1995, 1996; Helsby, 1999).

3.5.2 The De-Professionalisation of Teachers

A number of observers note that the changes which have taken place in teachers’ work
over the past four decades have resulted in a ‘de-professionalisation’ and ‘de-skilling’
of their roles (Apple, 1986; Ball, 2003; Galton and MacBeath, 2008). The most
significant challenge to the autonomy and level of trust in teachers has been as a result
of what Hanlon (1998) calls a ‘commercialised professionalism’, which in the public
services took the form of New Public Management (NPM) (Hood, 1995).
Often portrayed as applying industrial management approaches to public services, NPM
puts an emphasis on such things as explicit performance standards, greater emphasis on
output controls, the breakup of large entities into smaller units, market-type
mechanisms, the introduction of competition and a stress on a professionalised
commercial-style management. Bottery (1996) argues that in education, NPM led to

‘the classic antagonism between bureaucracy and the professional’ (p. 180).

Ball (2001) has described this central drive for quality and improvement as being
embedded within three technologies—the market, managerialism, and performativity—
and placed this in distinct contrast to the post-war public welfarist state. Apple (1986)
describes this as being ‘part of a dynamic of intellectual de-skilling in which mental

workers are cut off from their own fields and again must rely even more heavily on
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ideas and processes provided by “experts™’ (pp. 42—43). Lawn and Ozga (1987, p. 52)
call this the proletarianisation of professional roles, where formerly skilled occupations
are analysed, systematised, and routinised, such that the autonomous and non-standard

application of expertise comes to be seen as neither necessary nor, indeed, desirable.

Despite the education reform agenda’s rhetoric of autonomy and professional freedom
for teachers, constraining limits have been placed on their professionalism
(Smaller, 2015). At the same time, teachers are given more onerous and diverse
responsibilities and are subject to greater managerial control by school leaders. This has
had the effect of restricting the conditions under which teachers work, putting into place
a system that rewards those who successfully comply with government directives and
who reach government targets and punishes those who do not (Day, 2002).
Lawn (1996) has referred to this as the creation of the ‘post-modern teacher’, which is
reflected in a transition from a body of ‘state professionals’ to a more ‘differentiated,
flexible workforce’ (pp. 112—-114). Although school contexts continue to mediate the
short-term effects of the intensification of work which is a consequence of such
reforms, the persisting effect is to erode teachers’ autonomy and challenge their

individual and collective professional and personal identities (Apple, 1986).

3.5.3 Teacher Professionality

In conceptualising different forms of teacher professionalism, Hoyle (1972) compares
the notion of the restricted professional with that of the extended professional.
He suggests that greater professional control requires more extended forms of
professionality. These are people who, as well as having high levels of classroom
competence, also have an awareness of the wider dimensions of their role, for example
by keeping professionally informed, engaging with theory, and in finding solutions to
professional problems through collaboration with colleagues. He frames this within
what he describes as ‘a trend towards collegial authority’ (p. 43), whereby professional
equals govern their affairs by democratic procedures rather than through the top-down,
positional authority of the headteacher. He suggests that ‘bringing teachers into a closer
relationship with their colleagues increases the collective “power” [agency] of the staff,

but at the cost of some degree of autonomy’ (ibid.). However, this interdependence and
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collegial practice opens up one’s teaching to scrutiny from colleagues, and so the
teacher loses his/her isolation but in the process also a degree of autonomy. Elsewhere,

Hoyle makes the point:

The teacher loses his classroom autonomy and hence control over his immediate teaching
activities, but gains at least the opportunity of controlling the broader teaching context. ...
Collaborative teaching and collaborative decision-making both involve a loss in teachers’
autonomy but increased potentiality for teacher control.

(Hoyle, 1975, p. 317)

In describing restricted professionality, Hoyle stresses that the term ‘restricted’ is not
used pejoratively, but that it refers to a teacher who has ‘high levels of classroom

competence’ as well as:

A good knowledge of children, a sensitivity to their development and who derives the work
satisfaction from his relationship with pupils.

(ibid.)

However, teachers’ autonomy is significant in filtering and adapting what actually takes
place in the classroom. The gap between policy-makers’ aims for any new development
and how it is realised in the classroom is, according to Hoyle, a result of the restricted

professionality which is facilitated by teacher autonomy:

That the strategies of innovation have stopped at the doors of the school is not surprising
given the jealously-guarded freedom of the British school, but because schools have not yet
developed their own innovative potential it often happens that new ideas are implemented
but do not ‘take’ with the result that ‘tissue rejection occurs’.

(Hoyle, 1972, p. 43)

The term ‘tissue rejection’ is a powerful metaphor in describing what happens to many
reforms in education, i.e. teachers picking and choosing which reforms they adopt and
which they reject. This is a theme which is revisited later when reviewing the literature

from McLaughlin (1976), Tyack (1990) and Cuban (1998).
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3.5.4 Teachers’ Influence

The state’s increased influence has brought about ‘a struggle among different
stakeholders over the definition of teacher professionalism and professionality for the
twenty first century’ (Whitty er al., 1998, p. 65). In many national settings, the
influence of the state has increased, hence the scope for professional influence on
policy and practice has diminished (Gewirtz ef al., 2009). The amount of control and
discretion open to teachers is being reduced and this is seen as being part of the effort to
undermine the dominant discourse of liberal humanism and replace it with one of
technical rationality (Jones and Moore, 1993). The impact of this, according to Adams
and Tulasiewicz (1995), is that teachers are being turned into technicians rather than
reflective practitioners. According to Hanlon (1998), the clash between the two
traditions is leading to a split within the professional ranks which, according to Whitty,

revolves around the issue of trust:

Those who are prepared to manage on behalf of their employers may gain enhanced status
and rewards, but those pursuing a welfarist agenda are no longer trusted and have to be
controlled more directly.

(Whitty, 2001, p. 164)

This is central to my research in that if teachers’ influence is being diminished as a
result of macro social structures, then this clearly has implications for the agency they

can achieve.

3.5.5 The Compliant Profession

It is argued that teaching has become a compliant profession (Gleeson and Gunter,
2001; Trafford, 2010; Menter and Hulme, 2013; Priestley et al., 2013). Teachers have
been conditioned to implement centrally prescribed policies rather than using their
professional judgement to design what they consider to be appropriate learning
experiences for their students. Suggesting ‘being told what to do by government’
became a ‘habit’, and that there now appears to be reluctance on the part of teachers to

use their new-found academy freedoms willingly, Trafford argues:
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Prescription and regulation saved us doing a number of awkward jobs, then, but they made
us dependent. This is Stockholm syndrome, where hostages develop an emotional bond
with their captors. The dependency culture in schools is insidious: it grows without
realising it, and becomes hard to break out of. That is where we are now. We have been
demanding freedoms, insisting that big government back off, but when the tide turns and
leaves that empty ground in front of us, we feel lost.

(Trafford, 2010)

However, Richards (2011) argues that while there has been a degree of conformity,
there has also been a ‘good deal of underground, creative, educational subversion in the
children’s best interests’ and that there are ‘plenty of takers leading “the great escape”

from excessive conformity’ (p. 330).

The literature on the de-professionalisation of and re-professionalisation of teachers’
work suggest a relegation of teachers to a ‘technocratic role’ (Ball, 2006). Walsh (2006)
asserts that increased distrust of teachers has led to the subordination of their
professional knowledge and judgement in preference for ‘measurement of performance’
(p. 112), meaning their critical voices have increasingly been silenced at policy level.
Priestley argues that absence of curriculum theory in the professional training of

teachers has undermined their professional capacity to engage with the policy debate:

Curriculum studies has to some extent fallen into abeyance in the UK since the 1980s ... In
part, this may be attributed to the tendency for curriculum policy to become more
prescriptive since that time. Initiatives such as England’s National Curriculum undermined
teacher autonomy through prescription of content, and increasingly methods.

(Priestley, 2011, p. 226)

Elsewhere, Priestley expresses concern about the increasing use of technocratic

language to describe the teachers’ role in current official discourse around C{E:

I am struck by their continual use of what I consider to be unhelpful language. My view is
that this language is both antithetical to the spirit of CfE and detrimental to its
development. I refer here to what I term the language of delivery ... 1 believe that this
language is extremely problematic. It constructs education as a product to be delivered,
rather than a process with clear goals. Education thus becomes something that is done to
people.

(Priestley, 2015)
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Having outlined the move from professional trust and autonomy to the compliant
profession, I now turn to the literature examining just how teachers operate within these
various labels and how they engage with the policy process and make sense of the
school reform process. I begin with an analysis of the policy process itself before

proceeding to investigate how teachers either adopt and change policy.

3.6  The Policy Process

This section of my literature review explores how policy is made and enacted.
It considers what teachers do with policy once it arrives in school and how they use
their agency to change and adapt it to ensure it fits with their own values and
preferences. My research suggests that the agency of many teachers emerges not to act
with intentionality, but rather in response to external policy demands. Sometimes this
will be in an effort to make sense of the policy directives; at other times it will be to

subvert them.

3.6.1 The Nature of Policy-Making

During the fieldwork conducted in my case-study academy, I discovered that the
sponsors were implementing a knowledge-based curriculum in Key Stage 3.
A top-down approach was being taken, with the sponsors deciding both the breadth of
the curriculum and also the content, which was advised on by external consultants.
Analysis of this is covered in my write-up of the case study in Chapter 6. To help make
sense of this, I now analyse key literature on the policy process and the enactment of
policy. I will be drawing on the work of Bowe et al. (1992), which highlights the

distinction between different ‘contexts’ within the policy process.

Rational, processual understandings of the policy process (Jenkins, 1997; Fowler, 2009)
separate the generation and the implementation of policy. This has tended to reinforce
the ‘managerial perspective’ on the policy process, in the sense that the two are seen as
distinctive and separate ‘moments’: generation followed by implementation (Alford and
Friedland, 1988). This distortion produces accounts of the policy process as linear in
form; whether top-down, bottom-up or allowing for a ‘relative autonomy’ of the bottom

from the top. Thus, state control theories (Dale, 1989) portray policy generation as
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remote and detached from implementation. Policy then ‘gets done’ to people by a chain

of implementers whose roles are clearly defined by legislation.

A more helpful policy model is that posited by Bowe et al. (1992), one which is
cyclical and dialectical, and which interacts with the wider socio-political environment.
It is an ongoing, iterative process in which policy formulation and policy
implementation are continuous and inter-connected. It is also one in which the balance
of power can change between those who initiate and form policy and those who

implement it.

In their model, Bowe et al. (pp. 19-23) divide up the education policy process into
three different but interrelated contexts, describing it as a continuous process of inter-
connected generation and implementation, through which policy ‘loops’ during its

formation. They are:

The context of influence—in which public policy debate occurs and where policy is
initiated and formed. This is where ‘policy discourses are constructed’ (p. 19) and
where concepts, ideologies, social purposes and power influence the values and
intentions of policy. Key actors in this context are parliamentary committees, ministers,
national bodies, think tanks, and pressure groups that can gain influence and voice
through members of parliament. Bowe et al. concur with Cuban (1990) that this context

is based upon political ideology and the ‘capture’ of influence in political thinking.

The context of text production—where specific policy text emerges, where influence
and political reason are written into documents of varying kinds, primarily policy texts
but also other documents addressed to different parties such as the media, practitioners
and officials. The aim of these policy documents is to ‘control the meaning of policy

through its representation’ (p. 21).

The context of practice—where the consequences of policy are experienced and
practiced. Policy is implemented—or not—by practitioners depending on how it is
received and interpreted. Practitioners will interpret policy within the contexts of their

own, differing ‘histories, experiences, values, purposes and interests’ (p. 22).
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These contexts form a ‘continuous policy cycle’ (ibid., p. 19) in which they are loosely
coupled (Ball, 2006) rather than being associated in a linear form. Within and between
each of these contexts there are a number of arenas, both public and private, in which
interpretations and influences are contested and where there is ‘struggle and
compromise’ (ibid.). An important point to note about this model is that policy-making
continues once a policy text has been launched (Bowe et al., 1992, p. 14). It is claimed
that practitioners are as much policy-makers in this model as those who control the

discourse and text production in the early stages of a policy’s formation (ibid.).

3.7  Policy to Practice

Despite the increasing prevalence of centrally prescribed policy-making, much has been
written about what happens to this top-down policy by the time it reaches the classroom
(Hoyle, 1972; McLaughlin, 1976, 1990; Frey, 1979; Cuban, 1990, 1998; Bowe et al.,
1992; Frost, 2000; MacBeath, 2008; Ball et al., 2011; Priestley, 2011). Cuban (2009)
calls this the policy-to-practice paradox (p. 64) and Ball ef al. (2011) refer to it as the
paradox of enactment (p. 625). These researchers describe the ways teachers find to
navigate, negotiate and incorporate central policy into nuanced approaches that fit in

with their own educational philosophies and values.

The agency of teachers, individually and collectively, is used to mediate structure in the
form of central prescription (Bowe et al., 1992). As a policy text is decontextualised

from its original location and then recontextualised into a new assemblage:

those who participate in a program at the school level will interpret it in their own terms, in
relation to their own understandings, desires, values and purposes, and in relation to the
means available to them and the ways of working they prefer. In short, all aspects of a
program, moreover, a program is formed and reformed throughout its life through a process
of contestation.

(Rizvi and Kemmis, 1987, p. 21)

Thus, the traditional notion of fidelity to the original innovation (Cuban, 1998) as an
evaluative measure of its success becomes suspect. Practitioners bring moral and
service values inherent to teaching that differ from the technical and scientific values
that policy elites possess. Practitioners accumulate expert knowledge about students and

how to teach subject matter and skills that few policymakers may consider. In what is a
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clear link to teacher agency, Cuban argues that what becomes especially important to
teachers is how they can put their ‘personal signature’ on the mandated reform and

make it work for their students and themselves and describes this as adaptiveness:

To reformers ... alterations in their design and variations in practice become evidence of
decay and failure; to teachers, the very same modifications are viewed as healthy signs of
inventiveness, active problem solving, and a precondition for determining effectiveness—
as they would define it. To one, the end-product is everything; to the other getting to the
end-product is as important as the outcome. This practitioner-derived standard of
adaptiveness (the flip side of the fidelity standard) becomes an essential prior condition for
other criteria [around which to judge a reform’s success] to be applied.

(Cuban, 1998, p. 459)

Priestley (2011) argues that policy enactment is more complex than this and that
‘adaptiveness’ is only part of the picture in evaluating whether changes are ‘genuine
changes in social practices or simply strategic responses to yet another new policy,
designed to tick the boxes and satisfy the demands of accountability mechanisms
without involving too much disruption to existing ways of acting’ (p. 232). He suggests
that one response to externally initiated innovation is to adopt superficially while

continuing with more established practices.

In justifying policy enactment through a ‘pedagogical frame’, Spillane et al. (1996)
argue that teachers’ professional learning is not only shaped by their encounters with
the curriculum (i.e. policy documents) but also by the prior knowledge, beliefs and
dispositions they bring to these encounters. These include their experiences with policy,
as well as their beliefs about schooling, learning and teaching, and these will in turn
influence how they interpret education policy. Talking about ideas, exploring multiple
perspectives on an idea and developing new understandings of an idea—all of these are
critical in this view of learning. Thus, discourse is key to this collaborative approach to

policy enactment:

[W]e argue that practitioners’ understandings of reformers’ proposals are shaped by a
variety of factors above and beyond the policy texts they read—including the context in
which local educators learn, the ideas and knowledge they bring to their encounters with
policy texts, and the discourse communities in which practitioners are immersed.
We suggest that practitioners’ responses to policy might be best thought of as learning
from policy texts rather than passively absorbing and implementing some uniform, fixed
vision of policy.

(Spillane et al., 1996, p. 432)
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McLaughlin’s (1976) notion of ‘mutual adaptation’ captures this dynamic, portraying
policy and practice relations as more of a mutually adaptive process, where policy is
transformed to meet the needs of local educators and local practice is transformed to fit
in with the goals of policy. McLaughlin argues that innovations cannot be specified or
packaged in advance and require that implementation be a mutually adaptive process
between the user and the institutional setting—that specific project goals and methods
be made concrete over time by the participants themselves. Frey (1979) emphasises that

if reforms are to survive, the best people to make this happen are classroom teachers:

She/he has to synthesize the feedback, eliminate the trivial, and modify the program to help
it survive. Without someone performing this role, experienced classroom teachers will
modify the program on their own, or toss it out when no one is looking. The next result will
be to obliterate the program. Some teachers will eliminate it, others will alter it, and by the
end of the trial period, administrators will be unable to determine whether the program
helped or hindered students.

(Frey, 1979, pp. 208-209)

The literature reviewed to this point relates to teachers, their role and how they
approach their work. A central line of enquiry in this research is whether academy
schools support or constrain teachers’ agency as they perform their professional duties.
I shall now review the literature on the academies programme before turning to

consider the impact of school autonomy and how schools make use of their ‘freedoms’.
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3.8 The Academies Programme

In examining the literature on academies, Chapman (2013) represents a commonly
expressed view that the policy on academies is highly contested, with the only area of

consensus being that it is highly politicised:

For those with views on the left of the political spectrum, academies are seen as part of a
wider neo-liberal project underpinned by an antidemocratic agenda designed to promote
privatization of the education service with little evidence to support improved outcomes ...
For those on the right, academies are seen as an attempt to increase choice and diversity
within the education service by promoting innovation, injecting new freedoms, energy, and
ideas into the system.

(Chapman, 2013, p. 336)

There are accounts which are ‘pro-academy’, some of which—as pointed out by Gunter
(2011b)—are written by ‘insider apologists for the dominance of the elite and powerful
private interests’ (e.g. Astle and Ryan, 2008). There are also oppositional accounts
which have focused on the ways in which pro-academy interests have used public
money to gain advantages (e.g. Beckett, 2007). The Anti-Academies Alliance'* operates
as a national activist campaign against what it considers to be the ‘undemocratic way’
in which schools are closed to become academies. A theme running throughout the
literature is that of the ‘democratic deficit’ within the academies programme

(West and Currie, 2008; Chitty, 2011).

It was impossible to find documented accounts in the literature of the experiences of
teachers working in academies, and this is possibly as a result of the contractual
obligations which prevent such narratives. What is also missing from the literature is
any rigorous evaluation of whether or not the academies programme has had an

identifiable and distinctive impact on the quality of teaching and learning.

The most prominent literature on academies is from Gunter (2011a), which is a
collection of papers from individuals directly involved in the academies programme.

The overall view from Gunter’s book is that the programme is ‘highly problematic’.

2 A socialist campaign group composed of unions, parents, pupils, teachers, councillors and MPs with the aim of opposing the
setting up of academies and free schools.
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The claim is made that academies have not been genuinely successful in that they have

not improved on their predecessor schools.

Elsewhere, Gunter argues that the academies programme is a policy without a robust

and convincing evidence base, and is political rather than educational:

It is a policy that is framed on the basis of giving children in disadvantaged areas more of
an investment, but in reality it is about promoting markets and generating a labour force.

(Gunter, 2011b)

In a balanced critique, Gleeson writes:

On the one hand, it is possible to view the academy initiative as a highly progressive
attempt to improve educational attainment in some of the weakest schools in the country.
On the other, the history of academies could be construed as one in which powerful
sponsors, with their own agendas and design, were handed public assets (and allegedly
offered and given honours) that allowed them to define intakes, own schools and decide
results. If parents are forced to choose between rival value systems in their choice of
schools, rather than being able to trust their local school to equip their child to be a
discerning citizen in a pluralistic society, academies will continue to lack credibility.

(Gleeson, 2011, p. 210)

The arguments in support of academies centre around autonomy, the impact of sponsors
and raising standards—the concept that they are a ‘flagship intervention’ in the disorder

of failing communities:

The academies programme was based upon a political imperative to make changes to the
country’s most troubled schools, and to make the necessary changes quickly. This political
imperative was based on a moral, social and economic imperative: to reduce the social
divisiveness of schools.

(Leo et al., 2010, p. 29)

Referring to the importance of independence, former Schools Commissioner at the
Department for Education and one-time Chief Executive of the Haberdashers’ and
Aske’s Federation, Dr Elizabeth Sidwell, stated her belief: ‘Of all the things we’ve tried
in education, the academies have had more success than anything else. It’s this
independence, so you can tailor the needs to the children you have’ (7ES, 2011).
Dr Sidwell’s successor as Schools Commissioner, Frank Green, speaking in 2010 as

Principal of The Leigh Technology Academy in Kent, gave a similar endorsement:
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Becoming an academy has been a phenomenally transformative process. It is not an
absolute necessity in the route to success, but it does breed independence of spirit and mind
for headteachers. It lends you a resolve and determination to achieve things without relying
on other people.

(TES, 2010b)

Moynihan sees the involvement of the private sector in state education in positive terms

and supports the involvement of sponsors:

Private sector sponsors are sometimes criticised because they are not educationalists.
This misses the point. The predecessor schools may have been run by educationalists, and
yet they were unsuccessful. Sponsors do not need to be educational experts because they
appoint a principal to run the schools, but they should bring high expectations and a track
record of success. And they can help in creating a ‘can-do’ brand that supports success.

(Moynihan, 2008—cited in Gunter, 2011a, pp. 1-2)

A theme running through the literature on academies is that sponsors are regarded as
‘the lynchpin of the governance of each Academy’ (Adonis, 2008, p. iv). The way in
which schools are governed is a key issue relating to their autonomy and also that
granted to the teachers working in them. I will now examine the literature on academy

governance.

3.9 Governance

3.9.1 The Role of Sponsors

Other than those ‘converting’ of their own free will, academies are required to have a
sponsor—typically business entrepreneurs, companies, not-for-profit organisations,
faith-based organisations, universities or other successful (usually independent)
schools. The independence of academies means that sponsors have powerful control
over the management and governance of individual schools, entitling them to appoint

the majority of governors and appoint the headteacher:
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Sponsors will be given considerable freedom over management structures and processes,
and other features such as the length of the school day, terms and year. Academies will be
expected to offer all pupils significant out of school hours learning activities and to
encourage the participation of partners in mentoring, curriculum delivery, and work
experience.

(DfEE, 2000)

Sponsors are held accountable for improving the performance of their schools. They do this
by challenging traditional thinking on how schools are run and what they should be like for
students. They seek to make a complete break with cultures of low aspiration and
achievement. The sponsor’s vision and leadership are vital to each project.

(DfE, 2013b)

Tony Blair’s education adviser, Andrew Adonis, who was the principal architect of the
academies programme considers the role of sponsors and governance to be the most

important factor in the success of academies:

Academies are independent state schools but it is often stated, wrongly, that the magic
ingredient of their success is independence alone. Rather, it is strong independent
governance and leadership. To be effective, the governors—and the headteachers and
management teams they appoint and sustain—need to be unambiguously in control of their
schools without managerial interference from local and national bureaucracies.

(Adonis, 2012, p. 123)

[Sponsors] are fundamental to the success of academies. Where they succeed, they
generate an educational ‘multiplier effect’: governance, leadership, innovation,
independence, continuity and capital investment, all mutually reinforcing within a single
project to create a new institution.

(ibid., p. 137)

This suggests that Adonis sees it as being important that sponsors can achieve agency in
order to make a difference. What is of particular interest in my research is that in
recognising the need for sponsors to have agency, what effect does this have on the
agency of teachers? The findings from Bucklands Academy on this issue are discussed

in Chapter 6.

60



3.9.2 The Business of Education

According to Ball (2009), the common assumption in the arguments for privatisation in
the form of sponsors is that they will import the business-style efficiencies and
entrepreneurialism required to make public services more responsive to local needs.
Hatcher (2006) sees this as a ‘re-agenting’ process in which new interests, values and

priorities aligned with the government’s agenda are brought into state education.

There has been an evolution in the role of commercial actors in state sponsored
independent schools. When City Technology Colleges were introduced in 1989, in
addition to their financial contributions, sponsors were seen as providing valuable links
to the world of business and as a means of connecting schools with certain kinds of
knowledge that traditionally lay outside the school curriculum. This is exemplified in
the 1992 White Paper in which it is claimed, ‘sponsors can play a very positive role in
helping schools to specialise in their preferred areas’ (DfE, 1992, p. 44). Thus, during
this period the involvement of commercial actors was promoted as introducing students

to additional knowledge in the areas of science and technology.

Papanastasiou (2013) found that in the academies programme, commercial actors are
not only present in the governance of education, but they are playing an active role in
the ‘reconceptualising discourses’ of education that include questions over the very
meaning of ‘public’ education. Sponsors are much more embedded in their schools as
opposed to being separate entities or providers of additional knowledge. The Labour
government’s Children’s Plan gave a clear endorsement of the role of sponsors:
‘Sponsors challenge traditional thinking on how schools are run and what they should
be like for students. This helps to raise standards and foster innovation and best
practice, which can then benefit other schools’ (DCSF, 2007, p. 95). Thus, the
academies policy served to frame commercial actors not simply in providing knowledge

to students, but also governing the way schools are actually run (Papanastasiou, 2013).

Sponsors are now effecting change in the education practices of schools, influencing
their ethos and character, including their specialisms. ‘Business and Enterprise’ was the

most common specialism promoted by the early academy sponsors, leading to the
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values and practices of business being reflected in the knowledge and skills taught to
students (Woods et al., 2007). Concern has been expressed about the freedoms afforded
to some sponsors who develop a preferred philosophical approach for ‘their’ schools
(Beckett, 2007; Gillard, 2007). This can sometimes be at odds with a commitment to
diverse and inclusive schooling as well as arguably being educationally unsound.
For example, two academies sponsored by Sir Peter Vardy’s Emmanuel Schools
Foundation have attracted criticism because of their strong evangelical Christian ethos,
the teaching of creationism, high exclusion rates and open homophobia (Walford,

2014). This poses the question of whether school autonomy is always a good thing.

3.9.3 Multi-Academy Trusts

Sponsorship arrangements have evolved since 2002. As well as individual private
sponsors, some are now collaborative—in which the ‘sponsor’ is a group of
co-sponsors. For example, a university and a local further education college may work
in partnership with a local authority to sponsor an academy. This renewed involvement
of local authorities is something that is seen by some as a betrayal of the programme
and a threat to the role of academies in ‘increasing diversity of supply’ of schooling
(Sturdy and Freedman, 2007, p. 17). Some arrangements sponsor more than one
academy, often referred to as a ‘chain’ (Hill et al., 2012). Some schools judged as
‘outstanding’ by Ofsted form academy chains as part of multi-academy trusts and ‘take
on failing schools’ under one single governance arrangement to provide school-to-
school support (Chapman, 2013). This is part of the government’s ‘self-improving,
school-led system’ in which responsibility for school improvement is passed down to
school level, with school-to-school collaboration seen as the primary vehicle of change
(Greany, 2014). This view is also embodied in the policy of establishing Teaching
Schools (Husbands, 2014). It is important to note that academy chains vary
considerably in their ‘ownership’, size, geographical reach, and in their approach to
governance. For example, some schools in chains are required to adhere closely with
centralist policies and approaches, while others grant individual schools autonomy from

central controls and policies (Chapman and Salakangas, 2012; Papanastasiou, 2013).
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3.9.4 Policy Networks

Beyond their individual schools, commercial actors have become increasingly
embedded in the ‘policy communities’ which contribute to shaping the future of
education reforms. These policy communities often consist of personal relationships
and bring ‘different members of the “power elite” into a very specific relation to state
education and education policy’ (Ball, 2007, p. 122). This has arguably resulted in a

‘heterarchy of governance’"® networks:

All in all it replaces hierarchy with heterarchy. That is, it replaces bureaucracy and
administrative structures and relationships with a system 