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Abstract 
 
The need to establish and support high-trust professional relationships in schools has been 
re-affirmed frequently over the past twenty years. A broad range of research outputs, from 
different contexts, have concluded that the creation and maintenance of high-trust 
relationships in schools should be central systemic concerns. Trust, then, as a beneficial 
organisational concept, generally has uncontested status. Yet, it is still being widely 
identified as a concept in danger in many school systems. In part, notions that low-trust 
cultures are persisting, are themselves bolstered by fears that certain types of accountability 
structures and processes may have a negative impact on trust within schools. In addition, 
low-trust cultures have been linked to the re-configuration of professional autonomy for 
teachers in some school systems. Here, existing research suggests that restrictions on 
professional autonomy can lead to reduced perceptions for teachers of being trusted to fulfil 
the important social function of educating young people.  
 
This project notes the links between trust, accountability and autonomy, and also notes the 
importance of exploring these concepts in different contexts. There are important contextual 
variations between, for example, accountability systems and cultural norms of teacher 
autonomy. The project sets out to develop a more detailed understanding of the ways in 
which trust, accountability and autonomy are represented in Wales at this moment in time. It 
does so specifically because the Welsh education system is engaged in a period of 
significant reform and review. Many of the intended reforms are directly related to trust, 
accountability and autonomy. 
 
The project explores the interview responses of twelve secondary school teachers across 
Wales, using a model of narrative inquiry to examine their individual stories of trust, 
accountability and professional autonomy. Each narrative is analysed to investigate the 
ways in which the participants experience the three associated concepts, paying particular 
attention to their evocations of lived experience and their points of narrative emphasis. The 
potential for narrative to make sense of professional environments is an important 
foundational premise for the project. The participants’ narratives are presented individually, 
as a set of responses to trust, accountability and autonomy, in this particular context. 
Echoes, structural similarities and points of correspondence across the narratives have been 
analysed to produce a set of twelve resonant narrative threads that each identify an aspect 
of the concepts in this context. 
 
The resonant threads themselves suggest anxieties about professional worth and validation.  
Teachers engage in three, protracted domains of self-interrogation. ‘In a low-trust 
environment’, they ask themselves, ‘how will my professional worth be valued by others?’ 
‘Will I have to work harder to demonstrate my professional worth?’ ‘How will I gain 
promotion, or even maintain my professional position?’ In response, teachers are 
constructing new ways of accommodating these perceived anxieties in order to maintain 
positive perceptions of professional self-worth. This project makes a contribution to 
knowledge through its detailed depiction of the varying ways trust, accountability and 
autonomy can be perceived and represented by secondary school teachers in Wales. As 
such, it adds to the knowledge base of how reforms in Wales should proceed, and how the 
reforms are likely to be understood by elements of the workforce. 
 
trust, accountability, autonomy, narrative, secondary school teachers, Wales 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 
Fifteen years ago, Michael Fullan (2003) identified two key aspects that he thought were 

fundamental if school systems were serious about developing excellence in school 

leadership: 

 
…the most important thing to know is that the combination of moral 
purpose and relational trust generates the wherewithal to go the extra 
mile… (2003, p. 62) 

 
Fullan’s conclusions, that trust had a critical role to play, connected with the then recent, 

school-based research of Bryk and Schneider (2002), and the broader, business-oriented 

research of Reina and Reina (1999). In both contexts, it was suggested that, since a culture 

of high trust was essential, leaders of organisations, be they schools or otherwise, should 

devote a significant amount of time and energy into promoting, securing and enhancing 

relational trust amongst employees. Reina and Reina (1999) wrote of the ‘liberating’ effect of 

high-trust environments (p. 9), where ‘creativity and critical thinking’ would be commonplace 

(p. 8). For Bryk and Schneider (2002), trust would become a ‘critical resource’ (p.5) for 

schools. In effect, the benefits of high–trust organisational cultures seemed clear, 

unequivocal and multi-faceted, stretching from the notion that trust would underpin 

collaboration and co-operation between colleagues (Bryk and Schneider, 2002), to the idea 

that trust would encourage the kind of flexible risk-taking which might secure entrepreneurial 

success (Reina and Reina, 1999).  

 

The fact that these persuasive messages were taken up and promoted in turn by Fullan in 

The Moral Imperative of School Leadership (2003) was important, not least because it 

signified that trust was a key concept to be incorporated into school improvement theories. 

Since the turn of the century, a range of academics and commentators have acknowledged 

the need for high-trust cultures within schools and built this into their work (for example, 

Hargreaves and Shirley, 2012; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012), and the related literature on 

distributed leadership has often noted that the very premise of dispersed leadership practice 

requires a high-trust environment to function (Macbeath, 2005; Bush and Glover, 2012; 

Torrance, 2013; Harris, 2013). Alongside this literature, trust as an embedded phenomenon 

has been the subject of many, discrete, school-based, empirical studies (for example, Lee, 

Zhang and Yin, 2011; Browning, 2014; Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer and Ronnerman, 

2016; Li, Hallinger and Walker, 2016). Thus, there has been no shortage of interest in the 

concept of trust in schools, either as a specific point of focus, or as a related adjunct to 

discussions of concepts such as distributed leadership. 
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Given the range of different voices that have supported the concept of high-trust 

relationships in schools, and the generally uncontested status of these ideas, it is possibly 

surprising that in 2014, Tschannen-Moran should deem it necessary to write Trust Matters 

(2014), starting from the premise that ‘school leaders need to attend to establishing and 

maintaining trusting relationships in their school’  (p. xvi), and concluding that ‘the ability to 

foster trust is an essential competency of school leadership’ (p. 264). Progressing well into 

the twenty-first century, the case is still being made. This needs to be accounted for. It may 

suggest that there is something preventing school leaders from working to establish and 

develop high-trust cultures within schools, given the extent of generalised and specific 

support for the benefits of such cultures. The perceived need to keep re-stating the 

arguments might suggest that something is impeding such efforts.  

 

It should be acknowledged that many, like Tschannen-Moran (2014) and Fink (2016), have 

sketched out why this might be the case. For example, there is the suggestion here that the 

increased use of scrutiny and accountability structures has resulted in diminished levels of 

trust in schools. In effect, systemic, policy developments have had a ‘toxic’ (Sahlberg, 2015) 

effect, leading many to feel the need to draw education back from a resulting ‘death’ (Pring, 

2013). Perhaps it is not the case that school leaders have not been listening to the 

persuasive arguments in favour of building high-trust schools. Rather, it seems as if the 

system has been working against them. Something may be blocking the implementation of 

high-trust practices. 

 

There is, therefore, a need to continue to research the ways in which trust is experienced in 

schools, and in particular, the ways in which its formulation, within the context of specific 

accountability cultures, is perceived. In turn, there is a need to understand how the system 

speaks to those people who work within it. Engaging in debate about accountability, and its 

potential effects on the capacity of professionals to construct positive, high-trust 

relationships, is done more powerfully if this debate is informed by detailed evidence about 

the ways in which trust is being articulated, discussed and represented by teachers. This is 

the empirical contribution that this research aims to make, and the evidence-based 

conversation that it aims to join. 

 

It is this lived experience which this study explores, to re-present the different ways in which 

secondary school teachers in Wales talk about feeling trusted and talk about feeling 

accountable, and the ways in which they describe their perceptions of themselves as 

professionals. Asking teachers to relate stories about being trusted and about not being 
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trusted cannot, in itself, conclude any debate upon the effects of accountability in schools. 

However, it seems unlikely that any such debate can proceed successfully without a rich 

understanding of the narratives that circulate in teaching about trust and accountability. 

These are, after all, as Gubrium and Holstein (2009) suggest, the ‘big story’s smaller 

articulations’ (p. 148). These are the stories through which people construe and construct 

their understanding of the system (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000), and as such, the 

collection, construction and re-presentation of these stories becomes a valuable exercise 

(Webster and Mertova, 2007). 

 

This research did not set out to test a hypothesis about the precise interplay between trust, 

accountability and professional autonomy, although it is fundamentally constructed on the 

idea that the three concepts are related. This will be further discussed in the next chapter. 

Instead, it set out with the intention of asking teachers to describe times when they felt 

trusted in their work, times when they did not feel trusted and occasions when they felt 

particularly accountable. It also asked them to talk about their sense of their own 

professional autonomy. These are the ‘storied lives’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, p. 8) that 

this research explores and re-presents in Chapter 4. Before this, Chapter 2 surveys the most 

relevant research literature from the large number of studies into trust, accountability and 

autonomy within schools, to provide a clear context. Chapter 3 explores the assumptions 

that underpin narrative inquiry to provide an understanding of the approach taken to the 

collection, analysis and representation of data. Chapter 5 provides a set of reflections, drawn 

from the teachers’ narratives. 

 

Finally, there is one more aspect to acknowledge, and that is my own story. Just as I wanted 

to listen to the stories of others and emphasise their significance, so I should be clear at this 

point about my own story as an ex-teacher and senior leader who left the profession with a 

vague, yet persistent sense that not trusting colleagues had become the norm, and that, 

conversely, trusting colleagues to do something without putting in place significant 

monitoring structures was increasingly being interpreted as weak leadership. My own story 

has a key role to play, therefore, in the selection of trust, accountability and autonomy as a 

research area, and, to turn this around, this study becomes, in part, an expression of my 

own story (Clough, 2002). My own experiences also have had an important role to play in 

my use of narrative inquiry as both method and paradigm. I have often presented my own 

progression through teaching into school leadership, and finally into higher education, as a 

narrative, a story I have told to myself, my friends and my family, about changing goals and 

priorities. It was (and still is) a story that I re-cast in different ways for different audiences, 

and a story that has helped me to make sense of my experiences. Since my story performs 
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an interpretive function for me, it seems appropriate to listen to other people tell me stories 

about their own lives in teaching (Bruner, 2004). 
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Chapter 2 - Literature review 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 
The concept of trust has been an area of interest in educational research over the last 

twenty years, as noted in Chapter 1. This interest has been generated by a developing 

consensus that trust as an organisational commodity has a key role to play in helping 

schools to develop and perform successfully, a consensus that has itself built steadily upon 

the key study conducted by Bryk and Schneider, Trust in Schools: A Core Resource for 

Improvement (2002). The focus on trust has also developed alongside research into 

accountability in school systems over the same period, as countries and jurisdictions have 

modified their accountability processes to try to improve educational outcomes. Often, as will 

be discussed in more detail below, research studies and critically engaged commentaries 

have looked at both areas simultaneously, since trust and accountability are linked at key 

points conceptually, and studies have explored the effects of accountability structures on 

levels of professional trust. These links will be explored in more detail in 2.5, below.  

 

Over the same period, there has also been a research focus on professional autonomy in 

relation to teachers. Again, these studies have taken place against a variety of system 

contexts and have often explored the effects of de-regulation or de-centralisation on teacher 

autonomy. Frequently the links to trust and accountability have also been analysed in these 

studies and these links will also be explored below, in section 2.7.  

 

There is, then, a significant body of existing research and academic commentary focused 

not just on the three concepts discretely, but on the relationships between them. This 

chapter will look at the three concepts in turn through the lenses of some exemplar key 

texts. These sections will generate theoretical markers that delineate the ways in which trust, 

accountability and autonomy are discussed, used and constructed. Links between the three 

concepts will be identified. Sections 2.4, 2.6 and 2.8 will, respectively, take each concept in 

turn and explore the specific research studies that have focused on teachers’ perceptions of, 

or attitudes towards, the concepts. These studies are drawn from a wide range of 

jurisdictions to provide as comprehensive backdrop as possible. This will generate a detailed 

comparative picture for the teachers’ narratives in this study. 
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2.2 Models of Trust 
 
There are some significant texts that sit outside of educational research that provide useful 

perspectives on trust as a concept. From a socio-historical vantage point, Uslaner (2002) 

conceptualises interpersonal trust by making a distinction between generalised and 

particularised trust. The former describes a predisposition amongst people to extend trust to 

strangers, people about whom they have no prior knowledge in terms of their reliability, their 

integrity, their honesty or their capability. As such, this ‘generalised’ trust exists beyond the 

strategic, experiential understanding of how ‘trustworthy’ other people encountered by the 

individual might actually be. For Uslaner (2002), generalised trust is not based upon a 

specific, contextual and contingent evaluation of the integrity or morality of others. Similarly, 

it is not a strategic or contractual response to the known qualities of others. Instead, it 

describes a pre-disposed willingness to trust in people about whom the individual has no 

prior knowledge or understanding. For Uslaner (2002), people who exhibit high levels of 

generalised trust enter each new context and relationship with a consistently robust 

expectation that others will act with a high degree of integrity, competence and reliability. 

People with high levels of generalised trust continue to maintain this approach, even when 

they are, perhaps inevitably, occasionally let down by others. Indeed, for Uslaner (2002), 

high levels of generalised trust are linked to high levels of optimism, on the basis that 

individuals who have broadly positive expectations for the future are unlikely to be overly 

concerned by the occasional set-back, when their trust is subsequently seen to be 

momentarily misplaced. Individuals with high levels of generalised trust will tend to keep 

placing their faith in strangers because their general expectation will always tend towards 

optimism. Their high levels of generalised trust remain broadly intact over time.  

 

Uslaner (2002) makes one further key point. Optimistic, generalised trusters also tend to 

believe that they have a high degree of control over their lives, precisely because those 

individuals who perceive a prevailing sense of control over their future lives are less likely to 

be over-anxious about isolated instances of betrayal.  

 

Conversely, particularised trust describes a mode of being which is less optimistic, where 

there is a perceived lack of control over the future. Here there is a greater emphasis by the 

individual on strategic trust built upon context-specific, discrete evaluations of how reliable or 

honest others might be.  There is a wariness of co-operation, especially when it involves 

working with people from an ‘outside’ group, and particularised trust rests upon heightened 

assumptions that the individual will be let down if they place too much trust in strangers, or 

people about whom they know very little. As conceptualised by Uslaner (2002), individuals 
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with high levels of particularised trust tend to restrict this trust to people with whom they 

share a common identity or group membership.  

 

Uslaner (2002) goes on to suggest that Western society is suffering from deceasing levels of 

generalised trust, and increasing levels of particularised trust. In this analysis, positive social 

behaviours associated with generalised trust, such as cooperation, volunteering and 

discretionary social engagement, are in decline. The potential economic reasons for this, 

based in widening income inequality, are taken up elsewhere (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009), 

but the important point here is to establish that there is a moral, ethical aspect to Uslaner’s 

(2002) construction of trust. It is, in effect, a plea for social and economic policies that would 

support and generate generalised trusting behaviours. In this sense, although the analysis 

sits within a socio-political context, it shares many of the normative assumptions that 

underpin research into trust in schools and colleges. For Uslaner, generalised trust ‘makes 

life easier’ (2002, p.251) and better for all.  

 

Other models have focused on identifying different dimensions of trust, rather than analysing 

people’s disposition towards trusting behaviours in the way Uslaner does. Some have been 

developed in organisational research (Reina and Reina, 1999), whilst others have focused 

specifically on educational settings (Bryk and Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran, 2001). 

Reina and Reina (1999) identify three strands of trust. Contractual trust is established when 

people conduct working relationships in a clear and consistent way and is diminished when 

expectations are opaque, when operational or organisational boundaries are not clearly 

demarcated or when agreements are broken. Communication trust, is built upon 

communication that is not only clear and honest, but that is open and shared frequently. 

They note that 

 

…when information is not shared or there is a perception that 
information is not shared, employees feel betrayed. They feel as 
though they have not been trusted…(1999, p.84) 

 

Finally, they identify the dimension of competence trust, which is trust in the abilities of 

colleagues, noting here that leaders and managers often engage in overly controlling 

behaviours and practices instead of trusting in the competence that surrounds them.  

 

Bryk and Schneider (2002), in their school-based study, develop a slightly different model, 

breaking trust down into four areas: respect, competence, personal regard and integrity. 

They also use the concept of willing vulnerability, frequently cited subsequently, which 
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captures the idea that by placing professional trust in another, the individual is deliberately 

placing themselves in a position of heightened risk, since they are substantially relying on 

the professional efforts of an external other. The risk here is linked to the perceived lack of 

control. Bryk and Schneider (2002) suggest that, once sufficient numbers of staff have 

allowed themselves to engage in trusting professional relationships, and have thereby 

moved themselves into a position of willing vulnerability, the collective sense of vulnerability 

will actually be reduced. There is a link here to Uslaner’s (2002) generalised trusters, since 

those individuals with this disposition will enter into the state of willing vulnerability relatively 

freely and easily. They will be a core cohort in any efforts to improve levels of professional 

trust within schools. 

 

Coleman (2012) provides a working definition of trust as confidence in the integrity and 

ability of others, essentially conflating the categories of competence and moral integrity 

outlined above used by Bryk and Schneider (2002). From this definition, three further 

elements are drawn. First, there is ideological trust, essentially trust that other people hold 

values and ethical viewpoints that are reasonable and appropriate. Second is the category of 

behavioural trust, trust that the actions of others will be fair, open and honest. Finally, there 

is perceptual trust, the expectation that there is an authentic ‘fit’ between ideology and 

behaviour, and that when this ‘fit’ occurs, other people are perceived to be trustworthy.  

 

Yet another approach to disentangling the different aspects of trust within schools is taken 

by Edwards, Grootenboer and Ronnerman (2016). Although the focus here is on the ways in 

which leaders in schools sustain trust, rather than the different ways that educational 

professionals perceive others as trustworthy, essentially a model of trust is produced, in the 

sense that different channels for trust are described. Here there is an interpersonal 

dimension that describes leaders’ capacities to elicit trust through their empathic skills, an 

interactional dimension describing the way leaders provide authentic opportunities for 

‘collaborative’ dialogue, an intersubjective dimension which focuses on leaders’ abilities to 

engender trust through ‘collegiality’ or ‘withness’,  and an intellectual dimension that 

describes the ways in which leaders foster trust by confirming their competence and 

professional understanding. Finally, they identify a pragmatic dimension which captures the 

various ways in which leaders sustain trust through secure, ‘practical’ and ‘relevant’ 

management processes (Edwards et. al., 2016, p.382).  

 

Tschannen-Moran (2014) provides a model which is frequently used and which has gone 

through a variety of iterations. The model here is built on five aspects. The first identifies 

trust in another person’s benevolence, essentially their capacity to extend care and 
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compassion to others. The second element is integrity, which translates into their capacity to 

authentically link actions and behaviour to professed moral codes. The third aspect, 

openness, describes a trust in others to be transparent in their social interactions and 

communications. The fourth element, reliability, indicates the trust that others will act and 

react in ways that are broadly consistent and predictable. The final element focuses on 

competence, and this describes the expectation that other people will perform their 

professional roles in an effective and capable manner. For Tschannen-Moran (2014), these 

aspects are interlinked, and each element contributes to the overall perception of 

trustworthiness that might be experienced in any given context. Furthermore, professionals 

working in different areas of an organisation might value some elements over others. For 

example, in her own earlier study (2001), Tschannen-Moran concludes that whilst teachers 

look to the perceived benevolence and openness of senior leaders when evaluating how 

much they should trust them, senior leaders tend to focus on perceptions of competence 

when deciding the degree to which they might trust their teachers. 

 

Although these models differ slightly in purpose and orientation, they can be used to identify 

three, recurring, broad dimensions of trust: 

• Moral dimension – Trust in another’s ability to display behaviours which fit with the 

individual’s moral code (e.g. acting with honesty, acting with compassion, working 

diligently, possessing empathy); 

• Communication dimension – Trust in another’s ability to communicate with the 

individual in a clear, honest and suitably detailed manner; 

• Capability dimension – Trust in another’s ability to complete their professional duties 

effectively. 

 

These broad, over-arching dimensions allow teachers’ narratives of trust to be placed within 

an interpretive framework. The following section will explore further research focused on the 

impact of trust and mistrust on school effectiveness. 

 

2.3 Trust in schools 
 
Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) study of trust in schools in Chicago identified links between 

high trust environments and improved school performance. In part, this was deemed to be 

due to the development of willing vulnerability in schools with high levels of trust, discussed 

above (2.2). 
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For Bryk and Schneider (2002), this reduced sense of collective vulnerability in the schools 

studied led to increased examples of ‘public problem solving’ (p.125). Staff felt more able to 

tackle key issues collaboratively because they felt secure in their trust that others would not 

exploit any personal weaknesses that might be exposed in this process. Similarly, 

Tschannen – Moran (2014) identifies links between high trust organisations and attitudes to 

risk taking. The behaviours of openness and benevolence associated with trust, encourage 

teachers to move away from a ‘safety first’, risk-averse approach to professional life. 

 

Zayim and Kondacki (2015) develop these ideas further, in their study on trust in Turkish 

schools. In their study, high levels of organisational trust are linked to organisational 

‘readiness for change’ (p.621). Li et al. (2016) identify trust as a ‘mediator variable’ which 

helps school leaders promote continuous professional learning amongst their staff. Without 

this climate of trust, attempts to embed long-term professional learning are hampered. 

Browning (2014) goes further, identifying ten ‘trust building practices’ for head teachers that 

support ‘transformational change’ (p. 405). Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000), in a much 

earlier study, suggest that high-trust organisations are simply more efficient, since schools in 

that state can avoid investing time and resources into complex checking and double-

checking mechanisms. Intricate and cumbersome accountability procedures make way for 

lighter touch models. Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) also suggest that communication in 

high-trust schools is clearer and more accurate. In low-trust contexts, where perceptions 

about the openness, benevolence and competence of others are diminished, people feel the 

need to distort or manipulate communication in an attempt to protect their own interests, a 

finding mirrored by Reina and Reina (1999) as previously indicated (see 2.2). 

 

There is a theme here not just of high-trust cultures promoting clarity and efficiency of effort, 

a kind of institutional lubricant (Tschannen-Moran, 2014), but also of trust supporting 

collaboration and ‘withness’ (Edwards, Grootenboer and Ronnerman, 2016). This 

collaborative element provides links between trust, and the development of social capital 

(Lee et. al., 2011; Coleman, 2012; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012; Edwards- Groves et. al., 

2016; Fink, 2016), and trust and the development of distributed approaches to leadership 

(Macbeath, 2005; Spillane, 2006; Harris, 2014). The role of professional trust in supporting 

school improvement is, therefore, frequently emphasised. 
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2.4 Teachers’ perceptions of trust 

 
Alongside these studies that indicate and explore the organisational benefits of high-trust 

cultures in schools, there is much research into the ways in which teachers perceive and 

understand trust. These studies are, of course, particularly relevant to this project. 

 

Yin et. al. (2019) identify that perceived high levels of faculty trust (trust between teachers) 

helps strengthen the effectiveness of Professional Learning Communities and subsequent 

professional learning. Lee et. al. (2011) note similar findings, and both studies point to the 

ability of a high-trust culture to support ‘deprivatised’, collaborative, professional practice.  

 

Teachers’ perceptions of trust, and the potential effect of these perceptions, are also 

examined by Handford and Leithwood (2013) in a Canadian context. Here, teachers’ 

perceptions of the trustworthiness of school principals are linked to the likely success of 

change management processes, precisely because teachers who judge that they are 

working in a high-trust environment are more likely to engage in professional activities that 

involve interdependence and risk. Both of these, it is suggested, are part of the turbulence of 

change: ‘Trust in leaders increases the likelihood that a person will temporarily risk unskilful 

performance’ (Handford and Leithwood, 2013, p.195). Trust also allows people to risk 

unskilful performance in a public, collaborative environment, and thus, Handford and 

Leithwood (2013) advocate leadership behaviours that support perceptions of 

trustworthiness. In a similar vein, Musah (2018) and Canli and Demirtis (2018) suggest that 

where school leaders deliberately and strategically develop open interactions with teachers, 

those same teachers will perceive a high-trust climate. Altinkurt and Yilmaz (2012) offer a 

variation, concluding that where school leaders are able to demonstrate ‘expert power’ 

(foregrounding relevant professional knowledge) and ‘referent power’ (emphasising 

communication skills and power of personality), teachers place enhanced trust in the 

leadership team. 

 

Positive perceptions of trusting cultures within schools have also been linked to teachers’ 

affective identification with institutional culture and values (Hodge and Ozag, 2007), and with 

the likelihood of teachers engaging in Individual Citizenship Behaviour (ICB), beneficial 

professional activities that lie beyond the defined and contractual limits of their job 

(Schwabsky, 2013). This latter study also suggests that the perception of a high-trust 

environment encourages teachers to believe that their colleagues are already engaging in 

ICB, resulting in a persuasive, intensifier effect within the organisation. Hodge and Ozag 

(2007) use their findings to advocate a research focus on ‘specific strategies to build trust’ 
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(p.136), whilst Schwabsky (2013) echoes many other researchers by calling on head 

teachers and principals to concentrate on ‘building and enhancing trust in schools and on 

affecting the development of a school culture of ‘giving’ and promoting teachers’ citizenship 

behaviours’ (p.53). 

 

Two further studies draw teachers’ perceptions of trust into other areas. The first (Brown et. 

al., 2016) considers the specific proposition that perceptions of a high-trust environment are 

positively associated with teachers engaging in research evidence to support practice. 

These ‘expert seeking behaviours’ (Brown et. al., 2016, p.76), in pursuit of self-improvement 

by teachers, are supported when those teachers identify that they are working in a high-trust 

culture. Low-trust cultures, conversely, inhibit this type of engagement: ‘with trust comes 

belief that it is ok to try something new…we might speculate that high levels of trust may act 

to reduce the ‘uncertainty’ when interacting with others and new materials’ (Brown et. al., 

2016, p.85).  

 

In the second study, Sutherland (2016) uses the concept of a ‘bank’ or ‘reservoir’ of trust 

existing in the perceptions of the workforce of individual institutions. In times of crisis, the 

institution can draw on this resource, this trust capital, to help it face the challenge. Where 

the bank of trust is at a low level, before any crisis, the likelihood is that once challenges 

begin to mount, the focus from members of the school community will be on ‘protecting and 

preserving themselves’ (Sutherland, 2016, p.14). In this negative resulting situation, 

‘decision-making, communication and collaboration’ will focus unhelpfully on the self, rather 

than focusing, more productively, on the collective. Low perceptions of trust will prevent the 

school responding positively to the crisis, and any attempts to restore perceptions of trust, 

whilst in crisis mode, will be difficult. 

 

2.5 Accountability 
 
The idea of trust as a positive factor in school development and improvement is consistently 

emphasised in a variety of ways as noted in 2.3 and 2.4. Furthermore, the links between 

high-trust relationships and high-quality collaborative practices have also been highlighted, 

alongside the links between high-trust relationships and distributed leadership (Macbeath, 

2005; Spillane, 2006; Harris, 2014). Accountability, broadly defined as ‘answerability for 

performance’ (Romzek, 2000), has a complex relationship with these improvement 

approaches. Although greater uses of accountability mechanisms in education can be seen 

to mirror more general trends in the organisation of public sector services (Romzek, 2000), 
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and have often been cited as means for education reform (Barber and Phillips, 2000), these 

are just as often cited as barriers to improvement. For Fullan (2014) accountability is a 

‘wrong’ driver for school improvement (p.25), whilst Sahlberg (2015) describes the effects of 

assiduous accountability structures as toxic. Hargreaves and Shirley (2012) adopt a similar 

rhetorical stance when they suggest that ‘accountability is the remainder that is left when 

responsibility has been subtracted’ (p.62). The high-trust professional relationships that 

might support many visions of school improvement, are seen to be inhibited by versions of 

accountability which promote a ‘culture of perfomativity’ (Biesta, 2010, p.13). For Tschannen 

– Moran (2001), formal controls of accountability may well ‘interfere’ (p.583) with trust. There 

is a central concept in this well-worn critique of certain forms of accountability as school 

improvement approaches: that the management methods that they encourage destroy the 

bonds of professional trust upon which effective schools should be built. 

 

This tense relationship between trust and accountability can be explored through the 

concept of monitoring. Monitoring here becomes a structure which facilitates answerability 

for performance (Romzek, 2000), but it also becomes the way in which accountability is 

communicated. It is both method and message, and as message, it can have effects at 

different levels. The more leaders feel they are being monitored for accountability purposes, 

the less likely they may be to disperse leadership (Bush and Glover, 2012; Currie et al., 

2009; Harris, 2008; Macbeath, 2005). A heightened sense of accountability, or more 

precisely, a heightened fear of the consequences of accountability processes, may make 

school leaders less likely to take risks, and less likely to put trust in dispersed, collaborative 

networks of leadership (Macbeath, 2005). This echoes many of the critiques of 

accountability discussed above. 

 

Monitoring, in this context by external authorities, becomes the means by which school 

leaders are reminded of these accountability pressures. It is partially symbolic. These same 

monitoring structures can then be re-visited on classroom teachers to remind them of the 

same accountability pressures, and the effect, when monitoring is constructed in this 

manner, can be negative. These within-school monitoring processes may translate into 

styles of micromanagement, which in turn may promote perceptions of not being trusted 

(Reina and Reina, 1999; Tschannen-Moran, 2009). A blend of micromanagement and 

surveillance potentially erodes the foundations of a high-trust culture within schools. 

Conversely, as Thomsen, Karsten and Oort (2016) have identified, increased distance 

between line manager and employee, such that micromanagement becomes a practical 

impossibility, conveys a perception of autonomy on the part of the employee and a resultant 

sense of being trusted. As direct monitoring becomes less frequent, a space is created for 
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trust and perceptions of professional autonomy to flourish, but this distance can be difficult to 

maintain where accountability pressures are perceived to be strong. 

 

2.6 Teachers’ perceptions of accountability 
 
There are many studies that specifically explore the relationships between teachers’ 

perceptions of the accountability environment within which they work, and their approach to 

their work in the classroom. Some research links perceived accountability pressures with 

changes in pedagogy, as teachers respond to the prominence of accountability testing by 

narrowing their teaching approaches, so-called ‘skilling and drilling’, particularly in more 

deprived socio-economic contexts (Counsell and Wright, 2018). This narrowing of effort has 

similarly been identified where classroom observation structures have been given an 

accountability function, leading to teaching performances that are more ‘scripted’, and less 

authentic and organic, and which are moulded tightly to ‘rubrics and checklists’ (Callahan 

and Sedeghi, 2015). For Brown and Zhang (2017), perceptions of a strong and insistent 

accountability culture can emphasise a certain type of short-termism which is, in itself, 

inimical to the longer-term perspectives that are needed to support a culture of Evidence 

Informed Practice (EIP). Once again, perceptions of the force and importance of 

accountability processes are seen to have a negative impact on professional activity. 

 

Pizmony-Levy and Woolsey (2017) find that teachers accept the need for accountability 

procedures on an abstract level, but consistently take issue with the ways they are 

practically enacted. This leads to a paradox, although the net result is deemed to be, once 

again, negative, as these practical interpretations end up ‘undermining teachers by 

challenging the building blocks of their professional status (e.g. expert knowledge, 

specialised training, and autonomy)’ (Pizmony-Levy and Woolsey, 2017, p.23). This can 

lead to teachers becoming reluctant to support the larger project of educational reform. 

Thompson (2013) finds that teachers’ attitudes to accountability in the form of mandatory 

national testing is not entirely negative. Indeed, teachers in this particular study saw in the 

procedures a useful and necessary corrective to (some other) teachers’ efforts, although 

these positive perceptions were outweighed by more familiar concerns that the same 

structures were leading to teaching to the test, to a narrowing of curriculum, to the promotion 

of superficial learning, to stress and anxiety across stakeholders and to coercive leadership. 

Ultimately, Thompson (2013) notes that teachers’ responses coalesce around two perceived 

effects: one is ‘a lessening of teacher confidence and self-efficacy’ as they sense that ‘their 

professional judgment was being systematically and deliberately undermined’, and the other 
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is a perception of ‘increased friction between staff’ in schools as a result of the introduction 

of the high-stakes accountability tests (p. 76). This second perceived negative impact of 

some forms of accountability on the prevailing culture within a school is taken up by Saeki 

et. al. (2018). Their study suggests that where school systems introduce high-stakes 

national tests for accountability purposes, a stressful culture pervades schools, extending 

almost as much to those teachers whose classes are not covered by the tests as those 

whose classes are: ‘an appropriate analogy might be that even if you are not in a rush, if you 

find yourself driving on a highway with speeding vehicles, you are more likely to speed as 

well’ (Saeki et. al., 2018, p.399).  

 

Finally, Matteucci et. al. (2017) note the capacity of a strong audit or accountability culture to 

unhelpfully shift teachers away from adopting a positive discourse of professional 

responsibility. This latter discourse powerfully supports teachers to have higher degrees of 

self-efficacy and to be more positively disposed to the idea that the intelligences of their 

students are malleable and workable. For Matteucci et. al. (2017), perceptions of strong 

accountability re-frame this sense of personal responsibility by referencing it to ‘compliance 

with regulations and [external] professional norms’ (p.276). As a result, the personal in 

personal responsibility is erased, and with it, potentially, an authentic, organic commitment 

to students and pupils. 

 

2.7 Autonomy 
 
The link between perceptions of professional autonomy and perceptions of feeling trusted 

appear self-evident. Being given a high degree of control over decisions, priorities and 

professional direction ought to lead to the individual feeling trusted, assuming that they have 

not been left to their own devices through obvious institutional neglect or lack of resource. In 

addition, just as the concept of trust appears to have a self-evidently positive quality, so 

does the concept of professional autonomy. As Tschannen-Moran (2009) has pointed out, 

the degree to which people can use their own reasoning and judgement in their work, and 

therefore claim a high degree of professional autonomy, becomes a marker of vocational 

prestige. Sahlberg (2015) identifies professional autonomy as a key component in the 

success of the Finnish education system, a position echoed by Hargreaves and Fullan 

(2012) in other contexts, when they argue that teachers must be allowed the autonomy to 

make informed judgements, and that attempts to diminish the need for this, by simplifying 

teaching into a technical exercise, are flawed. Thomsen, et al. (2016) identify a tension 

between more recent standardisation procedures which are market-led, and an older, 
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residual conception of teacher individualism and autonomy. Tschannen – Moran (2009) 

contrasts standardisation, which aims to resolve professional practice into a consistent set of 

procedures and behaviours, with coaching, which asks professionals to reflect autonomously 

on their performance and identify, individually, and reflect on how this performance might be 

improved. The latter is identified as a higher form of professionalism and posited as an 

aspiration for schools and school systems. 

 

Much other research also starts from the normative position that professional autonomy is a 

positive concept, and proceeds to examine how the erosion of professional autonomy can 

be mitigated (Mustafa and Cullingford, 2008), or instead produces tools to help school 

leaders monitor and safeguard its position (Evers, Verboon and Klaeijsen, 2017) or 

specifically examines the positive effect of autonomy on trust (Thomsen, Karsten and Oort, 

2016).  

 

The idea that professional autonomy should always be viewed positively is questioned by 

others. For Cribb and Gewirtz (2007), this is indeed a ‘widespread…normative presumption’ 

(p. 203) that should be challenged. Although there are undoubtedly potential positive 

benefits to teacher autonomy (it supports the ability to exercise professional judgement, it 

promotes job satisfaction, it supports creativity and innovation, and it can be more efficient in 

the workplace), they suggest that there are also benefits from controlling the work of 

teachers (equality of access for pupils is maintained more securely and there is greater 

‘commonality and cohesion’ (2007, p.208)). For Cribb and Gewirtz (2007), judgements about 

autonomy should be made in context, with a clear understanding of what it is that teachers 

actually have autonomy over. It would be 

 

absurd to imagine that, in having to respond to each 
contingency…every teacher would prefer to have to think through all 
of the possible ramifications…for themselves (p.208) 
 

 
Helgoy and Homme (2007) also focus firmly on this idea of autonomy within context, noting 

that in adjacent education systems, teachers can experience high degrees of collective 

autonomy, but lower levels of individual autonomy (Norway), or high degrees of individual 

autonomy in the classroom, but low levels of collective autonomy as a professional body 

(Sweden). The key point here is that professional autonomy experienced on an individual 

level has different effects to autonomy experienced on a collective level. Context again is 

key. 
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The idea of autonomy in context allows the concept of collective autonomy to be taken up 

elsewhere (‘collective autonomy’ (Hargreaves and Fullan 2012, p.144), ‘authentic 

collaboration’ (Tschannen – Moran 2001, p.309)). Although at first glance, this appears to be 

a conceptual contradiction in terms, yoking together the self-determination implied in 

autonomy with the potential, partial erasure of the self in the collaborative structures of the 

collective, it receives significant attention. Vangrieken et al. (2017) specifically look to move 

beyond an autonomy construct which revolves around personal independence, and move 

towards an idea of collective autonomy which sits within ‘positively framed interdependence’ 

(p. 304). It is important, they suggest, to ‘create a collaborative school climate that does not 

exclude teacher autonomy’ (Vangrieken et. al., 2017, p.313), but instead positively 

accommodates preferences for individual work within collaboration. Their desire to achieve 

this potentially productive blend is motivated by a belief that the culture of professional 

collaboration is here to stay: 

 

The educational context is increasingly characterised by both a push 
and a pull towards creating a collaborative culture. While the 
increasingly complex nature of teachers’ jobs and the workload 
included herein push towards a need to collaborate, the 
aforementioned variety of benefits resulting from collaboration act as 
pull factors. (Vangrieken et. al., 2017, p.313) 
 

Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) take a slightly different approach in their normative concept of 

collective autonomy. Here, teachers have rather less individual autonomy, but the collective 

group retains a distinct measure of control when placed within the context of the larger 

system. Power over professional discretion is held collectively: 

 

by developing professional capital, you create a system of collective 
autonomy wherein the group at the local level acts with discretion 
and internal accountability while defining itself as part and parcel of 
the larger system (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012, p.175). 
 

Other commentators have identified additional benefits that may arise from professional 

autonomy in the right context. For Tschannen – Morgan (2014), positive perceptions of 

professional autonomy are linked to positive perceptions of self-determination and control (p, 

42), and this sense of having a measure of control over professional existence is linked to 

high levels of self-efficacy (Yin et al., 2011). A contextual approach to the idea of 

professional autonomy allows a more nuanced understanding of its relationship to trust. An 

individual may infer that they are trusted because they are allowed a significant degree of 

autonomy in a context that they judge to be appropriate. In a different context, autonomy 
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may not be linked with being trusted at all. Alternatively, an individual may feel trusted as 

part of a professional collective, but have very little individual autonomy. The theoretical links 

here are complex.  

 

2.8 Teachers’ perceptions of autonomy 
 
Research which has directly focused on teachers’ perceptions of autonomy has often 

explored these complexities. For example, some research suggests that autonomy is indeed 

a multifaceted construct insofar as it does not present itself as a uniform phenomenon in the 

everyday lives of teachers (Strong and Yoshida, 2014). Teachers may consider they have a 

high degree of autonomy in one domain, such as preferred approaches to pedagogy, whilst 

accepting that they have lower degrees of autonomy in another, such as curriculum content. 

Other studies have explored the relationship between length of service and attitudes to 

autonomy, and have suggested that in some contexts, early career teachers with less 

experience may actively seek lower levels of autonomy (Erss et. al., 2016). Alternatively, 

they have analysed differences in perceptions of autonomy between school phases (Strong 

and Yoshida, 2014). 

 

Research has also investigated the complex ways in which different national contexts frame 

teachers’ understanding of autonomy (Wermke et. al., 2019). Here, teachers in Germany, 

whose understanding of their own professional autonomy is referenced to their high, civil 

servant status, perceive autonomy to be about decision-making, whereas their Swedish 

counterparts, working in a more liberalised context, perceive autonomy to be about control 

(Wermke et. al., 2019).  

 

The study by Erss et. al. (2016) compares the perceptions of teachers in Germany, Finland 

and Estonia. Once again, national context and conditions of professionalism frame the idea 

of autonomy differently. Estonia is here presented as a country that has enacted a range of 

neo-liberal education reforms, and its teachers, the study concludes, are, as a result, less 

exercised by notions of self-control and self-analysis, than are teachers in Germany and 

Finland, countries with significant traditions of teacher autonomy. Interestingly, the study 

suggests that perceived high degrees of autonomy by German and Finnish teachers are 

related to two further professional attitudes. The first is that they are more sceptical about 

terms such as innovation, presumably seeing them as a neo-liberal incursion into 

professional autonomy, and the second is that German and Finnish teachers do ‘not 

consider themselves to be accountable for student achievement’ (Erss et. al., 2016, p.601). 
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Taken together, both of these perceptions emphasise the ways in which strong convictions 

about the importance of professional autonomy, held by teachers, can influence attitudes to 

other key school improvement discourses. 

 

Amidst all this complexity, and despite the critique of the normative assumption that high 

levels of autonomy are good (Cribb and Gewirtz, 2007 – see 2.7 above), much of the 

research into teachers’ perceptions of professional autonomy still ends up highlighting the 

potential benefits of enhanced perceptions of autonomy. As an example, Martinek (2019) 

notes links to high levels of self-efficacy, positive engagement with change processes and 

positive support for the independent learning of pupils and students. Wright et. al. (2018) 

work from the counter direction, noting that lower levels of perceived autonomy are linked to 

negative perceptions of work environments. Some studies even appear to have the political 

intention of raising teachers’ consciousnesses and confronting them with the reality of the 

reduced autonomous professional spaces they now inhabit (Parker, 2015). 

 

2.9 Summary 
 
Although the concept of autonomy may be problematized, there is little research to date that 

questions the assumption that high levels of trust and high levels of autonomy go hand in 

hand. This study set out to explore teachers’ perceptions of autonomy in context, and to 

examine their lived experience of the interaction between trust and autonomy. As has been 

also noted above, trust is almost universally positioned as a positive element in schools, 

something to be argued for and something to be promoted, and whilst the idea of autonomy 

has had its status in this respect questioned somewhat, critiques are relatively few and far 

between. Again, this is a key point of focus for this study, to explore teachers’ attitudes to 

trust and the value they place on the idea of professional autonomy. In addition, the concept 

of accountability, and the monitoring procedures that attend it, appear to problematize the 

development of high-trust relationships. Once again, it is the teachers' perspectives on this 

issue, in this context, that are a focal point for this research. In summary, does trust matter 

to teachers, and if so, how does it matter, and how is it described? Does trust survive intact 

in an educational context where accountability is being re-configured, and where the 

boundaries of professional autonomy are shifting? Since so much of the existing research 

discussed in this section emphasises its own contextual rootedness in specific times and 

places, there is a need to consider these questions in Wales today. This is the impetus for 

this piece of research. 
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Chapter 3 - Methodology 
 
3.1 Context 

 

‘…storied lives in storied landscapes…’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, p.8) 

 

Advocates of a narrative approach to research do not all prescribe exactly the same 

methods or indeed share precisely the same philosophical assumptions. Nevertheless, there 

are common, overlapping beliefs and ideas about the way in which the concept of narrative 

relates to knowing, being and communicating, which can be identified. For Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000), the starting point of any narrative inquiry should be the researcher’s own 

autobiography, an exploration of their own narrative as it relates to the substance and 

content of the research matter in hand (Heikkinen et al., 2012). In this sense, narrative 

inquiry positively invites an acknowledgement of the researcher in the first person, as an ‘I’, 

rather than as a notional, third person construct. It is in this spirit I return to referencing 

myself as I did towards the close of Chapter 1.  

 

There, I briefly referred to my own professional connection to the topic of trust. In the 

following section, before I describe the methods of story collection, analysis and 

representation that were used in this study, I will similarly identify those beliefs and 

assumptions about narrative that speak to me. Without this, my selection of methods will be 

a loose amalgam of strategies without a coherent reference point. Even before I unpack and 

unravel my understanding of what narrative inquiry is, in its broadest sense, I will take one 

further step backwards to explore why it is that narrative inquiry would speak to me at all. I 

will (briefly) consider my own story as it relates to the concept of narrative inquiry. 

 

3.2 Where do I begin? 
 
I have not asked myself to map my own intellectual development very often (who does?), yet 

this exercise in self-reflection has helped me make links and connections that bridge 

decades. It is in this generative sense that narrative is often seen as a site for the production 

of meaning and significance, rather than as a site for mere transmission (Elliott, 2005). The 

significance that I construed and created by looking backwards runs as follows: 

 



 

27 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

My own academic ‘pre-history’, studying English literature and critical theory, had, I thought, 

been sealed off twenty- five years ago, having had little practical impact on my career as a 

teacher and then in school leadership. However, in narrative perhaps things disappear only 

to reappear many years later. Thus, a suggested, qualitative research approach, narrative 

inquiry, suddenly, on closer inspection, began to re-animate my understanding of stories, 

literature and literary theory. Writers and theorists who I had read many years ago were 

being re-referenced in a new, research-oriented framework. Suddenly I could see how a 

personal grounding in literary studies could be used, and I could appreciate how it might 

serve the needs of my much more recent interest in educational research. Here there was a 

bridge connecting my past with my present and my future.  

 

This is how narrative inquiry speaks to me. 

 

3.3 Narrative inquiry: scope and breadth 
 
Narrative inquiry is more than a way of analysing data. It is often presented as a way of 

viewing the world; ‘experience’, as Clandinin (2016) suggests ‘is fundamentally narrative’ (p. 

216). In effect, individuals see life through a network of narratives, sorting and classifying 

events into narrative structures as they go: ‘experience itself is an embodied narrative life 

composition’ (Clandinin, 2016, p.38).  Just as narratives help people understand the world 

around them, so they help us ‘understand ourselves’ (Bold 2012, p. 30). They are, then, the 

means by which people construe, sustain and modify their sense of identity. When people 

‘think with stories’, rather than about stories, a space is created where story and self can act 

upon each other in a ‘reciprocal relationship’ (Estafen, Caine and Clandinin, 2016, p.16). 

The pervasive nature of narrative does not stop there; just as individuals use narratives to 

make sense of the world around them, so they find that narratives construct them. People 

live in the interplay between narratives large and small, from institutional and occupational 

narratives, to familial and community narratives (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009). As human 

beings, we are not ‘set’ to replicate these larger narratives mechanistically (Gubrium and 

Holstein, 2009). Instead they mark out the terrain and resources within which 

autobiographies operate. As Bruner (2004) puts it, ‘life stories…mesh…within a community 

of life stories’ (p. 699). Larger narratives set the ‘conditions of possibility’ (Gubrium and 

Holstein, 2009, p.174) for individual narratives, but they do not rigidly ‘determine’ them. 

 

But what is there beyond narrative? In a postmodern paradigm there is limited recall to any 

kind of objective reality that narratives might in some way reflect (Webster and Mertova, 
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2007). Narratives in this sense, are not the mediated route to a reality that lies beyond 

narrative and outside of language. Listening to a narrative about school life tells something 

about how that phenomenon is constructed and re-presented through language, nothing 

more and nothing less. It will allow the researcher to analyse the interplay of institutional 

narratives and personal narratives, as noted above (p.26). It will not, however, if post-

structuralist assumptions about language are accepted, present the researcher with the keys 

to a world of experience beyond language (Czarniawska, 2004). Experience is formed, 

traded and re-presented through language, and therefore narrative (Bruner, 2004). Every 

attempt to reflect upon, or represent experience is always through language itself and 

narratives, in this sense, are just another interpretive construction of reality (Bold, 2012). 

 

This is not to say that narrative inquiry has only limited research value. On the contrary, its 

proponents would argue that it is through the analysis of phenomena, as they are re-created 

in narrative, that the researcher is able, in turn, to present a further narrative; one that 

unpacks and explores ‘unexamined assumptions’ (Czarniawska, 2004, p.104). In the same 

way that a literary theorist might disentangle the assumptions that lie within the language of 

a fictional text, so a researcher can use similar semiotic and linguistic techniques to explore 

the assumptions that lie within the narratives of an organisation (Czarniawska, 2004): ‘to 

understand a society or some part of a society, it is important to discover its repertoire of 

legitimate stories’ (p.6). These ‘legitimate stories’ will be found within the stories of 

individuals, although they do not sit there in pristine form. The role of the researcher is to 

explore the narratives and re-interpret them in turn. 

 

3.4 The suitability of narrative inquiry for this study 
 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) are very clear, as noted above (p.27), that narrative inquiry is 

both method and paradigm (p.17). They are also very clear that the selection of narrative 

inquiry as a framework for research requires some kind of justification, on both a personal 

and philosophical level. On a personal level, the researcher should explain why they have 

been drawn to narrative. On a philosophical level, the researcher should embrace the notion 

that experience is bounded by language, and that narrative is a key element of language 

use. Beyond these, perhaps more general justifications, there are many additional reasons 

for selecting narrative inquiry, and these will now be discussed with specific reference to the 

ways in which they complement the aims of this project, to explore trust, autonomy and 

accountability in the lives of secondary school teachers in Wales. 
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For Webster and Mertova (2007), narrative inquiry is particularly well-suited to topics which 

combine ‘the complexities and subtleties of human experience’ (p.1) precisely because it is 

through narrative that individuals make sense of complex experiences. The ways in which 

trust, autonomy and accountability are intertwined systemically, institutionally and 

individually are complex, as discussed in Chapter 2, and therefore narrative inquiry is an 

appropriate approach for teasing out these nuances.  

 

There is a further point that has already touched upon above (p.26, above), and this focuses 

upon the relationship between the individual’s narrative, and the institutional and 

occupational narratives that that individual encounters. For Gubrium and Holstein (2009), 

occupations and professions are ‘significant narrative environments’ (p.161). Professions 

offer ‘pervasive interpretive conventions’ (p.162) which the individual may align themselves 

with, or contest, in their own, bespoke, re-presentations. Of course, an important element of 

this project is precisely that degree of professional autonomy experienced and exercised by 

teachers. Narrative inquiry once again is well placed to explore this aspect, since it is 

centrally concerned with the interplay between ‘organisationally preferred narratives’ 

(Gubrium and Holstein, 2009, p.174) and their relatively autonomous iterations on an 

individual level. It is not just the autonomy to act that this study concerns itself with: it is also 

the autonomy to think and say as well. 

 

Finally, it is worth quoting Czarniawska (2004) at length because she highlights another 

compelling link between narrative inquiry and the purposes of this project: 

 

People spend their lives planning, commenting upon and 
justifying what they and others do. Although some of this takes 
place in imaginary conversations conducted in people’s heads, 
most takes place in ‘real’ conversations with others. (p.5) 
 

 
Czarniawska (2004) uses this as a reason for listening to people’s stories at all, but the link 

to this project lies in her use of the word ‘justifying’. If narrative inquiry can be seen as a way 

of understanding people’s justifications, then it presents itself as an appropriate approach for 

this project. The concepts that the study aimed to explore are potentially fraught and 

characterised by tensions for the participants. They are precisely the kind of concepts and 

experiences where individuals’ justifications are crucial. Potential questions which 

participants may ask of themselves, and which would require justification are: 

 

• Why do I place my professional trust in x, but not in y? 



 

30 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

• How do I know my professional autonomy is being upheld/undermined? 

• Why do I feel pressured by accountability measures? 

• How do I know that I am trusted in this institution? 

Narrative inquiry becomes the route to explore the expression of these justifications. 

 

3.5 How did this narrative inquiry proceed? 
 
Having discussed the key foundational assumptions of narrative inquiry, and suggested 

some reasons why it is an appropriate approach for this project, it is now time to consider, in 

detail, the methods that have been used, including the sampling strategy, the steps taken to 

collect narratives, analytical processes followed and the mode of subsequent write-up and 

representation.  

 

3.5.1 Sampling 
 
Rapley (2014) warns against sampling decisions in qualitative research that are formed 

purely through pragmatic ‘opportunism or convenience’ (p.55) and Hammersley and 

Atkinson (1995) suggest that, although there is always undoubtedly a practical dimension to 

gaining access to participants, it can never just be reduced to these functional 

considerations. It always requires an additional ‘theoretical understanding’ (p.54) of the 

issues involved. Thus, the sampling strategy that was used was purposeful sampling 

(Riessman, 2008), premised on the idea that narrative inquiry deals primarily with the 

complexities of people’s experiences (Webster and Mertova, 2007) and that it looks to 

explore limited numbers of examples in detail, rather than amalgamating large amounts of 

data (Elliott, 2005). As Clandinin (2016) suggests, narrative inquiry explores research 

‘puzzles’ (p.42) and aims to further advance the understanding of these puzzles, rather than 

attempting to produce definitive answers to research questions. In terms of creating a 

sample for this study, Gobo’s (2004) observations on the concept of representative sampling 

in qualitative and quantitative study were used. Gobo (2004) suggests that the ability of 

small sample qualitative research to create generalizable findings is often underestimated, in 

part because the possibility of creating representative samples in quantitative research is 

overestimated. He reminds the reader of the studies that have produced significant findings 

from small, qualitative samples (p.414), and notes that, when forming a sampling strategy, 

the researcher should use their understanding of likely ‘variance’ (p.414) within a group, and 

their grasp of how heterogeneous, or homogenous that group is likely to be (p.415), in terms 

of displaying the behaviours or perceptions being studied.  
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Since the premise of this study was to explore teachers’ perceptions of trust, accountability 

and autonomy, an initial sample size of twelve participants was identified, on the 

assumption, informed by the ideas discussed above, that these stories would help to create 

‘a sense of meaning and significance with respect to the research topic’ (Clandinin and 

Connelly 2000, pp.41-2). Patton (2002) describes intensity sampling which focuses on 

‘information-rich’ cases, and this was the approach used for this study.  

 

Whilst acknowledging that gatekeeper contacts would potentially have ‘practical interests in 

seeing…their colleagues presented in a favourable light’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995, 

p.66), four gatekeepers were approached to gain access to four secondary schools in 

Wales. Three of the gatekeepers were head teachers, whilst the fourth re-directed enquiries 

to their head teacher. The head teachers were supplied with clear information about the 

remit of the project and the area of interest (Appendix 2), and were asked to identify three 

potential participants who might be likely to generate detailed narratives. At the end of each 

interview, participants were asked if, having gone through the process, they were able to 

suggest other potential participants who might have interesting stories to tell, thus employing 

a snowballing approach to sample generation (Patton, 2002). As the research progressed, 

only one participant suggested further contacts (two ex-colleagues), but neither potential 

participant responded to a request for an interview. 

 

The sample, therefore, remained at the original twelve participants, across four schools, who 

were interviewed over a three-month period. Each participant was interviewed once, 

although the possibility of further contact was established at the close of each interview. It 

should be acknowledged that there are some models of narrative inquiry that suggest a 

reiterative, re-interviewing process in which participants are revisited over a period of time 

(e.g. Clandinin, 2016). Equally, there are studies that bring together single interviews with a 

range of participants (Kajamaa, 2012; Wennas Brante, 2012). This study followed the latter 

model, in order to bring together twelve narratives into one piece of research. 

 

3.5.2 Story collection/ production 
 
As indicated earlier (p.25), it is important to consider the researcher’s own narrative, as it 

relates to the research topics, even before entering the field (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). 

This autobiographical inquiry should continue throughout the story gathering process, to 

acknowledge the fact that the researcher’s own story and perceptions are part of the 

phenomenon they wish to study: ‘we are in the parade we presume to study’ (Clandinin and 



 

32 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

Connelly 2000, p.81). The first narrative that was collected was therefore my own. However, 

the idea of collecting stories needs to be explored further.  

 

The use of the word ‘collecting’ might suggest that narratives are like archaeological 

artefacts, waiting to be unearthed. This is misleading on two counts. First, every story is re-

formed and re-presented every time it is re-told in a new context (Czarniawska, 2004). Just 

as a person can never step in the same river twice, a story can never be re-told in exactly 

the same way twice, even if the narrator remains consistent. There will always be a slight 

modification of context which will inflect the re-telling. Second, researchers themselves, 

through the questions they select and the way they transcribe the data, will have a 

significant role in the formation of any narrative (Riessman, 2008). They become the co-

producer. Stories are not just collected; they are produced, and subsequently re-produced. 

 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) list a range of ‘field texts’ that the researcher can use to 

produce narratives: 

 

• autobiographical prose texts; 

• written reflective journals; 

• researcher observation and field notes; 

• letters; 

• organisational documents; 

• conversations; and 

• Interviews. -  (Adapted from Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, pp.100 – 113) 

 

Here, it is noticeable that interviews themselves are only one part of a suite of methods 

advocated. Riessman (2008) and Bold (2012) also consider a variety of additional data 

collection methods, although they give the use of interviews greater significance. Although 

the range of possible data sources should be acknowledged, this study based itself on 

interviews with participants as the main means of data collection/ production. Czarniawska 

(2004) suggests that interviews on their own can provide significant data. She considers in 

detail the potential issue in which the interview situation pulls the participant into an artificial 

context that has limited real-life correspondence. The resulting criticism might be that the 

stories produced in this context are not the same stories that are ‘fabricated’, ‘circulated’ and 

‘consumed’ within the general life of the organisation (2004, p.45). The research interview 

context may, in effect, be a false context. However, Czarniawska (2004) points out that 

professionals in organisations (teachers in this case) have ‘constantly to explain themselves 
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to strangers’, and that it would be ‘unrealistic to assume that a practitioner will invent a whole 

new story just for the sake of a particular researcher’ (p.49). Thus, she assumes a 

reasonable working correspondence between the narratives constructed in research 

interviews, and the narratives in general circulation within the profession or organisation. 

 

There are several other aspects of story collection/production that narrative inquiry places 

particular emphasis upon, and these impacted on the design of this project. First, building on 

the premise that interview data is co-constructed, discussed above, there is the notion that 

researchers activate the production of narratives. Riessman (2008) advocates open-ended 

questions that ‘allow respondents to construct answers in ways they find meaningful’ (pp. 

24-5). Through the use of these open-ended questions, interviewer and participant 

effectively work together during the interview to produce a storied representation of self and 

experience. In addition, Bold (2012) similarly suggests that appropriately organised, loosely 

structured interview schedules will produce narrative responses. Bold also urges complete 

‘transparency’ (p.64) before each interview, in terms of explaining research aims and 

purposes to participants to ensure that the resulting narratives have been produced in an 

environment of complete clarity. It is important that participants know in advance how their 

narratives might be positioned. This clarity regarding aims and purposes was built into the 

participant information sheets for this project (see Appendix 2). 

 

Finally, in order to prompt narrative construction by participants, Webster and Mertova 

(2007) suggest using interview questions focused upon ‘critical events’; those events that 

have had an impact on the participant, and which represent a ‘change experience’ (p. 75). 

Thus, narrative inquiry interviews should be organised in ways which ‘encourage reflection 

and recall of…critical event[s]’ (p. 86). This element has also been built into this study, and, 

as an example, the prompt ‘Tell me about a time when you felt trusted’ was used. A copy of 

the questions that set the framework for the interviews can be found in Appendix 4. 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim with minimal ‘tidying’ (Elliott, 2005). 

 

3.5.3 Analysis 
 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) warn against ‘narrative smoothing’, which produces an 

analysis that has been moulded by the researcher to produce an overarching re-

presentation that fits the researcher’s initial preconceptions (p.181). At the same time, 

however, the researcher’s own narrative should become a constituent element of the inquiry, 

and narrative inquirers should not attempt to ‘subtract themselves from the inquiry 

relationship’ (Clandinin, 2016, p.41). In order to reconcile these aspects, the analysis should 
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openly acknowledge the researcher’s own story, whilst also remaining ‘faithful’ to the field 

texts (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, p.85). This interpretive mode of self-reflection should be 

supported by an analysis that ‘self-consciously discuss[es] the [interpretive] selections 

made…[alongside] the possible alternative stories...’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, p.182). 

This advice is echoed by Bruner (2004) when he writes that ‘any story one may tell about 

anything is better understood by considering other possible ways in which it can be told’ (p. 

709). By foregrounding alternative interpretations, the researcher is allowing the reader to 

judge how much ‘smoothing’ may be going on. In Chapter 4, additional interpretations are, 

as far as possible, discussed and explored. 

 

There is a second warning against focusing on categories and codes in ways that would pull 

data out of the narrative from which they have emerged (Riessman, 2008; Clandinin, 2016) 

(although Bold (2012) is more supportive of the idea of coding across narratives). For 

Clandinin (2016), it makes little sense to accept on the one hand a narrative view of the 

world around us, and then to break these narratives into discrete ‘coded piles’ (p.50). For 

Riessman (2008), similarly, the ‘primary unit of analysis…is the narrative’ (p. 91). Webster 

and Mertova (2007) suggest the research should hunt out ‘critical events’, but not in such a 

way that ignores the overall structure of the narrative. Gubrium and Holstein (2009) see 

each narrative as the production of a specific set of factors, including the self-presentation of 

the narrator, the input of the researcher, the purpose served by the narrative and the 

organisational context. One aspect does not have ‘analytic primacy’ over any other (Gubrium 

and Holstein, 2009, p. 29). Instead, they should by examined in turn to identify how they 

inter-relate. It would not make sense, here, to break narratives up into Clandinin’s ‘coded 

piles’, and thus, the narratives in this study are analysed individually. Although this is the 

primary unit of analysis, there is a secondary exploration of ‘resonant threads’ (Clandinin 

2016, p.32) across narratives, and these are discussed in Chapter 5. 

 

A third warning is a reminder not to forget the exact nature of the thing being analysed 

(Czarniawska, 2004). As discussed above, the participants’ narratives are co-constructed 

versions and representations of experience, but this is not necessarily to say that this 

experience exists in an unmediated form away from language. Analysis through narrative 

inquiry is not a means of passing through language to a raw reality beyond. This ‘reality 

beyond’ has always already been constructed through language and narrative (Bruner 

2004). This project works from the premise that the narratives analysed can be compared to 

other narratives, or compared even to narratives deliberately not told (Baldwin 2016), but 

cannot be compared to anything other than themselves. It is for this reason that Webster 

and Mertova (2007) reject the idea of triangulating narrative inquiry through reference to a 
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non-narrative reality. Instead, it is for the researcher to identify which narratives are 

preferred, and which lie dormant (Gubrium and Holstein 2009), or to explore the 

‘antenarratives’ (Boje 2001), the fragmentary and incomplete stories that weave their way 

through organisational life. 

 

The final warning in relation to analysis comes from Czarniawska (2004), and it reminds the 

researcher to avoid using narrative inquiry to come full circle, back to the starting point, by 

concluding that people use narratives to make sense of their lives. The point of the analytical 

element of narrative inquiry cannot be just to identify that story-telling exists in abundance in 

life, and in this case, in organisations. The aim must be to explore the function these stories 

perform. This leads on to a range of different analytical points of focus which might help 

reach this goal. Gulbrium and Holstein (2009) suggest researchers focus on the ‘linkages’ 

made by participants; the ways narrators connect ‘biographical, cultural and historical 

particulars into a meaningful account’ (p. 57). The creation of links between different aspects 

of a story is a key element of narrative agency, and as such, the analysis of these linking 

mechanisms clarifies the significance of key concepts (in this case, trust, accountability and 

autonomy) to participants. In a similar manner, Czarniawska (2004) focuses on emplotment, 

suggesting researchers should focus on the plot devices and structures narrators use to 

represent their experiences. Without even needing to mobilise the varied ways that literary 

theorists have derived plot structures and archetypes, the researcher can study narratives to 

identify the function performed by ‘heroes’, for example, the means by which resolutions are 

effected and the manner in which ‘crises’ are explored and established. In narrative inquiry, 

the basic tools of literary analysis are brought to the fore. 

 

Czarniawska also suggests a range of deconstruction approaches to narrative analysis: 

 

• exploring the construction of dichotomies; 

• exploring contradictions and ‘silences’; 

• exploring the construction of metaphors1. 

(adapted from Czarniawska, 2004, 

p.97). 

This project uses these approaches, alongside the concepts of emplotment and narrative 

linkage, to analyse the ways in which trust, accountability and autonomy are positioned and 

represented by the participants. 

 
1 See, for example, Basten (2012), for a worked example of the analysis of ‘dominant metaphors’ 
(p.101) within an organisation. 
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3.5.4 Representation 
 
The act of writing narrative inquiry involves more than a neutral reflection of results 

(Czarniawska, 2004). There is a balance to be struck between a re-presentation which is an 

exercise in rhetoric, and which is therefore only loosely tied to the narratives of the 

participants, and a re-presentation which imagines itself (disingenuously) as a neutral 

‘reflection’. For Czarniawska (2004), it is important that narrative inquiry does not suppress 

the idea that re-presentation is itself a narrative creation. Advocates of narrative inquiry do 

not, therefore, shy away from the persuasive aspect of their subsequent re-presentations, 

and at times create an evocative narrative (Langley, 2012), but they do consider carefully 

the implications of this persuasive dimension. As Riessman (2008) writes, 

 

…persuasiveness is strengthened when the investigator’s 
theoretical claims are supported with evidence from 
informants’ accounts, negative cases are included, and 
alternative interpretations are considered (p.191). 
 
 

A persuasive re-presentation is only licensed, therefore, by careful and detailed analysis of 

the co-produced narratives, and this idea is pursued in a further ‘balancing act’ for narrative 

inquiry, between interpretation and description: 

 

We cannot, for example, call a text a narrative inquiry if it 
leaves out description and narrative and gives only argument. 
Nor can we call a text a narrative inquiry if it is pure narrative 
without description and argument (Clandinin and Connelly, 
2000, p.155). 
 
 

Here, it is for the researcher to ensure the ‘balance’ between description and argument is 

carefully judged to allow the description to support the argument. 

 

There is the potential for the re-presentation of the inquiry to take a fully fictionalised form 

(Bold, 2012; Clough, 2002), although this project does not follow this potential avenue, and 

instead focuses on a more traditional structure where each participant’s experiences are 

discussed in turn (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). This is followed by a summative ‘learnings 

from the study’ section (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p.157), in Chapter 5. 
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3.5.5 Trustworthiness and authorship 
 
Shenton (2004), suggests a series of actions that can be built into qualitative research to 

increase trustworthiness. The following have been incorporated into this study: 

 

• The use of ‘data gathering’ and ‘data analysis’ that have been ‘successfully utilised in 

previous comparable projects’ (Shenton, 2004, p.64). (The links between this project 

and preferred narrative inquiry methods are explored extensively above, in 3.4, and 

in 3.5.1, 3.5.2 and 3.5.3); 

• The use of a relatively ‘wide range of informants’ across a range of locations to 

construct ‘a rich picture of the attitudes’ in question (Shenton, 2004, p.66). (This 

study used a broad range of participants in four different school contexts); 

• The use of ‘tactics to help ensure honesty in informants’ (Shenton, 2004, p.66); for 

example, clarity over the aims and remit of the project, confidentiality, the 

independence of the researcher. (This project used a full and detailed information 

sheet to ensure that participants understood the remit of the study – see Appendix 

2); 

• The use of ‘peer scrutiny’ of data and analysis (Shenton, 2004, p.67). (All stages of 

the research process were discussed with a supervision team); 

• The use of ‘reflective commentary’ (Shenton, 2004, p.68) on the methods used and 

the emergent findings, so that the study is the subject of a continuous process of 

critical evaluation. (This study’s analyses were developed in tandem with a reflective 

research journal); 

• The use of ‘thick description’ of data generated to allow the reader to judge credibility 

(Shenton, 2004, p.69). (This study explores the participants’ narratives in an 

extensive and elaborated mode, making significant and sustained use of verbatim 

quotation). 

 

Even though the ideas listed above were built into this project, it should be noted that 

Sparkes and Smith (2009) present with persuasive force the difficulties associated with the 

use of ‘permanent and universal’ criteria to judge the quality of research (p.492). As they put 

it, ‘in a relativistic world of multiple mind-dependent realities there is no technical court of 

‘last resort’ to appeal to in order to sort out trustworthy interpretations from untrustworthy 

ones’ (p.493). In other words, they see it as an ‘untenable philosophical position’ (p.493) to 

suggest on the one hand that there is no straightforward access to an external, unmediated 
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reality (as narrative inquiry does), and yet at the same time suggest that there are 

immutable, foundational criteria to judge quality (or trustworthiness). Relativism should not 

be accepted in one sphere (as narrative inquiry does), but denied in another.  

 

The answer for Sparkes and Smith (2009) is not a version of ‘anything goes’ (p.494). Instead 

they suggest a focus upon criteria that are much more contingent, dictated by ‘context and 

purpose’ (Sparkes and Smith, 2009, p.495). Undoubtedly, this is a more provisional, rather 

than absolute, way of working, but it is one that accepts the philosophical ramifications of its 

starting position. As part of this contingent nature of evaluative criteria, they suggest that 

research must ‘listen’ (Sparkes and Smith, 2009, p.496) intently to the methods and quality 

criteria of related research, and they use the example of the quite specific criteria that have 

been developed around autoethnography. Since Sparkes and Smith’s (2009) philosophical 

premises surrounding relativism have something in common with the premises of narrative 

inquiry, it makes sense, in this study, to follow their line of reasoning. Thus, it further follows 

that attending to narrative inquiry’s own suggestions regarding the quality of narrative inquiry 

would be beneficial, and these suggestions are developed below. Many of these, as will be 

seen, echo Shenton’s (2004) suggestions above, but they are borne of narrative inquiry 

itself. 

 

For Webster and Mertova (2007), there must be sufficient depth of detail in the findings such 

that the narratives are ‘told in a serious and honest way’ (p.99). Riessman (2008) suggests 

that clarity regarding research processes is key (p.193), whilst also suggesting that 

successful narrative inquiry should have a pragmatic utility to those working in the field 

(p.193). This idea is echoed by Webster and Mertova, who suggest that the re-presented 

narratives should ‘resonate’ with the reader or consumer of the research (p.99). For some 

(e.g. Clandinin, 2016), participants should be positioned as fully fledged, co-constructors of 

narratives and, therefore, should be able to comment on findings and analyses. This practice 

becomes a key part of good quality narrative inquiry. For others (e.g. Riessman, 2008) 

participants are positioned more as interview subjects (and therefore play a diminished role, 

post-interview). The decision taken here by the researcher will largely correspond to their 

belief over the extent to which participants have active control over the narratives that they 

produce. At one end of the spectrum, participants might be positioned as having total 

agency over the narratives they select and create. In this formulation it makes sense to 

return to these participants to discuss these narratives. At the other end of the spectrum, 

participants might be positioned as having partial or more limited agency over the narratives 

they produce. Here, the availability and selection of narratives are more socially and 

culturally determined, and individuals do not have complete creative control (Elliott, 2005). In 
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this sense, returning to the participants is not wrong, but would result in a secondary re-

working and re-production of the ‘original’ narratives. Here it is not that it would make no 

sense to return to the participants, it is just it would seem difficult to determine where this 

recursive process, reproducing narratives, would stop. 

 

This study took as its starting point the latter position, that there are structures and 

discourses in narratives large and small that the individual does not have complete control 

over. As Bruner (2004) puts it, ‘language constructs what it narrates’ (p.696). To return to a 

participant and ask, ‘What did you mean in that story?’ is to defer to a primacy of authorship, 

in terms of language production, that has long since been questioned2 (Barthes,3 1988). In 

this study, analyses were not cross-checked with participants. 

 

3.5.6 Ethics 
 
The notion of participant as co-composer of research texts has a key implication for the 

ethical foundations of narrative inquiry. For example, anonymity for participants, which may 

be agreed at the outset, and was in this instance, may not be the preferred option if 

participants later feel that they have contributed significantly to the evidence and analysis 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). In this mode of inquiry, the question of ownership of the 

resulting text is a complex one. However, this ethical concern regarding ownership is more 

likely to be an issue where the inquiry relationship between researcher and participant 

develops over a period of time (see 3.5.1, p.31, above). In a single interview format, this was 

not deemed likely to be an issue. 

 

A more pressing ethical concern, still involving anonymity, is the need to preserve anonymity 

for participants whilst still describing their lives and narratives in rich detail (Elliott, 2005). In 

writing Chapter 4, there was a delicate balance to be struck between capturing and re-

presenting key elements from the participants’ narratives, and erasing these same elements 

to preserve anonymity. This was, and would in future be, a particular concern when working 

within a relatively small and clearly defined context, such as secondary school teachers in 

Wales. Clearly the ethical dimension needed to be prioritised. Bold (2012) reminds 

researchers here of the delicate balance between benefits and harm. Thus, occasionally, 

narrative details could not be abstracted and had to be removed. In this way, this study 

 
2 For a further discussion of whether narratives should be seen as ‘products of [a] generalised 

culture’, or ‘expressions of an individualised mind’ see Hyvarinin (2016, pp.53-54). 
3 Barthes argues that ‘it is language which speaks, not the author’ (1988, p.168), removing the author 
or, in this case participant, as the final guarantor of meaning. 
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responds to Clandinin’s (2016), ‘relational’ ethical code (p.131), guidance that goes beyond 

the remit of ‘do no harm’ (p.199), to include a ‘relational responsibility’ to participants. This 

responsibility is defined by ‘openness, mutual vulnerability, reciprocity, and care’ (Clandinin, 

2016, p.200). Certainly, it would have been unacceptable to compromise the anonymity of 

participants by rendering specific elements of their narratives in exhaustive detail.  

 

Finally, the nature of narrative inquiry may well cause participants to re-present episodes 

and experiences that are unpleasant and upsetting (Elliott, 2005; Webster and Mertova, 

2007). Indeed, for some (Baldwin, 2016), this can lead to narrative inquiry pursuing a quasi-

therapeutic function for participants, which can become problematic. Even without this, there 

is an ethical responsibility for sensitivity throughout the interview process. Although this need 

for sensitivity has been acknowledged in the approach to this study, the professional 

experiences involving trust, accountability and autonomy that are the point of focus do not 

present significant issues in this respect. 

 

This project was conducted under the ethical guidelines of the British Educational Research 

Association (BERA) and the University of South Wales (USW). Ethical clearance was 

granted by USW. A copy of the ethics proposal form can be found in Appendix 1, and copies 

of the participant information sheet and consent form are in Appendix 2 and 3 

 

The project is presented as an immersive inquiry into narratives of trust, accountability and 

autonomy, which provides rich, narrative detail and thick description of participants’ stories 

(see 3.5.5, p.36, above). Chapter 4, which follows, re-presents these narratives one by one. 
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Chapter 4 - Findings 
 

4.1 A note on the use of the word narrative in the following analyses 
 
The idea of narrative works on two levels in the analyses that follow. Both levels, in turn, rely 

on two fundamental elements that help to define what narrative is. The first is that narratives 

contain a temporal or chronological sequence of events, and the second is that these events 

are configured to emphasise a meaning that transcends the sequence (Elliot, 2005). In 

terms of the levels of narrative, the word can be used to denote the re-presentation of the 

concepts, characters and situations that the participants describe. In this usage, the 

responses of the participants have been consciously re-configured and re-crafted into the 

narratives that make up Chapter 4. The word is used to describe the re-interpretation and re-

positioning of the data, after the event of the interview, through a lens of narrative inquiry, 

explored theoretically in Chapter 3. The frame for these narratives is the interview itself and 

its subsequent analysis. In this sense, narrative inquiry is ‘more than just the analysis of 

stories people tell’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, pp.78-9). Other ideas and details become 

part of ‘narrative expression’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, p.79). Narratives here are 

constructed from the broad span of interview data. 

 

Alongside this use of the term, there is a second way in which narrative is used in the 

analyses. This usage is more straightforward. All of the interviews started by asking the 

participants to give a brief chronology of their career, followed by prompts that asked them to 

recount times when they felt trusted, when they felt the pressures of accountability, and so 

on. The very structure of the interviews, therefore, invited the participants to consciously 

engage with the idea of narrative to frame their responses. Within the over-arching re-

imagined narratives, described above, there are, then, a series of embedded narratives, 

crafted by the participants at the time and place of the interviews themselves. The frame for 

these narratives was provided by the participants themselves within the context of the 

interview. These are the ‘microstories’ (Boje, 2001) that people compose and recount, the 

‘first-order narratives…that individuals tell about themselves and their own experiences’ 

(Elliott, 2005, p.12). Both levels of narrative have an important analytical role to play. 
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4.2 School A: Bronwyn, Claire and Paul 
 

4.2.1 Bronwyn: The spectre of underperformance 
 
At the time of the interview, Bronwyn was temporarily leading a core department in a large 

secondary school, having recently ‘stepped up’ to this position to cover the previous head of 

department. The previous incumbent had resigned and taken a sideways move three 

months before. Bronwyn’s ongoing substantive leadership role was as key skills co-

ordinator, and she had been teaching for around eight years. She expected to be leading her 

own department in the next few years. 

 

Bronwyn felt particularly trusted when she was given a ‘free rein’ to develop her ideas at a 

whole-school level around key skills. She had established an ‘open forum’ with her Senior 

Leadership Team (SLT) link and felt trusted to present ideas in this forum that would result in 

‘action’. Trust, in Bronwyn’s narrative, emerged when the institution clearly signalled to her 

that she was capable of generating significant ideas and strategies. As her ideas were 

validated by her senior link, so her sense that she was a trusted professional grew. 

 

Bronwyn spent much more time describing the times when she had not felt trusted in her 

current school. This experience centred upon a time of turbulence for the department when 

external exam results (‘not what we hoped they would be’) led to increased Estyn 

monitoring, which in turn led to a more sustained, in-school, scrutiny programme of lesson 

observations and learning walks4. For Bronwyn, the key element of this experience was the 

lack of feedback that followed the monitoring: 

 
…the information coming out of those learning walks… [was not 
always] passed back. So, there’s this sense of ‘hmm, what have they 
said about me, am I doing a good job?’… 

 
Despite characterising herself as ‘a good teacher’, Bronwyn described how increased 

scrutiny, when linked with an absence of feedback, left her feeling ‘a little bit fearful’ and ‘a 

little bit insecure’. Just as positive validation from her SLT link had left her feeling trusted, so 

a lack of explicit and ‘open’ feedback had left her feeling not trusted, despite the fact that she 

was, ultimately, confident about her abilities as a teacher.  

 

 
4 ‘Learning walks’ describe a relatively recent and popular form of evaluation activity in which leaders or 

teachers tour a school collating observational evidence, generally focused on a specific theme. As activities, 
they are more fluid and dynamic than more traditional, lesson observations. 
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Yet this element of Bronwyn’s narrative seemed to have only a loose connection with the 

idea of not being trusted. Although she told the story in response to the prompt ‘tell me about 

a time when you have not felt trusted’, this embedded narrative instead spent rather more 

time functioning as a critique of the practices of the previous head of department. To avoid 

having a ‘difficult’ conversation with some members of the department, as Bronwyn saw it, 

the head of department ‘avoided…telling anyone how they’d done’. As a result 

 
…we were sort of left in the dark a little bit, because it was easier than 
having that conversation with those people who were not as good… 

 
So how did this embedded narrative function as a story about not being trusted? To answer 

this question, other reasons why professionals may not feel trusted should be considered. 

For example, a teacher might feel not trusted because information has been withheld from 

them because they could not be trusted to keep confidentiality. However, this was not the 

situation that Bronwyn was describing. Not being trusted may be concerned with having 

capability questioned (and therefore not being trusted to do a job effectively). Once again, 

this was not the case here, since Bronwyn did not think feedback was being avoided 

because her performance was in question. Indeed, in recollection, she did not even doubt 

that the feedback she would have received, had it been forthcoming, would have been 

anything other than ‘good’. Instead it seems as if Bronwyn chose to talk about this 

experience because for her it engendered the same feelings of insecurity that might be 

experienced if her teaching capabilities were openly doubted. To put it another way, for 

Bronwyn, a lack of trust presented itself when a (presumed) validation was not forthcoming. 

The lack of feedback from the lesson observations and learning walks opened up an 

occluded space for Bronwyn’s own doubts about her abilities to appear. For Bronwyn, this 

equated to a lack of trust. 

 

Should Bronwyn be read as a teacher whose self-doubt was easily triggered? Did she 

represent a ‘type’ of teacher whose self-concept (Rogers, 1951) was easily shaken? The 

answer is complex. Later in the interview, Bronwyn identified herself as a reflective person 

(‘sometimes I wish I was less reflective’), a disposition which, nevertheless, she positively 

linked to her profession (‘I think you have to reflect on those strategies in your practice in 

order to do your job well’). She felt this was a long-standing element of her personality (‘…in 

school…I was always sort of very much…’what can I do next [to improve]?’’). In turn, she 

identified that this reflective disposition placed a limit on her professional optimism: 

 
I like to think of it as reflective, in that I don’t assume everything’s 
going to work out perfectly. And I do get nervous about lesson 
observations. Which is probably why the whole learning walks and 



 

44 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

not getting feedback bothered me…because although it probably 
wasn’t bad I still don’t know what it was and that really bugs me… 
 

 
She continued: 

 
Classroom practice is my bread and butter…so I do fear criticism of 
that, because I like to think of myself as a good teacher...I haven’t 
had loads of criticism…or anything like that so I don’t know where 
that fear comes from…white coat fever, I suppose… 
 

For Bronwyn, a self- identified capable, ambitious middle-level leader, the ‘spectre’ of 

negative feedback conditioned her response to monitoring and scrutiny: positive feedback, 

about the quality of her ideas, made her feel trusted; the absence of positive feedback did 

not have a neutral effect. It demonstrably unsettled her. 

 

There are two further aspects of Bronwyn’s narrative that should be noted. First, she was 

very clear that the longer she spent in the profession, the less likely she was to trust the 

professional opinions and efforts of others (‘as I’ve got older, I trust less people’). She linked 

this explicitly to becoming ‘more confident in [my] own knowledge’ and having ‘more ideas’ 

through ‘experience’. The result was that she felt she was now more ‘critical’ of the ideas of 

others and was prepared to be ‘a little bit more questioning’. This reduction in professional 

trust of others presented itself in two dimensions: her growing realisation that the career 

ambitions of others might make them untrustworthy (‘I’ve thought, ‘this person wants to 

make themselves look good’’); and, what she presented as a new realism about the 

professional capabilities of some of her colleagues (‘there are lots of really excellent 

teachers…but other people who are not perhaps teaching as well’). As she was moving 

forward with her career, Bronwyn was clear that she had entered a new phase of calculated 

circumspection in terms of trusting others. 

 

The second noteworthy aspect of Bronwyn’s narrative, was her response to the concept of 

accountability. As literacy co-ordinator and acting head of a core department she described 

her sense of accountability as ‘acute’ (‘I wouldn’t want to be the one [Estyn] recommendation 

that lets the others down’). In the following extract, she posited the idea that professional 

effectiveness might be about more than outcomes, and then immediately distanced herself 

from this: 

 
But I don’t think it’s all about…for me it’s not all about how many C’s 
we get. And I know that’s a terrible thing to say as someone who’s 
acting head of department, but for me it’s ‘have we done the best we 
could?...have the kids all had as many opportunities as they 
could?…’ 
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[emphasis added] 
 

For Bronwyn, the discourse of a subject leader was virtually incompatible with the idea that 

the professional efforts of her department could be judged independently of outcomes (‘have 

we done the best we could?’). For Bronwyn, an acting head of department should not be 

suggesting that success was about anything other than ‘how many C’s we get’. In effect, 

Bronwyn was conducting an unresolved dialogue within herself. As a professional who had 

recently taken on a key leadership role, she was still, it seemed, in the process of developing 

a public ‘head of department’ discourse that she thought would be widely accepted.  

 

Presumably this was still in process, because she returned to the other pole of the dialogue 

almost immediately, when she noted that teachers’ control over outcomes was not absolute: 

 
I think if you’re going to continue in this profession…certain elements 
are out of your control because you’re dealing with individual 
younger people who have other priorities at any given time. So, you 
can’t heap it [responsibility for outcomes] on yourself all the 
time…You’ve got to give yourself a little bit of slack otherwise you 
wouldn’t be able to go back to it, would you? 
 
 

However, here again she did not allow this statement to sit uncritically. It was an idea she 

was happy to voice (that teachers are not in complete control over pupils’ results), but she 

clearly felt the need to justify this way of thinking. Suggesting that teachers might not have 

clear and demonstrable control over outcomes was not presented as an idea that might 

have validity in and of itself. Instead, it was presented as a way of coping with teaching, 

ensuring that people are ready ‘to get on with it again next year’. Bronwyn justified this idea 

by citing its practical utility (helping her to avoid getting disheartened by disappointing 

outcomes). There is a sense that, even at this point, Bronwyn was beginning to question 

whether the idea had professional credibility (and could therefore exist on its own terms). 

Bronwyn’s story, then, provided a moment in time of someone coming to terms with 

accountability in its current form, attempting to reconcile divergent impulses. As will be seen, 

other participants were at different stages in this process. 

 

4.2.2 Claire: The momentary power of positive reinforcement 
 
Claire worked in the same school as Bronwyn and was also a member of a core department. 

At the time of the interview she had been teaching for four years, having previously trained 

in the same school. Claire felt particularly trusted when she was given a Year 10 top set on 
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both sides of the timetable5. Having started the school year with one top set, she described it 

as ‘nice’ to have been given the second group, mid-year, and ‘have someone…recognize 

that I was doing a good job’. She viewed this alteration to her timetable as a ‘reward’, and 

she placed it alongside other examples of ‘positive feedback’ that she had received more 

recently that had left her feeling ‘really…happy’. In particular, Claire had had to be observed 

by Estyn as part of a re-inspection visit, and had received ‘immediate reassurance’ from her 

line manager that the lesson ‘was brilliant’. The role of her line manager became crucial in 

this narrative. In previous years, she had not been the subject of as much positive feedback 

and she ascribed the change this year to a change in personnel, a new head of department 

who  

 

knows I can get the best out of the [pupils]…he knows what I can do 
is all right…he’s trusting me to get the best possible outcomes for 
them… 

 

The results of this positive feedback, in its various forms, had left Claire feeling ‘a lot 

happier’: 

 

…it’s been commented on in other meetings…’Claire’s gotten her 
spark back, she’s really enjoying teaching’…And I do, I feel like I 
enjoy it much more this year… 

 

There was an additional benefit for Claire, aside from feeling trusted and enjoying her job 

more. She also found it easier ‘to pile in loads of extra work’, to engage in further 

discretionary output. Not simply, as one might assume, because she had received a boost in 

terms of motivation, but rather because she had received positive validation that she was a 

‘good’ teacher (‘I know…what I’m doing is right so I can carry on and do it and add more to 

it…’). A noticeable increase in positive feedback, allied to the ‘reward’ of additional ‘top’ sets, 

placed Claire on a trajectory where she felt trusted and felt her professional output was 

valued6. As she put it, ‘it’s been the best year teaching so far’. 

 

For Claire, the sense of not being trusted presented itself strongly when, under the previous 

departmental leadership, she had not been suggested for a modest promotion. When 

 
5 Secondary schools generally split key stage 4 year groups (pupils aged 14-16) into half year cohorts 

for timetabling purposes. This system produces two top ability sets in any given year group. 
6 For Claire, having ‘top sets’ at key stage 4 was a marker of professional prestige. 
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additional opportunities and responsibilities had appeared, it had not been suggested to her 

that she might apply. She had found this ‘really disappointing’ and ‘didn’t feel like they 

thought I was good enough’. ‘I didn’t feel like I got a look in’, she commented, ‘and I 

didn’t…understand why’. Although, ironically, she subsequently applied for the position, and 

was successful, that initial absence of encouragement had left her feeling that her 

colleagues did not trust her professional capabilities. Just as the ‘reward’ of an additional top 

set had made her feel trusted, so, at an earlier stage in her career, not being specifically 

identified as right for a promotion had left her feeling not trusted. The key thing to note at this 

point is the suggestion that, just as with Bronwyn, something had to be added to Claire’s 

story for her to feel trusted, but all it took was for something to not be present for her to feel 

not trusted. Neither Bronwyn nor Claire required any negative feedback to feel not trusted; 

positive feedback just had to be conspicuous in its absence. 

 

Claire was aware that the ‘reward’ of two Year 10 top sets placed a considerable 

accountability burden upon her. She spoke of having ‘the whole…school resting on [my] 

shoulders’. She said this prospect made her feel ‘terrified but excited at the same time’, a 

phrase she repeated a number of times. Claire felt ‘excited’ because she would be ‘helping 

the school get their level two plus’7. Thus, she was looking forward to being at the heart of 

the school’s key performance indicators. Previously she had ‘just’ helped the school to 

achieve ‘level ones’, a less important performance measure. This positive possibility, offered 

by her enhanced ownership of crucial key stage 4 groups, was balanced by a negative 

vision of potential failure. She admitted that she would have been ‘devastated’ and ‘gutted’ if 

the Estyn observation she had referred to earlier had gone badly. The prospect of her Year 

10 pupils doing badly in a year’s time similarly made her feel ‘nervous…terrified’.  

 

Despite her relatively recently renewed positive feelings about her role as a teacher, Claire’s 

narrative about herself closed on a rather more sombre note. When asked in more general 

terms about how she felt accountable for her professional work, she observed that teachers 

are 

 

 
7 At the time of the interview, the key measure for comparing secondary school performance was 

commonly referred to as ‘Level 2 plus’, indicating the percentage of pupils gaining three GCSEs at 
grade C or above, as well as English and maths or numeracy. The ‘Level 1’ measure (mentioned by 
Claire further on), referred the number of pupils gaining five GCSEs of grade G or higher. As a 
measure of school performance, this was much less important. 
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held…100% accountable for every single grade that every single 
child gets which isn’t fair…because if…I work really hard…but…they 
don’t work hard they’re not going to be able to produce the best 
results that they can do… 

 

When asked who she felt might be responsible for this unfairness, Claire moved beyond 

apportioning blame to Estyn, the local authority (LA), the local consortium or the Welsh 

Government (WG), external bodies that might often be identified by teachers as having 

unreasonable expectations regarding accountability8. Claire took a rather more generous, 

inclusive view of colleagues in these external bodies (‘…they’re all teachers…they kind of 

know what it’s about…’). Instead she located this perceived lack of realism elsewhere, (‘I 

think it’s more outside of the profession’). She constructed a generalised commentator to 

take issue with: 

 

I think inside the profession everyone knows how hard everyone 
works and appreciates every single thing you do. But it is people 
looking back. So, people who’ve been out of education for a while. ‘In 
my day blah blah blah…’ they just assume it’s the teacher’s fault if it 
goes wrong whereas it’s a kind of teacher/pupil/parent triad… 

 

Thus, Claire’s narrative was distinctive at this point. Although she clearly identified that she 

was being expected to demonstrate complete control over pupils’ results (and that this 

expectation was not ‘fair’), she was reluctant to locate this expectation within those 

organisations that might be able to exert accountability pressure upon schools. Instead she 

gestured towards an imagined vox populus whose ability to exert pressure could only ever, 

presumably, be rather less direct. In addition, she ascribed these expectations to people 

‘who’ve been out of education for a while’, as if their intervening absence from education had 

stopped them from adopting a realistic attitude to accountability. Presumably, for Claire, 

those currently involved in education, at whatever level, were more likely to ‘know what it’s 

about’ than those who ‘haven’t [recently] experienced being inside a school’. Like many 

teachers in this study, Claire was concerned about unrealistic accountability pressures, but 

her construction of the source of these pressures was unusual. In this respect, Claire’s 

account provided evidence of the plurivocal nature of teachers’ perceptions of the same 

phenomenon. 

 

 
8 See for example, Susan and Alison. 
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Ultimately Claire’s story was one of positivity, where her professional efforts were receiving a 

degree of affirmation that she had not experienced before. Nevertheless, she did not believe 

that anything had changed in terms of her professional practice: 

 

I don’t think I’ve changed anything in my teaching…I still feel, at the 
core, I’m the same as I was four years ago… 

 

Although Claire was enjoying this professional affirmation, she did not think it was linked to 

an actual improvement in her own teaching. Claire’s narrative was undoubtedly very 

positive, but it was perhaps, momentary and rather transient, and by her own account, not 

the narrative that she would have presented, had she been interviewed in any of the 

preceding four years. The sustainability of the positive nature of Claire’s story was left open 

to question. 

 

 

4.2.3 Paul: Trust as a signifier of success 
 
Paul worked in the same school as Bronwyn and Claire, but had been there for less than a 

year. He had been appointed as a head of department with a brief to ‘raise level two 

attainment in key stage four and provide long term stability in [core subject]’. Throughout the 

interview, Paul presented himself as an ambitious, hard-working individual with an eye on 

moving into senior leadership (‘next year, I’ll be joining SLT as an associate’). At the time of 

the interview, Paul was coming to the end of his tenth year in teaching and had held pastoral 

and curriculum responsibilities in previous posts. 

 

When asked to describe a time when he had felt particularly trusted, Paul was quick to 

identify his current position (‘I have to say here’), but before he clarified why he felt trusted in 

his current role, he launched into a long, comparative narrative describing his experiences in 

a previous school where he had not felt trusted. This was not a narrative that had to be 

drawn out of Paul; it arrived in a detailed, nuanced re-telling of his experience of ‘a hierarchy 

of micromanagement’. Clearly this was an experience that Paul felt strongly about (and 

indeed this relative intensity characterised the whole interview). 
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Whereas Bronwyn and Claire had experienced not being trusted in the absence of 

validation, for Paul, it was triggered by a specific leadership practice. He had been employed 

as a head of department in this previous school and felt that the school ‘had taken a bit of a 

punt’ on appointing him9. He described a very productive working relationship with his 

immediate line manager (‘he was assistant head…very quickly we established a very strong 

[working] relationship…’), but firmly made the point that they both worked within a culture of 

‘awful micromanagement’: 

 

The meetings we would have to go to, to explain ourselves. 
Constantly, the paperwork…I felt like I was replicating documents 
two, three times over. Not a very healthy environment…it was the 
same stuff being churned out constantly, and it just felt like we [had] 
to prove ourselves constantly, which led to a deterioration in how we 
felt about the school… 

 

For Paul, micromanagement expressed itself in a recurring need to present information to 

others (‘constantly being asked for paperwork to justify ourselves’). In turn, this led to a 

sensation of ‘being managed’, rather than being ‘a leader in the true sense’, and ultimately a 

perception that his leadership and judgement were not trusted. 

 

Paul contrasted this with his current school where ‘a culture of support’, rather than a ‘culture 

of fear’ pertained, and where a relative lack or absence of micromanagement was 

interpreted as ‘complete and utter faith in what we’re doing’. In his current position, Paul felt 

‘completely and utterly respected and trusted as a professional’. Rather than feeling he had 

to ‘justify’ himself to the senior leadership team, as he had in his previous job, Paul now felt 

his ideas were treated with ‘respect’: 

 

…he’s [current head teacher] really respecting what I’m saying…we 
speak in line management and he takes that directly to his SLT…[he] 
respects my ideas… 

 

Like Bronwyn, Paul felt trusted because he perceived that his ideas were being listened to 

by the senior leadership team, were being taken seriously and were being acted upon. In his 

 
9 The school had been looking for ‘an already established’ head of department’, but in Paul’s view 
‘went with their gut’ and appointed him despite his lack of experience. This way of presenting himself 
as an underdog, succeeding in spite of the odds, occurred at various points in the interview. 
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previous school, he perceived the need for excessive justification; here he found ‘enormous 

trust’ in his initiatives, based upon ‘reasoned argument’.  

 

Just as Paul felt trusted in his current school by the senior leadership team, so he was 

attempting to establish bonds of trust within the departmental team he was leading. He 

noted that when they had gone out for a departmental meal eight months previously, it had 

been ‘pleasant’ but ‘even then [it had been] mind your Ps and Qs’. The culture of trusting 

collegiality which he was trying to establish was still developing. Eight months further on, he 

was confident that the situation would have improved: 

 

We’re going out again…in a week or two and I know we’ll be much 
more relaxed…they trust me, I trust them, I respect them, they’re all 
doing this great job, they’ve responded to what I’ve tried to put in 
place, and little comments have crept in like ‘it’s just nice not to be 
shouted at’… 

 

In effect, Paul had tried to reverse a perceived departmental culture of ‘negativity and 

blame’, and the fact that Claire was a member of Paul’s department attested to the success 

he had experienced in this regard. His embedded narrative about the departmental meals 

was followed by another story about how he had dealt with an issue of professional 

capability within his team. His course of action, he felt, had struck a positive balance 

between the need to support and the need to follow due process. He had not been ‘reaching 

for the capability paperwork straight away’, and he described how the capability procedures 

had been applied in a supportive way. At the end of the process, when the individual had 

decided to take a sabbatical and spend some time working abroad 

 

he bought me a few bottles of beer…said thank you for all the 
support. Everything, he admitted, was done through 
laziness…but…he just felt supported throughout. And that’s what I 
strive for…in the teams I lead… 

 

This narrative functioned as a further example of the rigorous yet supportive leadership style 

that Paul was trying to embed. 

 

Thus far, Paul’s narrative seemed to be resting upon some clear and firmly established 

oppositional concepts. Excessive requirements for justification in a previous school had left 
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him feeling that his professional judgement was not trusted: having his ideas taken seriously 

in his new school left him feeling that his professional judgement was trusted. However, as 

his narrative progressed, it became clear that his perceptions of trust were more complex 

than this. Subtle distinctions began to emerge. 

 

When asked further about leadership styles, particularly in reference to the concept of trust, 

Paul once again shared a detailed narrative from his previous experience. This time the 

story focused firmly on individual leaders that Paul had admired (and learned from), and 

those he had admired rather less (but still learned from). The story was launched in a bold, 

declarative style: 

 

I think we all learn from the people we work with. Had I not worked 
with John Summers10, I don’t think I’d be the person I am now. I 
mean, when I come to retire, there’ll probably be three people I say 
shaped my career [and] I believe I’ve met two of them already… 

       (emphasis added) 

 

The opening of this embedded narrative flagged up its own importance and foundational 

status, and Paul recounted the story of John. John had taken the headship at a previous 

school that Paul had worked in shortly after it was placed in Special Measures11. Paul 

consciously cast John in the role of heroic leader, describing a speech he gave to staff when 

the school was being threatened by closure as 

 

[it was] like a speech from ‘Braveheart’ [Laughs]…there were staff 
who had been at Five Oaks School for years, crying…my God, it was 
just phenomenal…it was just a faultless display of…[trails off] 

 

Clearly John was a character who Paul admired and whose influence he felt profoundly12. 

He was someone who had ‘an aura…knew exactly what [he] was doing’. John delegated 

tasks to those he trusted and ‘absolutely’ avoided micromanaging (he ‘just promoted us as 

 
10 Individual names quoted by participants have been replaced with pseudonyms throughout. 
11 ‘Special Measures’ is an Estyn category for schools and organisations that receive the lowest 
inspection evaluations. Schools in Special Measures are required to engage in intensive monitoring 
from a range of external bodies, including Estyn. Demonstrable progress must be made to be taken 
out of Special Measures. 
12 40% of the interview was spent discussing his experiences of working with John. 
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professionals’). Paul used a couple of stories about John to symbolise the way he blended 

hard work and collegiality. In the first he described how John worked during the school day: 

 

He’d get in at 7 o’clock in the morning, put his headphones on and 
he’d be working until 7 o’clock at night. But if you needed him, he’d 
welcome you in. And he’d want to chat to you…to find out about you 
and invest in you… 

 

In the second, he recounted an incident where John had ‘rewarded’ a group of staff: 

 

One night we had a meeting just to put some documents together 
and he brought everyone a takeaway. He said, ‘`If we can stay until 7 
working, I’m going to go down and buy us all a takeaway’, and he 
did, and we just sat there, ripping on with it together and just 
completely cohesive… 

 

Paul talked at length about the various ways in which John improved the school, and in 

particular about the way he took on and ‘challenged’ external bodies such as Estyn and the 

LA. There was an ‘intensity’ behind him, and Paul admitted that, although John extended 

trust and autonomy to make decisions to those around him, he did not readily accept failure: 

 

...you just felt trusted, and if you had let him down, you would, I 
would imagine, you wouldn’t get a second chance. You would have a 
chance to put it right, but you wouldn’t get a second chance [after 
that]… 

 

John therefore represented a structure of high stakes trust, in which demonstrable success 

in one’s delegated area was the only legitimate currency. Clearly this was a challenging 

environment, but one that Paul relished. He went on to talk positively about three different 

initiatives which he organised in that school where he had real ‘autonomy’. The different 

projects all went ‘really smoothly’. The obvious link was provided by Paul; ‘I proved myself’. 

 

The extended narrative about John functioned in three ways. First, it presented an example 

for Paul of a successful leader who delegated authority and autonomy to individuals and 

trusted them to get on with things. Second, John was someone who Paul trusted to lead the 
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school. This was clarified when Paul talked about John’s replacement, Keith13. As soon as 

Keith arrived, Paul left: 

 

I decided to leave…what was created [by Keith’s arrival] was just a 
lack of inspiration in leadership [so] that I could [not] trust that the 
guy could actually do the job… 

 

Third, Paul used this story to demonstrate that he enjoyed earning John’s trust and ‘proving 

himself’. Trust, in this structure, functioned not as a by-product of something else, such as a 

positive working relationship, or good leadership practice. Instead, trust functioned as a 

signifier of something else; success. 

 

This idea was further explored in the next narrative that Paul embarked upon. He re-

presented the story of his interview for his current position. To start, he established that he 

had emerged from a high-quality field (‘I was in a field of six, including county 

advisors…existing heads of _____ from very well performing schools’). However, this was 

not the point of the narrative. The point was that Paul ‘was the only one taken through to the 

afternoon for interview’. At that moment, Paul had known that the job was his, as long as he 

‘[did] not swear at him [the head]’ in the interview. The significance of this story for Paul 

seemed to lie in the panel’s act of only taking one candidate through to the afternoon. For 

Paul, this demonstrated the ‘courage’ of the selection committee, and the trust they were 

placing in him. Nevertheless, he quickly added that it made him ‘feel brilliant’. This story then 

was a further example of the concept of trust acting as a signifier for success. For Paul, 

being trusted by senior leadership, whether in his previous post by John, or by his current 

head, or even at the moment of being appointed, emphasized and symbolised his success 

as a professional. Those who were good at their jobs would be trusted: those who were not, 

would not be trusted. 

 

The interview ended by clarifying this viewpoint. Paul talked about his second in department, 

Mary. To begin with, he made the point that he felt that Mary found it difficult to pursue her 

leadership function effectively because she had ‘never been properly led’. The expected 

trajectory of this narrative, that he was helping her to become more proficient in leadership, 

 
13 Paul recounted the story of how John’s contract was ‘terminated’. His ‘downfall’ had been to stand 
up too vigorously to Estyn. Paul was very clear that the hero in this short vignette was John, who was 
not afraid ‘to call them [Estyn, the LA] out’. 
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failed to materialise. Instead, Paul had learnt that he needed ‘to be a little bit firmer with 

delegating and directing her’. He did not believe that she would necessarily be able to 

develop the skills that would allow her to lead with more autonomy: 

 

There are some people that I think need more managing, and they 
can’t handle autonomy…there are others who just crave it, but if they 
crave it, they have to have it backed it up with evidence as far as I’m 
concerned…that they can do the job… 

 

In this formulation, Mary would be unlikely to earn Paul’s trust because he did not feel she 

had the capability to earn it. It was, effectively, the reverse of his own story. When asked if 

he found it easy to trust colleagues, he responded that he would not trust someone until they 

had ‘proved themselves to me’. For Paul, professional capability seemed to be a fairly 

determined quality, and his ability to trust others, determined in turn. He contrasted Mary 

with Eleanor, a lead professional in his department. Unlike Mary, Eleanor had the capacity 

and capability to be given autonomy over tasks: 

 

I just say [to Eleanor], ‘I want a quiz for the more able and talented’, 
great, off she goes, comes back [completely done], great. 

 

For Paul, trust was not just something you earned in teaching (and some were probably 

incapable of earning it), it was also the thing that told you you were doing well. For Paul, the 

teaching profession could be split into higher-performing and lower-performing cadres. For 

the former, trust would flow freely; for the latter it would be in limited supply. He closed the 

interview, thus: 

 

I…work as hard as I [have] to until 1 in the morning working. I just 
want the job to be done and [to] do it well and the people I respect, I 
guess to summarize, like Eleanor and John Summers, they’ve 
always had that mentality as well. They’ve always worked, worked, 
worked just to get the job done and never complained... 
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4.3 School B: Jessica, Sarah and Rhian  
 

4.3.1 Jessica: Rejection, then provisional redemption 
 
Jessica had completed her newly qualified teacher (NQT) year in a large, urban secondary 

school, and at the time of the interview, was approaching the end of her second year of 

teaching in a much smaller school. Jessica’s narratives, about her experiences in teaching 

thus far, were held in tension between these two schools. When she was asked to describe 

a time when she had felt trusted, she immediately described a state of being in her current 

school where certain things were absent. She spoke of her line manager who ‘doesn’t 

question what I’m doing so much…there’s no checking up on me…and I don’t feel under 

scrutiny at all’. For Jessica, this absence of scrutiny made her feel trusted: ‘I’m allowed just 

to be here’. This contrasted with her experience in her previous school where her perception 

was that she was being monitored much more frequently: 

 

[At the previous school] I felt like I was a…cog in the machine, rather 
than a person with experiences and skills to share with children…it 
felt a bit like a Big Brother issue. If you weren’t in school at a certain 
time with your fob, they’d call you in. Or if you left…on the 
bell…you’d be brought in to be talked to about that. 

 

Just as Paul had elected to answer a question about feeling trusted by describing a time 

when he did not feel trusted, so Jessica framed her sense of being trusted (of being allowed 

to ‘be’) by describing a situation where she felt she ‘was always being checked up on’. At 

this level, the narratives of Paul and Jessica shared an essential similarity. However, 

Jessica’s perception of not being trusted in her previous school ran alongside a series of 

other negative experiences in the same year. The school was run ‘like a business’ (in a 

negative sense for Jessica) and she felt the school did not invest in her development (‘I 

didn’t get any of my NQT money’). The school placed too many demands on her in terms of 

meetings (‘I’d have...three, four meetings after school, where I know you’re only supposed to 

do one, max’), and she was asked to take on additional classes in ‘gained’ time at the end of 

the year, (‘the assistant head came to me and just said one day, ‘oh, you’re teaching all my 

classes from now on…’’). Thus, for Jessica, the experience of additional monitoring and 

scrutiny became an experience of not being trusted by the institution, but her own story 

clearly set this alongside many examples of how the school failed to treat her in a way that 

‘fitted’ with her own narrative of professional self-worth. As far as Jessica was concerned, 
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the previous school rejected her and pushed her out: when asked about the circumstances 

that surrounded her departure from the school, she replied, 

 

It wasn’t an option for me to stay. At first, I thought I would be staying 
[but]…they sort of said, ‘No, we’re going to be taking on four Teach 
First student teachers, instead of keeping you on…’ 

 

When asked if it was a successful school, she responded that indeed it was, ‘apparently, 

according to the papers’, neatly clarifying the disjunction that she perceived between her 

own private story about the school and its public narrative. 

 

For Jessica, an evaluation of her professional performance had taken place in this previous 

school and this had not resulted in a positive validation, or even continuity of employment. 

As such, her specific stories of over-monitoring (for example, the consequences for staff 

whose work fobs indicated they spent the bare minimum on site) served as synecdoche for a 

rather larger, symbolic narrative of not being trusted enough to have her contract taken into 

a second year. Within this context, her new narrative, of her second year in teaching in her 

current school, was a story of trust being restored, but this was clearly a work in progress. 

She spoke of being more ‘comfortable’ in her new school, and although she initially rated 

herself as ‘eight…nine’ out of ten in terms of feeling trusted, she then added 

 

I’m not sure because management haven’t seen me enough maybe, 
and I’m…relatively new…maybe I need to build up a bit more of a 
profile in the school…and maybe be trusted to run a trip… 

 

Clearly Jessica did not feel fully validated, or trusted by her new school. Although initially 

she had stated that she felt trusted because she was effectively being left alone and allowed 

to just ‘be’, as her narrative progressed it became clear that this was only resulting in a more 

equivocal, ‘maybe’ sense of being trusted. For Jessica, this story of being trusted by her 

present school had a long way still to run. She spoke of ‘getting good results’ and of 

perceiving that, for her, in this current school, there was the ‘right balance’ between external 

prescription and being ‘allowed to teach in [her] own way’. She described being given 

additional responsibility within trip organisation (‘I went on a French trip in the end of June 

this year…and next year…I’m going to be given more responsibility as well with that…’), and 
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all of these elements coalesced into a narrative in which her status as a trusted professional 

could, in some future time, be restored. 

 

Yet even on this road to gaining full acceptance from her new school there were caveats. 

When asked how easy she found it to trust those around her professionally, Jessica began 

by describing a new behaviour policy that she had helped to formulate. She felt ‘let…down a 

little bit’, because she knew ‘not everyone [was] doing it’. Effectively she did not trust her 

colleagues as a cohort to implement a policy consistently. This left her feeling that teachers 

were ‘fighting’ problems ‘rather than working together’. When asked about accountability 

pressures, Jessica seemed mildly relieved that she did not have many examination classes, 

but admitted to feeling ‘a bit stressed’ when she considered the likelihood of some of her 

pupils achieving the attainment levels that had been set for them. She felt ‘lucky’ that her 

recent Year 9 group had ‘had some really good final levels’, indicating that she felt chance 

had a role to play in her ability to fulfil her accountability requirements. Jessica was thus 

neither confident in the control she had over her outcomes, nor was she confident that her 

peers would act in a consistent way.  

 

What started out as a story of two contrasting contexts, one of which had forced Jessica out, 

whilst the other had allowed her to ‘be’, became a story where the happy ending was rather 

more provisional, if not deferred. In her previous school, Jessica had experienced a 

heightened level of scrutiny and monitoring which resulted in a rejection of her professional 

abilities. Her current school offered the promise of professional redemption, but Jessica 

knew that this would only be provisional until she received positive monitoring feedback from 

‘management’. Her previous experience had left her sensing that this judgement would be 

an inevitable step before she would feel fully trusted. Thus, Jessica inhabited a domain of 

teaching limbo. Paul saw trust as a signifier that he was doing well. At the time of the 

interview, Jessica was happy to see a tentative sign of trust when she was simply being left 

alone. 

 

4.3.2 Sarah: Finding a home 
 
Sarah worked in the same school as Jessica, and had been teaching for four years. Since 

qualifying, she had had a succession of temporary contracts and her current school was the 
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fourth one she had taught in. This itinerant phase at the start of her career had been 

concluded by the appointment to her current position: as she said, ‘here I’m permanent’.  

 

Sarah identified being trusted as being given additional responsibilities, and she gave as an 

example, being asked at short notice to ‘step in’ and design some content for a whole-school 

well-being day. She knew that she was ‘basically trusted’ to design this content because 

‘they just let me get on with it’. This experience of being given the autonomy to produce the 

materials, and being trusted to do it well, was, in Sarah’s words, ‘really good’. Sarah used 

this story to develop a more general theme about the way she was allowed to prepare her 

classes in this school: 

 

The way we work in our department is that we just have a lot of 
independence…how I teach them, how I mark the books…that [is] 
about trust…I [have] nobody looking over my shoulder…it’s all based 
on trust 

 

Sarah positively identified with this institutional extension of professional trust and she 

perceived that it operated at many different levels. She enjoyed the fact that she did not 

have to ‘do the same’ in her classes ‘as the person next door’, and that she was able to 

choose what was ‘right’ for her pupils. Relative autonomy was here perceived as a 

consequence of being trusted. 

 

Sarah, as Jessica had done, contrasted this environment with a previous school where her 

teaching base had been moved to be closer to her line manager’s (‘I felt like that was 

so…they could…check on me’). At the time she had thought it ‘strange’ that ‘someone felt 

they had to be next door to me…popping in and out all the time’. Freedom over the content 

of lessons was also restricted (‘you were told this is what you do in lesson one…this is what 

you do in lesson two…’). Unlike Jessica, this embedded narrative was not packaged 

alongside a further series of dissatisfactions with that particular school. Instead, rather 

pragmatically, Sarah suggested that both this relative lack of freedom, and more intensive 

monitoring, were linked to working in a larger school, (‘I think that they tried to keep the 

systems tight there because of the size of the school’). In her current, smaller school, Sarah 

found the systems more ‘negotiable’, an attribute which appealed to her. 
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When asked whether she was aware of accountability pressures, Sarah immediately stated 

that she saw it as a ‘team effort’ and that it was a case of everybody ‘working 

together…across the school’ to improve outcomes. Of the twelve participants, Sarah was the 

only one to describe, in detail, a collective sense of accountability. Despite working in a core 

subject, Sarah made no reference to feeling individually accountable. Similarly, when asked 

if she found it easy or difficult to trust other colleagues, Sarah initially seemed puzzled by the 

question (‘I don’t know much about that one’). On reflection, she decided that she found it 

easy to trust the teachers around her, citing the fact that she would talk to ‘pretty much 

anyone about a professional problem’.  

 

Sarah was able to link increased monitoring in a previous school with a sense that she was 

not particularly trusted, but as her narrative unfolded this seemed more of a curiosity than 

something to internalise negatively. She had clearly moved on from this experience and had 

found an environment that suited the way she wanted to work as a teacher. She had found a 

home. 

 

 

4.3.3 Rhian: Autonomy versus structure 
 
Rhian worked in the same school as Sarah and Jessica, and was in the same core 

department as Sarah. At the time of the interview, she was coming to the end of her NQT 

year and had just secured a permanent job at a different school. When asked about being 

trusted, Rhian cited being given additional responsibility, as Sarah had done. A colleague 

had been absent on long-term sickness, so she had been asked to take temporary charge of 

a minor GCSE course. For Sarah, as noted above, this was perceived as a positive 

experience. Although Rhian’s additional responsibility was treated in a similar way by the 

school, (‘I never really got questioned on what I was doing…no-one really asked me much 

about it’), Rhian interpreted this relative autonomy in a very different way. Lack of monitoring 

was perceived as lack of support, and Rhian commented that the experience had been 

‘really difficult’. She had felt obliged to take on this responsibility, (‘it [was] my first year, I 

[did] not want to say no to things’), but had ended up feeling ‘very stressed’. Rhian accepted 

that there had been a longer-term, more positive outcome from this experience, (‘it’s been 

really good to bring up in another interview…it makes me feel more capable’), but she was 

clear that this was a minor aspect and did not outweigh the difficulties she had experienced.  
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When asked to consider how she might have felt if there had been more monitoring of her 

leadership of this course, Rhian concluded that ‘maybe’ she ‘wouldn’t have felt as trusted’, 

but she would have felt more ‘supported’. It was clear that the idea of support in this story 

was more important for Rhian than the idea of trust. Perhaps for someone like Paul, this 

situation would have been an ideal one to prove professional expertise, and although, as we 

have seen, this idea had partial resonance with Rhian, it could not outweigh the idea that 

she had not been supported. 

 

Being trusted, or not being trusted, were, therefore, side issues for Rhian, and she used the 

interview questions to explore the elements of school life that were important for her. The 

lack of monitoring and support that she perceived she had experienced over her NQT year 

was, it seemed, symptomatic of a broader set of issues. Schemes of work were either 

‘scattered’ or non-existent: 

 

I literally came here and they just said, ‘yeah, we’re going to start on 
this and then off you go and do your own thing’, so all through the 
year, I’ve made my own schemes of work… 

 

Departmental colleagues rarely kept to deadlines, in Rhian’s view, so she was unable to 

trust that they would deliver materials for her to use in time. Similarly, she felt that promises 

which had been made, regarding the reward of top sets in Year 10, had not been fulfilled. 

Rhian combined these narratives to present an experience of school life that was ‘hectic’ (a 

word she used four times), blurred and lacking in structure. Whereas Sarah and Jessica had 

re-presented the same context in a much more favourable light, focusing in their own way on 

the positive state of being allowed to just ‘be’, Rhian described a lack of direct monitoring 

and control that almost verged on chaos. She was, she said, looking forward to working in 

her new school which she characterised as presenting a much more structured working 

environment. She contrasted the differing approaches her current and future departments 

had taken to preparing for a new GCSE specification: 

 

Now the school I’m going to…they took a couple of days…to put 
something together so they [have] got stuff literally from September 
to October [for] you [to] teach this and they [have] got 200 slides 
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worth…In this [current] school…they cannot give the time to do that, 
that’s what I feel…14 

 

At no point in the interview did Rhian describe a lack of confidence in her own abilities as a 

teacher. Indeed, she presented the story of her impending move to her new school as a 

virtual promotion15. Her desire for support and structure could not therefore be linked to a 

sense of personal, professional shortcomings that would need this kind of assistance. So 

why was this such a key part of her narrative? 

 

In part, she saw it as an expression of her own professional philosophy. She acknowledged 

that her existing head of department believed that teachers ‘should all be able to go off and 

do [their] own thing’ and should have the opportunity and space to demonstrate this 

‘versatility’. This was something which Rhian understood ‘completely’, but it was clear that 

she preferred a rather different model: 

 

When I went to [visit my new school] everything was just there in 
front of me and it was a lot nicer, and then, when we [will] all teach 
the same thing…and [do] the same assessment, you can measure 
then and see…which kids are where… 

 

For Rhian, consistency and structure trumped individual freedom every time. She would 

always be prepared to individualise central lessons and ‘cater’ them for her classes, but she 

did not want to be continually creating lessons. Ultimately, she said, 

 

It doesn’t matter if they give me something, or if I [do] it myself. I 
would [make] sure it was all up to scratch. It’s just the workload… 

 

Alongside her pre-disposition to working in a more structured environment, there was a clear 

sense that this kind of context would help her to achieve a more reasonable work-life 

balance. She needed, as she put it, to find sufficient ‘personal time’, away from the concerns 

 
14 Rhian felt that the smaller size of her current school meant that individual teachers carried diverse 

responsibilities. This made it more difficult for them to work collectively, and contributed to the ‘hectic’ 
atmosphere. 
15 Rhian’s new school had a well-established reputation as a highly successful secondary school. Her 
assumption, entirely justified, was that I would be aware of its reputation and that I would understand 

the hidden significance of her move. 
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and pressures of her professional existence. Thus, a more structured environment held out 

for Rhian the prospect of an acceptable division between the professional and the private. 

This was clearly a priority, and demonstrably being trusted, was less important. 

 

In this respect, Rhian’s narrative can be compared with that of Paul. Paul not only saw trust 

as a signifier of success, he also readily accepted any additional workload that came as part 

of that arrangement. Rhian was clearly operating on a different level, where the costs and 

benefits of an increased workload needed to be judged in a different way.  

 

Her response to the question about accountability pressures also fitted into this differing 

professional worldview. Once again, she found accountability ‘stressful’. She attributed this 

stress to two related aspects. On the one hand, she said she was ‘told’ that she had to ‘get 

these five kids Cs’. As far as she was concerned, ‘some of them’ were ‘not going to get Cs’. 

She found the experience of ‘being accountable for those five…overwhelming’, not just 

because she doubted from the outset that they could all achieve that grade, but because 

 

no matter how hard you work with [them], you don’t want to be 
accountable for that child…because it’s not 
always...[PAUSE]…you’ve done everything you can… 

 

Like many of the participants, Rhian suggested that there were elements of pupil attainment 

that were beyond the teacher’s control. Some participants, like Claire, stated this clearly. 

Some, like Bronwyn, stated it clearly but then rowed back from such a bold assertion. Some, 

like Rhian, merely hinted at it. 

 

It was clear that for Rhian, accountability pressures were a potentially overwhelming, and 

slightly unfair, burden. In her narrative, they were never re-configured into a high-stakes, 

high-risk opportunity, as other they were for other participants16. For Rhian, a regulated, 

structured and predictable environment was a prerequisite for an acceptable and satisfying 

professional existence. With this as the priority, ideas about being trusted to achieve aims 

and objectives on one’s own, with minimal interference, as a means of securing additional 

professional credibility, were always likely to be less important and to resonate only 

 
16 See for example, Paul. 
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superficially. At the end of her first year in teaching, Rhian was mapping out a future where 

security and happiness lay in structure and predictability. 
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4.4 School C: Alison, Rhodri and Mark 
 

4.4.1 Alison: Promotion to escape micromanagement? 
 
At the time of the interview, Alison had been teaching for sixteen years, having previously 

worked in a management position in a large retail firm. Like Paul, Alison held a significant 

middle level leadership responsibility, although her role in school was pastorally focused 

rather than subject based. Alison, like many of the participants, felt she was being trusted 

when she was given key leadership or managerial functions to perform and left to get on 

with it: 

 

Nobody checks my data. Nobody checks what I’ve done. It’s literally, 
‘Alison, there’s all your kids, there’s all your form tutors – pop the two 
together and off you go…’17 

 

It is important to note that this was an entirely positive arrangement as far as Alison was 

concerned. Pragmatically she saw it as an efficient structure for getting things done. This 

became even clearer when she was asked to think about times when she had not felt 

trusted. Just as Paul had done, Alison linked an experience of micromanagement to not 

feeling trusted: 

 

There’s been quite a few occasions where I’ve been very 
micromanaged in that I’m given a job to do, but then I can’t actually 
progress…because every two minutes it’s being checked, it’s being 
checked. It’s being checked, and alright sometimes I think that 
checking is there for due process…but other times it’s just, ‘oh come 
on…’ 

 

She felt that this happened because of her line-manager’s ‘insecurity’ rather than her own 

‘lack of ability’, an insecurity which was then redefined as an ‘inability to let go and just let 

things be done’. Although she cited this as an example of not being trusted, it was clear that 

this had not led her to doubt her own professional capabilities. Instead she re-positioned it 

as an inability of others to confer the level of trust she deserved. The main issue for Alison 

was that micromanagement simply slowed things down; a lack of trust became a drag on the 

 
17 The example Alison described was the task of putting the incoming Year 7 cohort into teaching 
groups and assigning those groups to tutors. 
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organisation of the school: ‘if you’re having a really busy time and there’s a lot of 

micromanaging going on it slows you down even further’. She continued: 

 

I realise that if I’m new to a role…then fair enough…[but] when I’m 
doing something I do on a virtually daily basis and I’ve been 
doing…for the last six years [then] I think it is a waste of my time and 
the other person’s time… 

 

Alison went on to talk about monitoring and scrutiny, which she thought were linked with 

micromanagement insofar as all three concepts could result in a diminished sense of feeling 

trusted. Whereas micromanagement was, for her, a negative concept that she could not 

justify, monitoring and scrutiny structures had a role to play in education. At one level, she 

felt that some colleagues ‘need[ed] monitoring very closely’, because they could not be 

automatically relied upon to fulfil professional expectations consistently. Here, she gave as 

an example one of her form tutors who ‘lets me down time and time again…misses 

deadlines, misses important notices for children…’. On a different level, she explained that, 

in her view, ‘some form of monitoring’ was necessary ‘when you’re dealing with children’. In 

other words, there were essential issues regarding well-being, safeguarding and welfare that 

could not function without a degree of monitoring and scrutiny. However, she went on: 

 

I don’t think you can completely step back. I think you’ve got to have 
some form of monitoring, but I think at the moment it feels very, very 
tight… 

 

In consequence, she concluded that ‘the level of trust people feel has gone down a little bit’.  

 

Having identified the excessive application of structures and processes that, in their current 

form, were having a negative effect on her and her colleagues, it was interesting to note 

Alison’s ideas about the source of these structures. Who was responsible for this intensified 

monitoring? Here it is worth looking at her detailed response: 

 

I would say it feels like people are being monitored and scrutinized 
more frequently. Now is that the way education is going? Fair 
enough. If it is that’s what’s got to happen, but I don’t necessarily 
think that the staff that I talk…to are clear that it’s a whole education 
change, and that’s perhaps why we are being scrutinized and 
monitored more than we used to be. If that’s how it’s got to be, that’s 
fine. That’s how it’s got to be, but I’m not sure whether staff…actually 
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know that that’s the case. I think it sometimes feels you’re just being 
monitored and watched because you’re not trusted… 

 

The implications of this passage are important. First, Alison suggested that if increased 

monitoring and scrutiny were system-wide (‘the way education is going’) then this was 

something to be accepted. Second, and perhaps more interestingly, was the implication that 

if staff knew that this was a pressure which originated from outside of their school, it would 

have less of an impact on trust. Conversely, the danger, as Alison expressed it in this 

passage, was that staff might think that demand for increased scrutiny was being generated 

from within the school, presumably by the leadership team, and this would have a negative 

effect on levels of trust. The conclusions were clear for Alison. Staff would accept increased 

scrutiny and monitoring if they perceived that their senior leaders were merely falling into line 

with systemic expectations and culture. Staff would not accept increased scrutiny if they 

perceived that the desire for this wilfully originated from those within their own school. For 

Alison, if additional monitoring was to be administered at the bequest of an external third 

party, the bonds of trust within the organisation might remain (relatively) unscathed. This is 

an idea that was echoed, in modified forms, in the accounts of various participants. 

 

Alison’s own story provided an interesting counterpoint to the ideas above. When asked 

about having the autonomy to make decisions she immediately referred back to her previous 

career in retail where she had been ‘able to make much bigger decisions without the 

micromanagement’. She had not enjoyed the job itself so much, hence the career change, 

but nevertheless in retrospect she found it ‘strange’ that she had ‘more freedom to make 

decisions than I do here’. Her described future career trajectory had her moving into ‘the 

next step’ in schools (which would be senior management) to experience ‘more freedom and 

latitude’. In effect, Alison was looking to regain the autonomy she felt she had experienced in 

a ‘massive corporation’ by moving into senior leadership in schools. Indeed, additional 

‘challenge and autonomy’ were the ‘main motivation’ for seeking future promotion.  

 

And yet, even in the midst of this future projection, she admitted that she ‘didn’t know that 

[senior] role’ and so, therefore, she thought that ‘maybe I’d have my hands tied even more 

by [external bodies] than I have here’. Alison suspected that senior leaders were engaging in 

additional monitoring and scrutiny because that was ‘the way education [was] going’. She 

also suspected that the next tier of management might, in its own way, be the subject of 

monitoring and scrutiny from without. Yet because Alison knew that her current position 
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often fell victim to excessive monitoring, she was willing to look for promotion on the basis 

the she might be able to operate with more latitude and freedom. That, at least, was her 

future narrative at the time of the interview. 

 

4.4.2 Rhodri: Reduced empathy between colleagues 
 
Rhodri had been teaching for around ten years in two different schools. He had no formal, 

teaching leadership responsibility although he had spent the last few years as a union 

representative within his school, a role he referenced frequently in the interview. Indeed, 

Rhodri felt that his union rep. responsibilities meant that he was ‘trusted among the staff’ as 

‘a lot of staff…talk to me about union issues and things like that’18. He felt he had sufficient 

autonomy in his teaching role, (‘I do think I get enough leeway’), and he did not feel that the 

pressure of feeling accountable bore down on him particularly heavily. He cited the fact that 

he taught a foundation subject and had few exam classes as reasons for this. 

 

In terms of not feeling trusted, Rhodri’s narrative was rather more expansive, and he was 

able to describe many different aspects of school life that he felt had led to a ‘culture… 

[where]…there isn’t that much trust amongst the whole staff’. His first example focused on 

the way teachers were treated when pupils made allegations against them. As a default, 

Rhodri felt senior leadership ‘always [took] the side of the pupil first and not the teacher’. 

Rhodri had personal experience of this kind of situation: 

 

When the allegations were made [against me], it wasn’t like, ‘well 
how is that going to impact the member of staff?’ It was, ‘oh let’s sort 
out the families or kids...first’, rather than making sure that the 
member of staff is okay… 

 

Although this was presented as one of his examples of teachers not being trusted, its links to 

trust are initially rather puzzling and opaque, and Rhodri himself did not explicitly explore 

these links. Before attempting to unpack the presumed implications, it is worth re-presenting 

 
18 When he described incidents, Rhodri used his union rep. status to amalgamate specific narratives 
into generic story types. He often started recounting narratives with framing devices such as, ‘people 
have said’, or ‘you hear people say things’. As such, Rhodri conferred an additional, generalizable 
quality to add authority to his narrative. 
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two other embedded narratives that Rhodri recounted. For Rhodri, trust was at the centre of 

both. 

 

One told a story that was still being played out. Rhodri and a group of colleagues had been 

organising a Duke of Edinburgh Award expedition for the following term. He emphasised the 

amount of additional, discretionary work that went into providing these activities for pupils, 

(‘we’ve given up a lot [of time]…Mr Johnson has given up so much time, and I’ve given up a 

couple of weekends, lots of evenings…losing [a] night at home’), and these details 

functioned to give, in turn, extra emphasis to the point of the story. At the time of the 

interview, the expedition was in doubt, Rhodri explained, because ‘the head of maths 

is…kicking up a fuss because it’s a week before the maths exam’. The pupils would not be 

allowed to do the expedition because the pupils were not going to be allowed to miss 

intensive exam preparation. For Rhodri, this impending decision failed to acknowledge ‘the 

fact that [we] have given up a lot of time’. 

 

Rhodri used this narrative to launch straight into another example of not being trusted, a 

story this time taken from the school where his wife worked as a teacher: 

 

She [my wife] is in the staff choir in school, and it’s really good for 
staff morale…it’s really great for staff well-being, and during a 
training day they wanted to meet during their lunch hour just to talk 
about what nights they [were] going [to practise]…and because one 
of the maths teachers was there, the head of maths complained to 
the head teacher, and the head teacher stopped them from having 
the meeting… 

 

Taking all three stories together, it is initially difficult to see how they relate to the concept of 

trust, if this concept is seen purely in terms of faith in someone’s capability, integrity, 

reliability or honesty. In general, most participants specifically re-focused the concept of trust 

on the idea of professional capability being reinforced, or doubted, but Rhodri was offering 

something rather different. In all three of his embedded narratives, people were left not 

feeling trusted because they were not being accorded the respect they felt they deserved. In 

the ‘allegations’ narrative, Rhodri, the hero in the classic sense, had his needs, so he 

perceived, subordinated to those of the pupil. In the ‘expedition’ narrative, the focus of the 

hard work and discretionary effort of the DofE team was subordinated to the academic 

demands of the head of maths. In the ‘choir’ narrative, the needs of the wellbeing-boosting 
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staff society were subordinated to the procedural needs of the head teacher and head of 

maths. In all three cases, this subordinating manoeuvre indicated to Rhodri a lack of respect 

and this coalesced into a sense of not being trusted19. To not respect someone, presumably 

for Rhodri, meant to not trust them to act and behave in a capable and honest manner. For 

example, the head teacher who cancelled the choir meeting could be said to have not 

trusted the teachers to meet and simultaneously discharge their professional duties in a 

capable and honest way. The head of maths had not trusted her DofE colleagues to have 

already searched the school calendar for a more suitable date. The school management 

team had not trusted Rhodri enough to keep him informed once the allegation inquiry 

process was underway20. 

 

At its core, it was not just about linking trust and respect. Rhodri’s narratives also implied 

that he perceived a lack of empathy, and a related inability in some of his colleagues to take 

a holistic view of the school. Colleagues, he felt, were content instead to focus on 

compartmentalised processes and outcomes. His narratives suggested that the head 

teacher could not empathise with the choir members, the head of maths could not empathise 

with the DofE team, and the senior leadership team could not empathise with Rhodri’s 

predicament when pupils made an allegation against him. In turn, his narratives also 

suggested that the head teacher could not see the welfare benefits of the choir, the head of 

maths could not see the work that went into providing adventurous opportunities for 

students, and the senior leadership team could not see beyond a formulaic allegation 

procedure.  

 

For all their apparent tangential relationships to the concept of trust, Rhodri’s narratives 

eventually led to a rather bleak view of a school where empathy between fellow 

professionals was in short supply. Did he see this as a feature of his particular school? Was 

his perception that this was a particularised or systemic problem? Rhodri thought it was 

systemic, (‘I would …say it’s all schools’), and he listed various features of secondary 

schools which he felt contributed. He felt that any school that had ‘over one hundred 

members of staff teaching different things’ would be likely to have ‘trust issues’. He felt that 

schools were quite tribal (‘it always reminds me of the Planet of the Apes documentary’), 

 
19 It would be interesting to speculate as to whether Rhodri’s consistent focus on the asymmetric 

power relationships implied by subordination were linked to his role as union representative. 
20 Rhodri did indicate that the ‘whole allegation process’ was ‘very difficult’ and sometimes made it 
difficult for senior leaders to keep all parties fully informed at all times. Nevertheless, Rhodri’s point 
related to the way in which the experience had presented itself to him. 
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composed of different interest groups, and that secondary schools were ‘high-pressure 

environments’. As other participants had done, he also noted the impact of increased 

monitoring and scrutiny: 

 

I just think with the school system as it is, with constantly being 
watched and observed…what would happen to school[s] if teachers 
were allowed to just teach…if people were just allowed to 
[PAUSE]…would there be more trust…? 

 

Despite the sense that he identified a lack of trust at multiple levels in the school, and 

despite the suggestion that he perceived that low levels of trust were a system-wide 

phenomenon, Rhodri’s narrative was characterised by a pervading sense of positivity. 

Rhodri presented himself as someone able to carry on with phlegmatic calm in spite of 

setbacks. As an example, he described his attempts to keep the departmental cupboards in 

a tidy state: 

 

I tidy the cupboard, organise it…and then literally, it’s like that scene 
from the Simpsons when Marge tidies the kitchen, and the door 
opens and…it’s in a state again…[LAUGHS] but I don’t say anything. 
I don’t like, have a proper whinge, or bring it up in a staff meeting, or 
take photos…or cc. the head into an email. I’ll just go and organise it 
again… 

 

At the time of the interview, the lack of respect and empathy that Rhodri saw surrounding 

him in school had not been translated into a vision of complete decline and fall. Implied 

throughout was a positive future (‘staff need to change’) although he did not describe the 

steps that might be taken to get there. His recollection of a story of a school in London 

where a ‘head teacher’s sort of gone against everything that Ofsted has said’ self-

consciously had the air of a fantasy tale, far, far away, (‘actually, I think the school is 

flourishing, and the kids seem to have more trust in the staff and vice versa’). Although 

Rhodri did not have a detailed route map to show him how to get to this future, his view was 

far from tragic. 

 

There is one further point. It should be noted that Rhodri and Alison worked in the same 

school. Alison, as noted, speculated that if staff knew that monitoring pressures originated 

beyond the school, these pressures might have less of an effect on reducing levels of trust. 

It was clear from speaking to Rhodri that for him, such a distinct borderline did not exist. 
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4.4.3 Mark: Trust as cultural context 
 
At the time of the interview, Mark was a well-established head of department, a position he 

had held at the same school for over a decade. As many other participants had done, he 

linked being trusted with being given additional responsibility to take charge of a whole 

school initiative. This sense of trust was felt particularly keenly by Mark, because he knew 

that the project was something that ‘the head was particularly focused on’, and this 

‘demonstrated that they had invested an awful lot of trust into [his] capability’. Superficially, 

Mark’s story started in a manner that carried echoes of Paul. There seemed to be the 

beginnings of a narrative that would link being trusted with recognition of professional 

expertise. This story, however, did not materialise. Unlike Paul’s, Mark’s narrative did not 

develop or explore the potential capital, in terms of future promotion, that this trust 

represented. For Mark, as will be seen, high levels of trust underpinned a set of cultural 

attitudes and assumptions that circulated through the school. He did not seem to particularly 

associate being trusted with being held in high esteem by senior leadership. 

 

Mark did share with Paul and Alison the perception that micromanagement made teachers 

feel ‘less trusted’, and cited as an example, an occasion when a previous head teacher 

‘basically outlined the lessons that [we had] to set homework in’. The result, for Mark, was 

that 

 

you felt less of a professional, your judgement as a teacher was no 
longer trusted and…that’s the one moment in my entire teaching 
career that I kind of felt powerless as well… 

 

At the time of this incident, Mark had understood ‘rationally’ why the head had done this (he 

too believed that there were teachers who were setting homework inconsistently), but had 

perceived ‘a level of unfairness in treating everyone the same’: ‘I felt that all teachers were 

being lumped together’.  

 

Yet even within this, Mark reflected that a different head teacher at the same school had 

also micromanaged but that ‘there was this sort of respect for her’ with the result that there 

was ‘probably more trust towards her judgements’. For Mark, this head teacher operated a 

system of micromanagement which, if not exactly licensed by the teaching staff, at least 
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seemed to be accepted more readily. In this narrative, micromanagement was damaging to 

staff’s perceptions of how trusted they were by the school when perpetrated by one head 

teacher, but less damaging when enacted by another. 

 

When he returned to contrast the current head with the head who had set everyone’s 

homework for them, Mark identified further nuances, this time in the way that monitoring and 

scrutiny systems were perceived. Initially, he said that there was ‘less scrutiny [now] than 

there was under the previous head’, but then redefined this. He decided it was not so much 

the quantity of scrutiny that was important, but the qualitative feel of the scrutiny system in 

place. In the current arrangements, Mark felt more trusted because he felt there was clarity 

over the criteria that were used to structure the monitoring processes: 

 

I think [the systems] are more impersonal [now]…they are 
objective…they come with rules and you’re aware of them…you can 
challenge any judgements that are based on [those] rules… 

 

Mark felt empowered by the scrutiny systems as they currently stood because of a perceived 

objectivity about their organisation and application. Under the previous head, in contrast, he 

observed that he ‘felt there was a culture where they were trying to catch you out’. Since 

someone can only be caught out by the unexpected, Mark’s point seemed to be that 

previous monitoring had relied upon criteria that were opaque and unpredictable. He did not 

say whether he imagined this had been a deliberate strategy under the previous leadership 

team, and only noted the effect it had on him. He had become wary of scrutiny when he did 

not fully understand the structure and intentions that lay behind it. 

 

This wariness, in turn, led, in Mark’s view, to a reluctance for leaders in the school to 

distribute leadership functions: 

 

Under [previous head] you kind of wanted to be in charge of 
everything, because you had control, and if you were going to be 
judged harshly for an outcome, you wanted to have full control of 
that…and if you delegate[d] it under that culture [you were] taking a 
risk… 
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His perception of the current culture was very different. Now, he felt, the school was a place 

‘with a more creative…even academic culture emerging amongst the staff’, where people 

were ‘more willing to take on extra responsibilities’. This was directly linked by Mark to the 

‘objective systems’ that the current head had put in place: 

 

I keep going back to the idea that they are objective, ‘this is the way it 
is, here is what you have to do to achieve the standards [so] off you 
go’, and he [current head] has put his trust in you…when you have a 
meeting with him regarding your exam success, or lack of, I feel it’ll 
be a constructive meeting…I feel like I’m going to get something out 
of it rather than perhaps be told off… 

[emphasis added] 

 

Not only did Mark trust that the head’s judgement was ‘realistic’, he also believed in the 

clarity of the criteria the head was using to inform these judgements. For Mark, simply 

having this sense of clarity made him feel a trusted part of the system, and clarity behind 

these monitoring processes (he spoke about them being ‘authentic’) had not only re-

configured the way they were received by staff, but had had an impact on the culture of the 

school, a culture where teachers felt they were ‘allowed more freedom to make [their] own 

decisions’. 

 

As this cultural shift had taken place in the school, so Mark’s perceptions of his own 

colleagues had altered. Under the previous head, where Mark was afraid of being ‘caught 

out’, he had been suspicious of the efforts of many of his colleagues. He had worked in a 

low-trust echo chamber. The situation had changed, (‘I don’t think they are the slackers I 

used to think they were’), and, by his own admission, ‘the new culture’ had ‘totally changed’ 

his perception of his colleagues. He talked positively about a growing honesty loop between 

different levels of staff in the institution, based around ‘very real conversation[s]’, (‘you can 

be rigorously honest [with the head]’). Once again, Mark felt that this was part of a ‘culture’ 

that had been ‘created’ by the current head. He was also keen to point out that 

 

under Darren [current head teacher] you are aware of what 
government policy is, what has come from him and what has come 
from elsewhere…I guess, from a staff perspective then you can’t hold 
him accountable, can you, for policies that might be unpopular, but 
that he’s got no control over at all? 
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Here, Mark was echoing the comments that Alison had made (they worked in the same 

school), expressing the idea that pressures which could be seen to be systemic were less 

likely to have a negative effect than pressures which emanated from the head. 

 

Ultimately then, for Mark, trust, and being trusted, were both engendered by a leadership 

style that was ‘authentic’ and ‘objective’ and which pursued monitoring policies that were 

clear in terms of criteria and objectives. The cultural context that was thus established 

supported creativity, risk-taking and collaborative leadership precisely because, in Mark’s 

view, people felt they enjoyed the trust of the school and its leadership team. For Mark, the 

climate in the school had changed. We might think that Mark had a Panglossian world view, 

and that his summary of the situation the school was now in was an expression of a more 

generalised, rather unfocused optimism about life. When he was asked whether he was one 

of those people who was ‘just positive about everything’, his response was clear and 

succinct: ‘I’m not one of those people’. For Mark, the positive change in culture was tangible 

and far-reaching. 
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4.5 School D: Susan, Peter and Andrew 
 

4.5.1 Susan: The beginning of the end 
 
Susan had a leadership role in a core department in a large secondary school. She had 

been in her current position for around two years, although she had spent part of that time 

on a secondment, and had previously accumulated twenty years teaching experience. Once 

again, being trusted, for Susan, was ‘getting the key stage four [co-ordinator] job’, and like 

Mark, this sense of being trusted was bolstered by the fact that she knew this role was 

critically important in terms of the school’s performance, ‘the external factors’, in her words. 

 

She took an interesting position when asked about not feeling trusted: 

 

I think as an individual, I feel like I’ve been trusted about right. But I 
think as a teacher, as a representative of the profession, no, I don’t 
feel particularly trusted…I think we are scrutinized too much from 
lessons to books, to data on too regular a basis and in too much 
depth… 

 

In this respect, she was clear that although she felt that some processes and practices 

undermined her concept of herself as a professional, (‘[it] gives an overall sense of a lack of 

trust [in] my own…professionalism’), she did not feel like it was ‘personal’. It was ‘reflective 

of teaching as a whole’, in her view, a result of ‘external pressures on school’. Susan 

therefore articulated the same perception as Alison and Mark, that a distinction could be 

made between pressures generated by the wider system and culture of education, and 

those pressures specifically generated by the leadership team in her school. In terms of her 

own narrative, the issues she discussed were generally caused by the fact that she was a 

member of the teaching profession at this particular point in space and time. They were not 

particularly caused because she happened to be the individual she was, working with a 

specific group of people, at a particular point in space and time. As shall be seen, this ability 

to distinguish between general conditions, and particular circumstances, did not, however, 

stop Susan’s story being one of decline and decay. It took a different path to the narrative of 

Alison or Mark. 
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Susan’s own story looked back to a time as a newly qualified teacher when she had the 

latitude to make a variety of professional decisions: 

 

I felt that I was given a curriculum to deliver and a set of exams to 
work towards, and a set of guidelines and parameters within which I 
could deliver that content to get to that end result… 

 

‘Now’, she noted ‘it’s much more prescriptive’. Then she had sensed that she was ‘trusted’ 

because of her ‘professional judgement’ and her ‘intelligence’. ‘Ironically’, at the time, she 

felt she ‘would have appreciated…more of a prescriptive approach’, because as a newly 

qualified teacher she ‘would have felt more supported’. For Susan, things had ‘come the 

wrong way around’. The more experience she had gained, the more her opportunity to make 

judgements and decisions about her own teaching had reduced, even as her ability to make 

these same judgements, she felt, had improved.  

 

Susan, then, used the interview to trace an ironic and counter-intuitive narrative, reversing 

the expected story in which a teacher’s developing experience leads to an expanded terrain 

upon which to exercise professional judgement. Susan presented this as a systemic, 

generalised narrative. If Susan saw her past in some senses running in reverse, how did she 

re-story her present and her future?  

 

Asking Susan about accountability provided her with an opportunity to describe the present. 

Susan had a very profound sense of where she stood in terms of this concept. She felt 

‘massively, hugely accountable’, a pressure she felt ‘all the time’. She continued: 

 

[I feel it] all the time. All of the time because of where my focus is and 
because the school is measured on its performance, predominantly 
in English and maths at key stage four…and because I am reminded 
on a weekly basis that that is the case… I feel almost entirely 
accountable… 

 

Susan was clear that she fully supported the school’s pursuit of excellent results, but that 

she perceived a lack of ‘realism’ in the setting of targets from one year to the next: 
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for example the results that we had this summer for [subject x] were 
absolutely just fantastic…but as soon as the results came out, I 
mean on the day those results came out, another significantly higher 
target was set for this year…more, more, more, more, more, higher, 
higher, better, better, better, better…and I think that’s a problem… 

 

In tandem, she described an identifiable increase in the pace of school life, felt at many 

different levels. This, she perceived, prevented people from questioning whether 

expectations were becoming ‘unrealistic’: 

 

You start a term in September, a lot of people are talking now21 and 
have been since the second week of term about how busy they are 
and how under pressure they feel already and it’s as if the last four 
weeks have gone by in a whirl…it doesn’t end after the exams in a 
way that it used to…everybody operates very quickly, boom, boom, 
boom…it means you stop asking those questions…you haven’t got 
time to think about those kinds of things…you just go on automatic 
pilot… 

 

In amongst this perceived freneticism, Susan identified a negative disposition amongst her 

wider colleagues, where people ‘under pressure’ were ‘becoming spiteful and divisive’: 

 

I think there’s quite a lot of that in schools, people feeling inadequate, 
and so in order to make themselves feel better, they will undermine 
another member of staff to boost their own confidence… 

 

In Susan’s view, teachers around her were struggling with the culture of ‘more, 

more…higher, higher…’, and turned to other, rather negative strategies to ‘boost’ 

professional self-esteem22.  

 

This combination of factors was having an impact on the way Susan viewed the future. 

When asked about accountability pressures, she noted that 

 

 
21 The interview took place in the first week of October. 
22 Susan was relieved that the department she worked in had not suffered from this, something she 
put down to the expertise and ‘transparency’ of the head of department, (‘she’s not in that game…of 
being divisive, causing a lack of trust, making people feel like there’s a reason for there to be a lack of 
trust from her…’). 
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It’s getting worse and worse, year on year…this year it’s even worse 
than last year…I think it’s going to get worse and worse and worse… 

 

Susan talked of having ‘to constantly invent new [intervention] strategies’ in her ‘twice 

weekly meetings with senior leaders’. She also identified that the ‘kind of vocabulary’ used in 

these meetings was, at times, becoming ‘a little bit threatening’. 

 

Under these circumstances, the professional future for Susan, was in danger of being 

erased, (‘I would prefer not to be teaching now’), as she felt unable to fully insert herself in 

the narrative of constant improvement that was playing out around her. Yet there was a part 

of her that felt she could ‘celebrate personally’, ‘the successes of the school’. Although she 

could no longer fully place herself into the narrative of the school, neither was she quite 

ready to withdraw: 

 

I don’t particularly want to be teaching anymore, but if I am going to 
teach, I think I’d want to teach here…if I’m going to teach, this is the 
only role I want to do, and this is the only school I want to do it in… 

 

Thus, Susan, who in many respects presented as a confident, skilled professional, seemed 

wedded to an institution whose successes she admired and worked hard to sustain. Yet she 

saw no ‘sustainable’ future for herself in teaching. Presumably it was precisely because she 

felt that the issues she encountered were created by ‘external pressures on schools’ that 

she felt able to maintain an (admittedly problematized) identification with the school. How 

long this identification might hold for, Susan was unable to say (for ten years? – ‘absolutely 

not’, five years? – ‘no’). Whereas for other participants, accountability pressures were 

something to be negotiated, and might even be a high-stakes passport to future promotion, 

for Susan they presaged an endgame.  

 

4.5.2 Peter: The good life 
 
Peter was in his fifth year of teaching, having had a previous career in entertainment. He 

had completed his degree as a mature student and then trained to become a teacher. At the 

time of the interview, he was in his second year at his current school, having spent his first 

three years teaching elsewhere. Peter, like other participants, saw being trusted as being 

given additional responsibilities, and gave examples including running an additional drama 
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club and leading Assessment for Learning in the department in his previous school. He also 

identified being given certain year groups and sets as signs that he was trusted: 

 

I did a lot of teaching of Year 12 and Year 13 in the previous school, 
and in my second year, they got me a top set…and I thought, ‘oh, 
they must trust me to do well to give me top set to teach’… 

 

Conversely, when asked to think about a time when he had not felt trusted, Peter was only 

able to identify some initial doubts when he was given a timetable predominantly made up of 

lower sets in his new school: 

 

You can have the odd moment of frustration, like I think at the 
beginning of last year when I had the classes I had, half of [me 
thought], ‘well, have they given [me] those because they don’t think 
[I] can teach top end?’, but they hadn’t, but you go through [thinking] 
this… 

 

Peter was very positive about the culture of his current department. For example, when 

asked to think of a time when he had felt part of a trusting professional community, he 

immediately cited ‘this department here’. He found them ‘consistently supportive’ and ‘very 

approachable’. In his previous school, when he had approached colleagues for professional 

advice, he had felt that he needed to be particularly well-prepared, (‘I always [used to] think, 

‘I’ve got to make sure I’ve got all my notes written down before I have this conversation’’), 

whereas in his current context ‘serious conversations [could] just happen’. An open, 

supportive atmosphere, underpinned by mutual trust, had clearly been established, as far as 

Peter was concerned, and he ascribed this to the head of department. In part, he felt it was 

linked to the way departmental colleagues were addressed by the head of department: ‘we 

don’t get told to do things, we get asked to do things’. 

 

In terms of professional autonomy, having the freedom to make judgements about his own 

teaching practice, Peter was happy with the way things were. He used as examples lessons 

where he had blended a variety of more idiosyncratic teaching approaches, noting that this 

approach had been encouraged: 

 

The management of the school loved it, absolutely loved it. Right 
from the beginning, when I started to do stuff they were popping their 
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heads round and [saying], ‘brilliant!’…I think this school, they love 
creativity, they love anything that’s a bit out of the box… 

 

Alongside this freedom to approach teaching in a creative way, Peter reinforced his belief 

that teaching was a ‘vocation’, and that, for him, ‘job satisfaction’ was secured by being 

prepared to go beyond ‘just doing lessons then coming home’. Here he spoke about his 

enthusiasm for getting involved in after-hours, outreach work in the local community that the 

school had organised. He also described how he wanted to get more involved with the 

pastoral care of his Year 7 form group, (‘I feel it’s a part of my responsibilities’), and how he 

was looking forward to seeing them develop over the next few years, (‘I’d love to stay here 

and see them leave in Year 11…that experience of taking these pupils through…it’s an 

opportunity’). 

 

Perhaps not surprisingly, within this context, Peter’s response to the question of 

accountability veered off in a different direction from many of the participants. To start with, 

when asked about where he might feel ‘particularly accountable’ in his professional role, he 

seemed non-plussed, (‘What do you mean?’). He then responded to the clarification by 

focusing on the pressure he placed himself under: 

 

If I feel [under pressure], it’s with myself, it’s not to do with anybody 
else, because I’m a perfectionist myself…it’s all about the pupils at 
the end of the day, and so I’ve got a weight of responsibility that I 
want to do right for them…to learn, to get the end product of this 
result at the end of five years… 

 

When prompted to consider pressure that might be exerted upon him by others in the 

school, Peter was rather equivocal. He admitted that they had had ‘a bit of a heavy time last 

[year], because [they] had Estyn in’, but then commented that he had had ‘OFSTED in the 

year before’ and that in his first three years ‘there was a lot of that [monitoring]’. Ultimately, 

he felt that he was ‘quite used to that kind of monitoring’, but it was not just this habitual 

familiarity that was a factor. He talked about receiving observation feedback in his current 

school: 

 

I do like being observed, because it helps [me] improve…in the last 
school I was just told all the time, ‘you are an outstanding…teacher’, 
which is fine, but where do you go from there?...here I got a ‘good’, 
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yes, ‘excellent’ in one and ‘good’ in the other, and I thought, ‘I’ve got 
something to work with’… 

 

Not only was Peter used to regular observation and monitoring, he framed its significance in 

a very particular way. He did not see it as something that might undermine his 

understanding of his own professional competence, but nor did he view it particularly as the 

gateway to enhanced employment opportunities. Instead, he simply saw it as chance to gain 

valuable feedback to enable him to improve. This, he felt, was a key part of his self-identity: 

 

I’m not in a position where I’ve settled, and I don’t think I ever want to 
be. I’ve never settled in a profession or anything because…it’s 
boring. You start going the other way…the only [thing] you can 
do…is…constantly [be] trying to improve yourself and push yourself 
but in a way that doesn’t exhaust and drain you [but is] fun… 

 

Peter’s story combined a sense of teaching as vocation, with a strong personal disposition 

towards continual self-improvement. This second feature seemed to be linked to a 

fundamental quest for change and development within his life. This powerful mix meant that 

the concepts of trust and accountability affected him in different ways. Since personal and 

professional development seemed to be at the core of Peter’s personal narrative, he found it 

easier to accommodate those features of school life which troubled other participants. For 

Peter, additional monitoring was yet another opportunity to improve, not an obstacle to be 

negotiated. Additional responsibilities were an opportunity to extend his vocation, not a 

burden to be resented. Furthermore, the demands that Peter was setting himself were 

already so exacting, there was no space left for him to worry about whether he was being 

trusted by others or not. 

 

In these terms, Peter presented as a teacher whose internal narrative happened to align with 

the narrative of the school. This perhaps was not by conscious design on Peter’s part. There 

was no sense that he deliberately re-presented himself with this in mind. Nevertheless, the 

result was that Peter’s story was one of harmony and contentment; the good professional 

life.
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4.5.3 Andrew: Professional pride 
 
Andrew had spent the major part of his twenty-year teaching career in his current school and 

held a significant position of responsibility, leading a pastoral unit. Not only was he the 

operational lead for this unit, Andrew had also had sole responsibility for setting it up, and 

subsequently modifying it, more recently, when a large amount of additional funding had 

been delegated by the local authority. This had been ‘a big jump professionally’ for Andrew, 

and he was aware that he had been given a ‘key role’ to design the provision from ‘a blank 

sheet of paper’. He was very proud of the achievements of the unit, (it functioned as a 

‘model across Wales’ and Estyn ‘rated it as outstanding’), and this was the story that Andrew 

told as an example of being trusted. On one level, he felt he had been particularly trusted, 

because he had had no previous experience of working with such a large budget, (‘fair play 

on the boss, he did say, ‘this is extra, what are we going to do with the money?’’). On 

another level, he admitted that had he not been given this crucial responsibility, he ‘would 

have been knocking on the boss’s door’ asking why he did not have ‘a key role’. Thus, 

although this story, of being given the latitude and license to develop a significant feature of 

the school, functioned for Andrew as a story of being trusted, he was also clear that this was 

an expectation on his part. Rather than seeing this as a story in which additional bonds of 

trust were created, it could be seen as a story where the possibility of trust being diminished 

was averted. This reading has a rather different tone. 

 

Andrew’s role as the lead in the unit became the reference point for his comments around 

not being trusted, and his perceptions of autonomy and accountability. Unsurprisingly 

perhaps, given the freedom he had been given to set the unit up, Andrew was satisfied by 

the amount of autonomy he was granted in the day to day running of it. He felt he was in a 

‘100%...privileged position’ in terms of being ‘left alone’ by the senior leadership team: 

 

We are left alone…I set my own curriculum [which is] different from 
the school. I exclude. I don’t go through the boss. It’s almost a school 
within a school…and she [head teacher] is quite happy with that 
because…she doesn’t have to deal with it… 

 

Part of this autonomy was, Andrew felt, due to the nature of the role he occupied. He joked 

that, ‘you’re on a win-win if you [are] dealing with behaviour because senior management 

can’t do it’, indicating that he inferred a pragmatic rather than philosophical reason for the 

school’s leadership team’s decision to grant him control in some areas. Whatever the cause 

of this autonomy, Andrew indicated that he was in a unique position, being given more 
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autonomy ‘than any other vaguely senior member of staff’. This was a feature of his job that 

he valued, ‘100%’. 

 

Given that Andrew enjoyed so much autonomy in his role, it is interesting to note his 

comments about accountability pressures. Although there seemed to be limited day to day 

interference in his work, he was aware of more generalised pressure. He commented that ‘in 

this school…you can’t tread water…so if something works well, it’s got to work better than 

well…and that’s hard’. Here he echoed the comments of Susan. At times, he appeared to be 

talking about a generalised pressure within the school: 

 

In [local authority area] we’re top of the FSM plus 3023 list…we’re 
also top of the FSM plus 20 list, and we’re a plus 30 school, so we 
can’t get any better…I can’t imagine it being any better…[but] we’ve 
been here a month24, and it is just, it’s pressure, pressure, pressure, 
pressure, pressure, pressure. They’ve increased lesson observations 
[and that] is a classic example of what’s going on. Everything seems 
more tense than ever… 

 

At times, he appeared to be empathising with the pressure felt by others: 

I haven’t got a full teaching timetable, I’ve got maybe a quarter of a 
teaching timetable because I’m dealing with other things, but I can’t 
imagine how hard it would be having a full teaching timetable, as an 
NQT, for example, in this school, with that kind of pressure… 

 

At times, he appeared to be focussing on his own context: 

 

If it wasn’t for this [the unit] they [the pupils] would all be kicked out, 
100%, all of them would be permanently excluded, and with the new 
threshold pressures which I’ve got to answer to, so I’m trying to get 
them nine plus GCSEs. It’s hard sometimes… 

 

In this respect, Andrew placed himself in the position of having high autonomy and high 

accountability at the same time.  

 

 
23 For comparative purposes, school are banded according to the percentage of pupils entitled to Free 

School Meals (FSM). The higher the percentage, the greater the degree of perceived challenge. 
24 The interview took place in the first week of October, a month after that start of the school year. 
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Later, he noted that he had agreed performance management targets which he could not 

‘realistically’ meet. He knew he would, however, be able to ‘sit in a meeting a year from now 

and say, ‘well this is why’’…and the [head] will go, ‘fair enough’’. Nevertheless, Andrew 

suggested that the school should be looking to find ‘a balance’ between allowing people to 

‘do a job’, and making them feel like they are ‘constantly…being watched’. He was ‘not sure’ 

that the school had ‘got the balance quite right’. 

 

Andrew saw a relentless pressure exerted by the school to continually improve results, a 

pressure, as indicated, that he did not always see was justified. For Andrew, this pressure 

originated from the head teacher, (‘he is…very driven…very, very, very, very…’). It was not, 

as far as he was concerned, simply the school’s own internalisation of pressures bearing 

down from beyond. The personal determination of the head also had a key role for Andrew. 

Yet, he was clear that he admired the head and took great care to emphasise how far the 

school had come under his leadership: 

 

I respect him [the head]…if you had seen what this place was like ten 
years ago, it was crazy…I used to do duty with my back to the wall, 
waiting for the next fight. It was a very difficult place to work…we’ve 
come such a long way… 

 

Yet Andrew did not believe that all of the pressure that was brought to bear on teaching staff 

was necessary or warranted: 

 

I think you can get people to do what you want to do and push, 
without maybe feeling like…[they are] being watched all the time, and 
that is what trust is I suppose…I get paid to do a job. I’m proud of 
this…I wouldn’t let it fail, I wouldn’t let it be less than excellent. It 
would annoy me. It’s my job… 

[emphasis added] 

 

As far as Andrew was concerned, the standards that he set himself to fulfil his professional 

role were already very high. In his perception, additional pressure, at least as it was being 

enacted in his school, did not function as a spur to improved performance. Effectively, it was 

redundant, and ultimately, in danger, specifically, of calling into question his own 

professional pride. His statement above, ‘it’s my job’, was an unequivocal assertion of his 

own ability to set himself high standards and meet them. In this context, there was a 
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perceived lack of trust implied by the relentless application of pressure, and this lack of trust 

carried with it a lingering, negative assumption about the professional standards of each and 

every member of staff in an undifferentiated way. Andrew again gestured to this when asked 

if he was an optimistic person: 

 

I think I’m a realist…I’m a realistic person. I do kind of trust everyone 
until they don’t deserve to be trusted, rather than the other way round 
and I think maybe that’s the difference between me and the boss. 
There we are. That sums it up quite well actually… 

 

And with that, Andrew concluded the interview. 

 

One question still remains. It might be asked why it was that Andrew generally presented 

such a positive disposition through the interview. How was it that, even in the midst of 

statements about relentless pressure and lack of institutional trust, Andrew’s narrative never 

once skirted towards the realms of doom and decay as other participants’ narratives had? 

One possible reading centres upon the high degree of professional autonomy described 

above. It is possible that Andrew was able to observe issues around trust and accountability 

in a relatively dispassionate and disinterested way precisely because he enjoyed a high 

degree of control over his professional life. This autonomy acted as a bulwark against the 

possibility of those other issues being internalised in a demotivating way. As a result, 

Andrew’s narrative remained in the comic vein. Without this bulwark, it may well have 

entered darker, tragic territory. 
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Chapter 5 - Reflections 
 
Clandinin (2016) describes ‘resonant threads’ as ‘resonances that echo and 

reverberate…across accounts’ (p.132). Care needs to be taken while searching for these 

threads to avoid ‘narrative smoothing’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, p.181) which would 

reduce the multiplicity of individual narratives into an undifferentiated amalgam. These are, 

after all, the stories of individuals. Nevertheless, without making comparisons across 

narratives, which, in itself, involves a level of abstraction, it is impossible to identify ‘resonant 

threads’ at all. This final section picks up this analytical challenge, identified in 3.5.3 (pp.34), 

and explores significant threads whilst still respecting the internal organic unity, coherence 

and potential idiosyncrasy of each story (Elliott, 2005).  

 

In some cases, these threads are relatively easy to identify, because they recur across 

different narratives. In some cases, a single expression of an idea in one narrative is 

emphasized partly because of the potential power of the single case example (Flyvbjerg, 

2006), but also because ideas expressed in one narrative reflect or modify an aspect of the 

theoretical assumptions, or empirical observations discussed in the Chapter 2. 

 

Thus, this chapter is split into two sections. The first draws out twelve broad threads from the 

narratives. Some of these, as just noted, are recurring themes, whilst some are expressed 

only once or twice. The second section reconfigures these threads into a broader, ‘second-

order’ narrative (Elliott, 2005) that accounts for the existence of the threads by placing them 

in a larger story of significance and meaning. The first section sits closer to the 'grain' of the 

individual stories, whilst the second provides a narrative re-interpretation, a 'new window' 

(Webster and Mertova, p.99). There is a deliberate shift of tense in the section that follows. 

Chapter 4 explored the participants’ stories in the past tense. Here, to accommodate the 

idea that resonant threads exist more in a continuous present, the present tense is also 

used. 
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5.1 Key threads 
 
5.1.1 The absence of positive validation becomes an indicator of a lack of trust… 
 
In 2.2 (pp. 11-14), through the work of Reina and Reina (1999), Tschannen- Moran (2014) 

and Edwards et. al. (2016), it was noted that trust within organisations can broadly be 

broken down into three dimensions based on morality, competence and communication. All 

three of these find expression in the narratives. For example, Jessica did not trust in the 

benevolence (morality dimension) of her previous school, and in a similar way, Rhodri’s 

story indicates a lack of trust in the ability of some of his colleagues to care about their peers 

(again, the morality dimension). Mark and Bronwyn both experienced a lack of trust when 

communication was either opaque (for Mark, in the lack of clarity regarding monitoring 

criteria), or absent (for Bronwyn, when feedback was withheld). Perhaps the most interesting 

aspect is found in the third dimension, that of competence. Bronwyn and Claire do not 

require anyone to actually question their capabilities for them to feel not trusted in this 

sense. There simply has to be a pause in the flow of positive validation for them to feel not 

trusted.  

 

In some areas of experience, it might be expected that the absence of information could be 

internalised in a neutral way, but there is something in the stories told by Bronwyn and Claire 

that suggests that, in their context, feeling trusted can only be maintained by a consistent 

flow of positive validation. Trust, in this context, requires a constant supplementation, and, it 

can be negated simply by the absence of validation. The first narrative thread then tells a 

story in which the absence of positive validation, in itself, becomes an indicator of a lack of 

trust.  

 

5.1.2 Anxiety about control over the results of their students… 
 
The second thread also tells a story about lack, but in this narrative it is focused upon a lack 

of control. Bronwyn, Claire, Jessica, Rhian and Susan all directly express their doubts that 

they have complete control over the results of their pupils. There are links here to Biesta’s 

(2010) critique of accountability, which questions assumptions about tight control over 

outcomes in a way that mirrors the practical doubts expressed by the participants. The 

participants also frame their comments about these assumptions in ways that suggest they 

are taking issue with an approved, master narrative that expects them to be able to exert this 

kind of control. For these participants, accountability is constructed as a model of strict 
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cause and effect correspondence, where targets are set externally and met (or not) by the 

teacher. Only Andrew offers a slightly more nuanced interpretation (he suggests 

management would understand if he failed to get the required results from a student who 

had only recently joined the school). However, the resonant narrative is that accountability 

expectations are inflexible, unrealistic and unfair. If there is a more accommodating, flexible 

model of accountability in circulation, it is failing to gain purchase with teachers like Rhian 

and Susan. Instead they are left with an absolutist model that they find they cannot agree 

with, and a second narrative thread, therefore, voices anxiety about the assumption that 

teachers have complete control over the results of their students. 

 

Yet there is a counter-narrative to this thread, expressed by Sarah, the only participant who 

explores a vision of collective responsibility and accountability (a ‘team effort’ in her words). 

For Sarah, individual control over pupils’ results is not really the appropriate unit of analysis. 

Instead she conveys a convincing narrative of the collective. In Sarah’s view, all of the 

teachers in the school are responsible for the pupils’ results collectively. The point is surely 

that, although this idea of collective responsibility is one way of accommodating 

accountability pressures, it is only strongly articulated by one person. In the context of this 

study, it remains a marginal, rather than a popular, narrative. 

 

5.1.3 A struggle with the narrative of constant improvement in results… 
 
Susan and Andrew provide the clearest articulations of the third major thread, a story which 

centres on their attitudes to the narrative of school improvement, and in particular, their 

relationship to their school’s representation of its own year-on-year success. Their school’s 

particular iteration of this larger narrative (that schools can improve every year) is clearly a 

particularly powerful expression which provokes a significant response from the two 

participants. This is the particular context for this individual thread. Nevertheless, Pring 

(2013) suggests that this narrative, of constant improvement, resonates widely, and it is, 

after all, part of the ‘age of measurement’, critiqued by Biesta (2010). Susan and Andrew 

both emphasize their inability to identify completely with this narrative. Susan signals this by 

subverting the Olympian motto (‘faster, higher, stronger’); Andrew is adamant that the school 

just could not get any better. The thread here is the story of a struggle with the narrative of 

constant improvement in results, and an inability of the individual to place themselves neatly 

within this account. Yet both participants are unwilling to remove themselves completely 

from the narrative of the school’s impressive, year-on-year improvements in results, hence 
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the deliberate use of the words ‘struggle’ and ‘neatly’ in the formulation above. Susan and 

Andrew cannot be at one with the school’s story about itself; they find it too fantastical for 

that. Simultaneously, however, there is clearly a powerful rhetoric at work which prevents 

them taking up a position of complete scepticism. They are, ultimately, representatives of a 

theatrical audience, listening to their school in willing disbelief. 

 

5.1.4 Trust as a marker of professional prestige… 
 
Two participants use the example of being given ‘top sets’ as indicators that they are trusted 

(Peter and Claire), and one participant cites not being given a top set as an example of not 

being trusted (Rhian). This provides the entry point for the next significant thread. Clearly 

there is a persuasive link for some between the idea of their capability being valued 

(indicated by them receiving an allocation of the restricted commodity of important ‘top sets’) 

and their status as trusted professionals. Paul’s narrative takes this further as he 

consistently links being trusted with gaining promotion and working more closely with the 

senior leadership team. Bryk and Schneider (2002), Fullan (2003) and Tschannen-Moran 

(2014) all present convincing arguments for the functional benefits of trust, but this is not the 

only way it is being configured in these narratives. Here, it veers towards being a signifier, or 

marker, for a competent and capable ‘elect’ cohort of professionals. As Paul says, he trusts 

those who he respects for their hard-work and professionalism, and he does not trust the 

rest. There is no indication that ‘the rest’ will ever gain his trust. In this sense it is a static, 

rather than a dynamic label. In this thread, to trust a colleague is to signify that they are 

valued, and being trusted, in return, becomes a marker of professional prestige. Trust 

functions as a symbol of success, and the presumption must be that it can only function in 

this way because it is a commodity perceived to be in short supply. Were the opposite 

perception holding sway, that trust was a plentiful commodity, it would be less easy for it to 

function as a marker or signifier of professional success.  

 

5.1.5 Additional monitoring viewed as an opportunity, an enabling device, to be 
embraced… 
 
Many of the participants present additional scrutiny as a threat, or at least, a potential threat. 

In some of these narratives (for example, Bronwyn and Claire), the arrival of Estyn for 

monitoring visits is configured as a critical event, a pitfall to be avoided, whilst in others 

(Jessica, Sarah and Alison) additional monitoring through in-school systems is presented as 

having a negative impact on trust. In this sense, many of the narratives, therefore, appear to 
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support Tschannen-Moran’s (2014) suggestion, discussed in 2.3 (p.19), that lighter-touch 

scrutiny and monitoring might be more appropriate if establishing high-trust relationships 

within school is identified as a priority. 

 

In this instance, the significant narrative thread is not simply this story, which echoes 

previous findings that enhanced scrutiny may undermine inter-relational trust (Thomsen et. 

al., 2016 – see 2.7, p.21). Instead, it is Peter’s story, which views scrutiny and monitoring in 

a distinctive way. At this juncture, it should be remembered that Peter’s career change into 

teaching, supplemented by a strong identification with the concept of teaching as a vocation, 

gives him a powerful, personal narrative of constant professional renewal and improvement. 

Peter wants to become a better teacher, not particularly because he wants results to 

improve, or because he wants the school to become more successful, or even because he 

feels obliged to meet external targets. Although these may be contributory factors, Peter’s 

fundamental motivation for wanting to become a better teacher is that he wants to continue 

to develop mastery of his craft. In this context, far from being a threat, additional monitoring 

is viewed as an opportunity, an enabling device, to be embraced. This is a significant 

narrative thread, although it is only Peter who expresses it. Its singularity in this instance 

gives it its significance, insofar as one might consider why it is a narrative that is not shared 

more widely. 

 

5.1.6 When enhanced scrutiny becomes professionally insulting... 
 
The narratives provide a continuum of responses to enhanced monitoring and scrutiny. 

Sarah is rather puzzled by the additional attention, whilst Alison notes wasted time and effort 

when she is closely monitored doing tasks she has done many times before. This response 

is crystallised for Alison when she compares it to her previous experience in retail, where 

she enjoyed a greater degree of freedom. Mark had previously been annoyed that the 

monitoring of homework setting had been applied in a blanket, uniform manner.  

 

However, it is Andrew who voices this concern in the most direct way, giving coherence to 

an additional significant thread. In Andrew’s story, as he presents it, the pastoral unit had 

been the culmination of his professional efforts stretching over twenty years. It is a source of 

professional pride. Applying considerable accountability pressure in this current context, 

given the accumulated years of his personal, professional investment, could not, in his view, 

add anything to his efforts or performance. It was, however, constantly trying to re-position 
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him as someone who requires consistent monitoring to make sure he does his job well. 

Thus, Andrew was repeatedly being re-positioned into a mode of lesser professionalism that 

he did not accept or recognise as being appropriate for him. His response, in the continuous 

present of the interview, is to maintain a critical distance from this narrative of enhanced 

scrutiny and this critical distance expresses itself in his self-consciously foregrounded, ironic 

detachment from the narratives of the senior leadership team. The resonant thread that can 

be drawn out here is that when enhanced scrutiny is applied in an undifferentiated way, it 

can be perceived as pointlessly redundant, and potentially, professionally insulting. 

 

5.1.7 The perceived source of enhanced monitoring can be important... 
 
The next significant thread is formed around a caveat to the point made immediately above, 

a caveat that focuses on the source of any enhanced scrutiny. Many participants make clear 

distinctions in this regard. For example, Susan indicates that she has always been trusted as 

an individual, but not as a teacher. With this formulation, she articulates a thread that runs 

through many of the interviews, that the role of simply being a teacher exposes the individual 

to a generalised climate of enhanced monitoring. Alison and Mark both clarify that they could 

bracket away accountability practices which could be identified as originating in the larger 

system, outside of their own school. If this is just ‘the way it is’, then they can accommodate 

these pressures. Indeed, Mark specifically praises his current head for clarifying that many 

of the procedures he is implementing originate at a much higher level than the school. For 

Mark, this makes them more acceptable.  

 

Of course, the converse position would be to suggest that individuals within school were 

intrinsically motivated to scrutinise and catch out colleagues. This is the suspicion, voiced 

with a metaphorical shudder, that Mark harbours about his previous head teacher. It is also 

the thread that runs through Andrew’s story. Placing these two ideas together helps to 

identify the significant narrative that enhanced monitoring and scrutiny are more likely to be 

seen as ‘acceptable’ if they can be seen as part of a broader educational climate and 

culture. Indeed, at times it appears as if participants are keen to re-position their perceptions 

of these pressures in this way. It is only Susan who speaks in the present tense of 

‘threatening’ monitoring meetings within her own school, thus giving direct expression to an 

idea that lurks at the edges of many other narratives, that enhanced scrutiny might originate 

from sources within the institution and might presumably therefore constitute more of a 

‘threat’. It should be remembered at this point that it is Susan’s story that sketches out the 
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bleakest future in teaching. Other participants, perhaps, are keeping this bleak future at bay 

by attempting to locate the driving forces of enhanced scrutiny and monitoring to a position 

far beyond the school gates. 

 

5.1.8 Micromanagement is not always viewed negatively... 
 
The next notable narrative focuses on the idea of micromanagement, a practice that Reina 

and Reina (1999) and Tschannen-Moran (2014) have suggested erodes feelings of being 

trusted. Many of the participants choose to talk about this in their interviews. Alison, Paul 

and Mark all talk about the effects of micromanagement at length, possibly something they 

feel more keenly because all three are operating in the middle tier of school management. 

Here they notice their own management practices being micromanaged from above.  

 

It is Mark who, intriguingly, suggests that an individual’s attitude to micromanagement could 

be modified by the level of respect the individual has for the micromanager. In other words, 

leaders and managers who command a lot of respect, can get away with an increased level 

of micromanagement practice. Thus, being micromanaged may diminish levels of trust, but 

the working relationship may still function effectively, buttressed by other leadership qualities 

and practices. 

 

5.1.9 Lack of collegiate empathy can be interpreted as lack of trust... 
 
The link between collegiate empathy and trust presents a further significant narrative strand. 

As noted in 2.3 (p. 16), there is a link between social capital and trust (Spillane 2006), with 

social capital also encompassing the levels of collaboration and social obligation, 

themselves constituent elements of the concept of collegiality. DiPaola and Hoy (2005) link 

high levels of trust within schools with a phenomenon that they describe as ‘Organisational 

Citizenship Behaviour’ (OCB), the willingness of workers to go beyond the minimum effort 

that their contract requires. In low-trust organisations, people are less willing to develop or 

exhibit OCB, whilst in high trust organisations, the reverse applies, and the concept of OCB 

has clear links once again with the concept of collegiate empathy. Within Rhodri’s narratives, 

two stories are told to exemplify lack of trust in schools, and these centre on different 

aspects of OCB (the staff choir and the Duke of Edinburgh expedition). For Rhodri, the lack 

of collegiate empathy displayed by colleagues is having a direct impact on OCB (although 

he does not use this term) and having an effect on his perceptions of levels of trust. Rhodri 
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sees low levels of trust in schools because he can identify low levels of collegiate empathy. 

There is a link here to Uslaner’s (2002) concepts of particularised and generalised trust, 

since Rhodri is describing, in effect, the breakdown of a generalised sense of trust that might 

exist across the whole school. For Rhodri, lack of collegiate empathy is interpreted as lack of 

trust. 

 

Jessica’s negative recollections of her previous school can also be read as an iteration of 

this thread. Her story is an expression of the way that she felt mistrusted by the institution. In 

effect, she identifies a lack of collegiate empathy towards herself, through a lack of 

institutional benevolence. The school, she felt, had been run ‘like a business’. She had been 

unable to identify any empathy in the way she had been treated by the senior leadership 

team. As a result, she did not feel trusted there. 

 

5.1.10 A perceived link between feeling especially trusted and placing oneself 
simultaneously in a position of exposed accountability... 
 
Claire, Jessica, Sarah, Rhian, Susan and Mark all identify that they felt trusted when their 

school gave them an additional responsibility, especially when they knew that this 

responsibility would have an impact on the school’s performance indicators. In fact, they 

take time to emphasize this link. In effect, this intensifies their feelings of being trusted, but it 

also heightens their awareness of their responsibilities and their accountability. Biesta (2014) 

has suggested that the ‘culture of accountability’ is changing the ‘identities and self-

perceptions’ of teachers (p.70), and its effects can perhaps be seen here. Teachers 

understand that schools are prioritising success in performance indicators, and thus, when 

they are given an additional, key responsibility in this regard, they feel especially trusted. At 

the same time, however, they recognise that they are drawn more tightly into a web of ‘high-

stakes’ performance expectations. This equivocation finds expression within the narratives 

of the participants, since, although, on one level, they generally cite these examples when 

talking about being trusted in a positive way, they also then balance this by exploring the 

possibility of failure. Claire, for example, describes being ‘excited’ and ‘terrified’ at the same 

time. The significant narrative thread here is not just that there is a perceived link between 

being given additional responsibility and feeling trusted, but that there is a perceived link in 

turn between feeling especially trusted and placing oneself simultaneously in a position of 

exposed accountability. 
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5.1.11 Structure may be more important than trust... 
 
The narrative of the positive benefits of extensive professional autonomy (Sahlberg, 2015) is 

clearly not one that speaks to all. When Rhian was given extensive autonomy to lead a 

course, the positive corollary of feeling trusted was less important to her than the negative 

effect of working without structure or guidance. Being trusted, by being given extensive 

professional latitude, was just not particularly important to her. Rather than being a 

liberating, enabling experience, it became disabling, so much so that she yearns in the 

interview for the external control and structure that her new job may provide. As Cribb and 

Gewitrz (2007) have suggested, autonomy cannot always be presumed to be positive. In the 

context of this study, Rhian’s voice particularly emphasizes a relative rejection of 

professional autonomy, but she is not alone in this. Claire’s story carries traces of it as well. 

This clear and consistent narrative, that, for some, structure is more important than trust, 

becomes an important thread. 

 

5.1.12 A climate of low- (or high-) trust is able to influence the trusting disposition of 
those within it... 
 
The final resonant thread focuses on how trust operates within an established climate that is 

either high-, or low-trust. Mark is clear that, under a previous head teacher, where a culture 

of doubt and suspicion had prevailed, he too had doubted the efforts of many of his 

colleagues, irrespective of whether he worked with them closely or not. Here he acted, in 

recollection, like one of Uslaner’s (2002) particularised trusters (although he did not use this 

term), defaulting to a position of low trust in respect of his colleagues. With a change of head 

teacher, and a change of culture, he feels he is no longer adopting this position. Effectively, 

Mark’s narratives, past and present, suggest, as previously noted, an echo chamber effect, 

first negatively, then positively. There is support here, then, for Bryk and Schneider (2002), 

who suggest that a critical mass of colleagues, in any given institution, need to enter into the 

‘willing vulnerability’ (p.116) of trusting the capabilities of others to create a conducive 

environment and culture for trust itself to flourish. Below this line, people mistrust the idea of 

trust itself. Above it, people begin to believe consistently in the capacity of their colleagues to 

deliver. Mark’s own narrative appears to reflect both aspects of this transition, and thus gives 

voice to the final significant thread; a climate of low- (or high-) trust is able to influence the 

trusting disposition of those within it. This is Mark’s perception. 
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5.2 Another story/ the story of A.N. Other 
 

A teacher works in a school which prides itself on its robust and rigorous monitoring and 

accountability procedures. In this respect, the school implements practices and procedures 

that are endorsed by the local authority, the local school improvement consortium and the 

inspection service. There is widespread agreement that these procedures deliver good 

outcomes for pupils, and the teacher accepts and understands this (although she worries 

that she is unable to guarantee the final outcome of every pupil she teaches). The teacher 

takes pride in the success of the school and enjoys the collective sense of professional 

satisfaction when the school performs well in key indicators. Equally, when the school's 

results are down, the teacher shares in the collective disappointment and the collective 

desire for efforts to be re-doubled (although privately she accepts that results may not 

improve every single year).  

 

Over time, the teacher notes that a lot of monitoring takes place at all levels within the 

school, and that the act of individual professionals accounting for their actions and 

performance is replicated many times. On one level, the teacher accepts this because she 

realises that that is the way things are done these days in education. Indeed, on some 

occasions, the school’s management team openly admits that some monitoring procedures 

are being followed simply to fulfil external expectations and requirements. This is reassuring. 

 

However, on another level, the teacher begins to perceive, in a vague but persistent way, 

that the high levels of inter-relational trust that might require lower levels of direct monitoring 

are not in evidence. Rather, it seems as if trust is a commodity in short supply, so much so 

that, within the school, to be obviously and publicly trusted becomes an identifier of 

professional success and prestige. In the school, a number of teachers are obviously 

trusted, and are rewarded, but some are not. The teacher frets about which side of this 

dividing line she may be on, and searches for signs from middle and senior management to 

positively confirm that she is on the right side. When an important monitoring visit is 

conducted by the local consortium, the teacher is pleased to be included in the observation 

list because this confirms that she is trusted. However, in the run-up to the visit, the teacher 

is anxious in case she performs adequately or worse. 
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Two things begin to take hold. First, the teacher finds that she does not share some of the 

narratives about school improvement that the school itself presents and emphasises. A 

dislocation takes place between the teacher’s private beliefs, and those that are publicly 

generated and validated. Second, the teacher’s self-concept (Rogers, 1951) as a successful 

professional no longer aligns smoothly with the way in which she is positioned by the 

school’s monitoring and accountability narrative. A measure of professional anxiety ensues, 

exacerbated by her perceptions of the low-trust working context. These anxieties cohere 

around the following questions that the teacher poses to herself: 

• ‘In a low-trust environment, how will my professional worth be valued by others?’ 

• ‘In a low-trust environment, will I have to work harder to demonstrate my professional 

worth?’ 

• ‘In a low-trust environment, how will I gain promotion, or even maintain my 

professional position?’ 

 

The differing ways in which these questions are answered, in turn, sets the teacher off on a 

variety of narrative pathways: 

i. Resignation (literal or metaphorical) and departure. In this continuation, the teacher 

finds that she can no longer work within the dislocation between her beliefs and the 

narrative of the organisation. The teacher leaves to consider this dislocation from a 

different vantage point, or, the teacher considers a departure from the profession. 

(Susan’s story). 

 

ii. Ironic/ critical detachment. Here the teacher maintains commitment to her own 

professional standards, but finds a variety of ways to covertly, or even overtly, 

question aspects of the organisational narrative. (Andrew’s/ Rhodri’s story). 

 

iii. Promotion. In this iteration, the teacher looks to promotion opportunities as a way of 

either entering into a more ‘trusted’ cohort of professionals, or as a way of personally 

‘correcting’ leadership practices that she has previously identified as being unhelpful 

in terms of high-trust maintenance. (The stories of Paul, Bronwyn and Alison). 

 

iv. Wait and hope. In this continuation, the teacher looks for the situation to improve 

through a variety of avenues. One possibility is to wait and hope to demonstrate 

trustworthiness in the short, medium or longer term. (Jessica’s/ Claire’s story). 
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Alternatively, the teacher looks to additional, externally-imposed structures, in terms 

of practices and procedures, as a bulwark of certainty and security. In this version, 

the teacher deliberately embraces detailed prescription over the way she pursues her 

professional duties, on the basis that she cannot fail to be trusted if she follows this 

prescription very closely. (Rhian’s story). In a different version again, the teacher 

takes solace in a new, school-wide culture, built on alternative practices and 

processes, that appears to offer trust actively being re-configured at a higher level. 

(Mark’s story). 

 

Of course, there are alternatives that do not really engage with the core story, or its varying 

continuations, re-told above. The teacher can have such a firm belief in collective 

accountability that she does not experience such anxieties or dislocations. This is Sarah’s 

story. Alternatively, the teacher identifies with a strong, personal narrative of constant 

professional renewal and improvement in a way that does not exactly remove dislocations 

and anxieties, but places them in a very different context. This is Peter’s story. These two 

versions are ostensibly much more positive in the re-telling and subsequent analysis. They 

exist, however, as minor strands in the narratives of trust, accountability and autonomy.  

 

Chapter 1 set out the aims for this study, to explore the lived experiences of trust, 

accountability and autonomy for a selection of secondary teachers in this context, in this 

moment in time. The reflections here suggest the existence of some significant narratives 

that help to expand and clarify an understanding of what it means to be a teacher in the 

maintained secondary sector in Wales in the latter part of the second decade of the century. 

Resonant threads do not perhaps lend themselves easily to translation into 

recommendations for policy. They do, however, provide the detailed knowledge base upon 

which reforming policy should be based. The threads gathered here, in the re-presentations 

of Chapter 4, and the reflections of Chapter 5, add further definition and detail to this 

knowledge base. 
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Appendix 1: Ethics form 
 

Overview of Proposed Study 
 

Name: Matt Hutt 
 

Staff or student:  
 

Student 

Programme of Study: 
(if applicable) 
 

 
PhD by portfolio 

Name of Supervisor: 
(if applicable) 
 

 
Nicky Lewis 

Proposed Project Title:  
Narratives of trust, autonomy and accountability in secondary education in 
South Wales. 
 
 

Start date: PhD start date: 30.09.16 
Data collection start date: 25.06.17 
 

Code(s) of conduct to 
be followed or the 
guidelines appropriate 
to your area of study 
or discipline: 
 

BERA guidelines will be followed. 

Brief outline of your Research Study (500-750 words) to include: 
1. Rationale, research aims and/or questions  
2. Research setting,  
3. Your professional role (if appropriate)  
4. Your relationship to participants (if any) 
5. Details of sample and sampling strategy  
6. Methods of data collection25 
7. Data analysis  

 

Rationale 
Alongside studies that have attempted to demonstrate the widespread positive effects of high-trust 
conditions in society (Uslaner 2002, Wilkinson and Pickett 2009), there are a number of studies that 
look to replicate these findings in schools (for example, Tschannen-Moran 2014, Bryk and Schneider 
2002). Developing high-trust institutions is generally agreed to be a key priority for school leaders 
and school systems. Similarly, many commentators agree that steps should be taken at all levels in 
the education system to reinforce teachers’ perceptions of their own professional autonomy, on the 
basis that positive perceptions of autonomy pave the way for numerous benefits within schools, 
including increased professional motivation, innovation, etc. (Hargreaves and Fullan 2012, Sahlberg 

 
25 Data collection methods could include interviews, group interviews, focus groups, questionnaires, 
observation, visual data, assessment or measurement, documentary analysis.  Please specify how the data will 
be recorded (if appropriate) i.e. note taking, audio recording, visual recording. 
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2015). Whether from the perspective of defending teacher autonomy, or promoting high-trust 
cultures, both sets of commentators agree that ‘strict’ accountability measures have the inherent 
capacity to seriously delimit autonomy and diminish levels of trust. 
Therefore, in the current local educational landscape, where accountability is inscribed into policies, 
procedures and institutional practices at all levels, it seems appropriate to ask the following 
questions: 
1) Does the application of accountability measures inevitably erode trust and diminish 
perceptions of professional autonomy? 
2) Do all forms of accountability impede trust and autonomy to the same degree? 

The purpose of this research, then, is explore, through these questions, how a 
reconciliation might be effected between an accountability system (which appears to be an 
enduring feature for the medium term) and a culture of high-trust and high professional 
autonomy. In these terms, any conclusions that this research is able to draw should be of 
interest to senior school leaders, to Welsh Government policy makers and to the four 
school improvement consortia. 
 
Research setting 
This project is envisaged as the first of three linked projects, and will take as its subject, 
teachers in secondary schools. (The second and third elements will focus on school leaders, 
and Estyn/ WG/ consortia staff respectively). In the first instance twelve teachers will be 
interviewed, drawn from 4 different secondary school in South Wales. 
 
My professional role 
Having recently changed career since the inception of this project (from secondary school 
senior leader to HEI senior lecturer), I will be using my recent professional experience and 
contacts to identify potential participants. My recent experience within the education 
system will, in itself, become a reflexive source of data. 
 
My relationship to participants 
Most of the participants are not known to me. A small number are known to me 
professionally. One is known to me professionally and socially. 
 
Approach to sampling 
This research will attempt to generate a series of detailed case studies, and will aim to 
produce findings that are valid because they are recognisable, and of interest, to fellow 
education professionals (Webster and Mertova 2009). The emphasis will be firmly on the 
detail of individual experiences and perceptions. The project is not, therefore, aiming to 
configure a ‘representative’ sample. The purposeful sampling approach taken can best be 
described as intensity sampling (Patton 2002), in the sense that I am aiming to use 
‘gatekeeper’ contacts to help me identify ‘information-rich’ cases; i.e. those participants 
that will help to generate detailed narratives. The quality of these narratives (in terms of 
how ‘information-rich they are) will be evaluated as the project progresses. The sampling 
approach may need to adopt snowballing method (Patton 2002) to identify additional 
participant possibilities. 
 
Data collection and analysis 
The approach to data collection and analysis will broadly follow the Narrative Inquiry 
approach described by Clandinin and Connelly (2000). Loosely structured interviews will be 
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carried out with the participants, and these will be recorded and transcribed. The data will 
be analysed in a way that attempts to balance the narrative integrity of each participant 
with the search for common themes. This analysis will initially be conducted through a 
thematic approach (Riessman 2008) which will focus on the content of the stories told by 
the participants. However, I am hoping that the nature of the data will then allow a 
subsequent structural analysis (Riessman 2008), which will consider how the narratives 
have been formed. Shaped and presented by the participants. By combining these two 
approaches in a two-step sequence, I intend to explore the participants’ constructions of 
these associated phenomena in as rich detail as possible. The over-arching research 
paradigm will be within an interpretivist approach. 
 
References: 
Bryk, A. and Schneider, B. (2002) Trust in Schools: A Core Resource for Improvement. 

American Sociological Association. 

Clandinin, D.J., and Connelly, F. M. (2000) Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in 

Qualitative Research. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Hargreaves, A. and Fullan, M. (2012) Professional Capital: Transforming Teaching in Every 

School. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Patton, M. (2002) Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks: 

Sage. 

Riessman, C. (2008) Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences. London: Sage. 

Sahlberg, P. (2015) Finnish Lessons 2.0. New York: Teachers College Press. 
 
Tschannen-Moran, M. (2014) Trust Matters: Leadership for Successful Schools. San 
Francisco: Jossey – Bass. 
 
Uslaner, E. (2002) The Moral Foundations of Trust. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Webster, W. and Mertova, P. (2007) Using Narrative Inquiry as a Research Method. 
Abingdon: Routledge. 
 
Wilkinson, R. and Pickett, K. (2009) The Spirit Level: Why Equality is Better for Everyone. 
London: Penguin. 
 
 
 

Responsibilities to Participants 
 

 
1. Voluntary Informed Consent 

 
How will you gain access to the participants? 

 



 

109 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

Through existing professional contacts 
 

How will you provide participants with the information they need about the study?  Please 
attach a copy of the information that will be provided to the participants where 
appropriate 

 
See information sheet attached 
 

How will you ensure that you have informed consent from the participants?  Please attach 
a copy of the consent form(s) that will be provided to the participants where appropriate 

See information sheet and consent sheets attached 
 
 

How will you inform participants of their right to withdraw from the study? 

Through consent form 
 
 

How will you inform participants of the complaints procedure? 
Through information sheet 
 
 

Checklist for managing Voluntary Informed Consent 
Tick all that apply 

All respondents will be given an appropriate level of information about and 
be given adequate time to think about the information before being asked to 
agree to participate  
 

tick 
 
 

All participants taking part in an interview, focus group, observation (or other 
activity which is not questionnaire based) will be asked to sign a consent form
  

tick 

All participants completing a questionnaire will be informed on the 
Information Sheet that returning the completed questionnaire implies  
consent to participate 
 

N/A 

All participants being asked to provide sensitive personal data will have the 
following statement on the consent form or on the bottom of their  
questionnaire ’I consent to the processing of my personal information for the 
purposes of this research study. I understand that such information will be 
treated as confidential and handled in accordance with the Data Protection 
Act 1998’  

tick 

All respondents will be told that they can withdraw at any time, ask for their 
data to be removed from the project until it is no longer practical to do so 
(e.g. when a report has been written and submitted) 

 

tick 

Duty of Care to the Participants 
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How will you ensure the participants’ well-being during the research?  

Interviews will take place at a time and in a location that has been agreed with the 
participants. It is not envisaged that sensitive topics will be covered within the interviews. 
 
 

What information will you provide to the participants at the end of their involvement in the 
study (if appropriate)? 
 

As indicated in the information sheet, there will be a full and detailed follow-up opportunity 
for participants to discuss emergent findings and analysis. 
 
 

Researcher Safety  

Are there any issues around researcher safety and if so how will you address those? Please 
attach a researcher safety protocol if appropriate. 

The four contexts are mainstream secondary schools with no additional researcher safety 
implications beyond standard, common-sense health and safety working environment 
procedures which I will observe. Since I will be visiting the locations by car I will also take 
sensible precautions for personal safety, e.g. I will leave plenty of time for travel/ parking 
etc. The locations have all been visited before, so I am familiar with safe routes/ parking 
etc. Since some of the interviews will involve me interviewing female teachers in private, I 
will ensure that sensible precautions are taken to ensure the wellbeing and safety of both 
parties; e.g. due regard for personal space, suitably professional interpersonal skills etc. 
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2. Managing Data 
 
How will you ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the research participants?  
 
Schools and participants will be assigned pseudonyms. Data quoted in the study will be checked 
carefully to ensure other details that might betray anonymity are not unwittingly included. 

 
Checklist for managing issues of confidentiality and anonymity  
Tick all that apply 
 

Questionnaires will be returned anonymously 
and indirectly    
 

N/A 

Questionnaires and/or interview transcripts 
will only be identifiable by a unique identifier 
(e.g. code/pseudonym) 
  

tick 

Lists of identity numbers or pseudonyms 
linked to names and/or addresses will be 
stored securely and separately from the 
research data 
 

tick 

All name of people, places or organisations 
which could lead to the identification of 
individuals or organisations will be changed 

tick 

I confirm that my research records will be 
held securely at USW according to the Data 
Protection Act 1998 and in accordance with 
USW guidelines 
 

tick 

I confirm that I will not use the research data 
for any other purpose or that I have attached 
the use, retention and re-use form  
 

tick 

Data will be stored on a personal computer 
and, as well as the computer being password 
protected, so will the documents 
 

tick 

If confidentiality is limited a Confidentiality 
Protocol is attached which describes how this 
will be managed 

N/A 
 

How will research findings be fed back to the research participants? (if appropriate) 
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Alongside an opportunity to discuss emergent findings, all participants will be sent a draft copy of the 
project for comment. 
 

 

How will the research be disseminated to the wider community? 

The project could form the basis for a subsequent journal article or a conference paper. 
 

 

Attachments 
 
 

Tick all that are included  

Information Sheet tick 

Consent Form tick 

Confidentiality Protocol N/A 

Researcher Safety Protocol N/A 

Other approvals, for example approval of external organisations allowing you 
access to their participants. 
 

N/A 

Applicant’s Declaration 
 

If your project is approved you must follow the process and documents you have 
submitted. If your application is not approved you will need to refer to this version of your 
application when preparing your re-submission. Please note if you intend on deviating from 
the approved protocol or documentation you will need to request approval for any changes. 
 

I have read and agree to abide by the Code(s) of Conduct identified at the start 
of this form 
 

tick 

I understand that failure to follow my approved protocol constitutes research 
misconduct and the policy for such offences will be followed in such an instance 

tick 

I confirm that the USW is responsible for this study and that I am not receiving 
any funding for this project other than that provided by myself or through my 
course  

tick 

I confirm that all procedures that will occur within the research will adhere to 
USW Policy on Health and Safety and that where applicable, a thorough risk 
assessment will be completed prior to the research taking place 
 

tick 

Print name:    
M Hutt 

Please sign: 
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Date: 

14.06.18 
 
 

Supervisor’s Declaration (for students) 

If the student’s project is approved they must follow the process and documents they have 
submitted. If their application is not approved they will need to refer to this version of their 
application when preparing their re-submission. Please note if you intend on deviating from 
the approved protocol or documentation you will need to request approval for any changes. 
 

I have read and agree to abide by the Code(s) of Conduct identified at the start 
of this form 

 
Yes 

I have read the guidelines accompanying this application form and understand 
that failure to follow these and the approved protocol constitutes research 
misconduct and the policy for such offences will be followed in such an instance 

 
Yes 

Print name:   Dr Nicky Lewis 
 
 

Please sign   
 

Date:  28th June, 2017 

 
 

Decision 
 

Approval  
 

Yes 

Further Information needed and Resubmission required 
 

 

Rejected 
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Notes 
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Appendix 2: Participant Information Sheet 
 
Project title: Narratives of trust, autonomy and accountability in secondary education 

in South Wales. 

Researcher: Matt Hutt 

Institution: University of South Wales 

Project supervisor: Nicky Lewis 

Qualification project is part of: PhD, School of Education, Faculty of Life Sciences 

and Education, University of South Wales 

Information sheet version no: 1 

Date: 14.06.17 

This study has been designed to find out more about the different ways teachers in 

secondary schools in South Wales think about professional trust, autonomy and 

accountability. Its main focus will be to explore your perceptions of how these 

concepts are interrelated in your professional life. Various pieces of research have 

already been conducted on trust in practice in different educational settings and 

sectors, and this research aims to add this body of knowledge by focusing on: 

a) one particular sector in one geographical location; and  

b) the specific relationships between trust and accountability, and trust and 

professional autonomy. 

In terms of your involvement as a participant, I would like to use this interview as an 

opportunity to find out more about your experiences of trusting others, and being 

trusted yourself, in your teaching career. I also want to find out more about the 

different ways in which accountability impacts on your professional life and your 

identity, as a teacher and as a professional. Finally, I want to explore the various 

ways that you are able to express your sense of professional autonomy; the 

occasions and contexts where you feel you have a high degree of professional 

control. The interview will not be based rigidly on a series of set questions. Instead it 

will be flexibly structured around some prompts to allow the discussion to focus on 

the individual areas that are important to you. The interviews should last for around 

45 to 60 minutes and they will be recorded and transcribed. All data will be 

anonymised to protect confidentiality. Once the interviews have been analysed. I 

would like to be able to contact you again, through email or through another face-to-

face meeting. This will be to ensure I have captured as accurately as possible your 

thoughts and ideas.  

I am intending to interview 12 teachers in 4 different secondary settings and this 

research will be formally written up as a dissertation to fulfil the requirements of PhD 

in the School of Education, Early Years and Social Work at University of South 
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Wales. It will be conducted following the ethical guidelines BERA. The links to these 

guidelines can be found here: 

• British Educational Research Association ethical guidance: 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-

Guidelines-2011.pdf 

This research also falls under the remit of USW complaints procedure, and, in the 

first instance, these should be directed to my supervisor, Nicky Lewis at 

nicky.lewis@southwales.ac.uk. 

I hope you feel able to take part in this research and, in anticipation, I would like to 

thank you for your time and commitment. 

 

M Hutt 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-2011.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-2011.pdf
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Appendix 3: Participant Consent Form 
 
Title of Project: Narratives of trust, autonomy and accountability in secondary 

education in South Wales. 
 

Name of Researcher: Matt Hutt 

 

Name of supervisor: Nicky Lewis 

Please (initial/tick) all boxes  

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated 14.06.17 

(version1) for the above study.  I have had the opportunity to consider the 

information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 

   

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw 

at any time without giving any reason, without any consequence to myself.   

 

3. I agree to my anonymised data being used in study specific reports and 

subsequent articles that will appear in academic journals.  

 

4. I agree to take part in the above study.  

 

5. I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes of this 

research study. I understand that such information will be treated as 

confidential and handled in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. 

  

 

6. I am over 18. 

 

            
Name of Participant   Date    Signature
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Appendix 4: Interview Prompts 
 
Tell me about a time when you felt trusted? 

Tell me about a time when did not feel trusted? 

When, in your career, have you particularly felt a part of a professional community where people 

trusted each other? 

Tell me about a time when you found it difficult to trust others professionally? 

When do you feel particularly accountable for your professional work? How does that affect you? 

Tell me about a time when you felt your sense of professional autonomy was particularly strong? 

How did this make you feel? 

What role did others play in this event? 
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Appendix 5: Interview data 
 
 

Participant Interview Date Interview Length 
School A 

Bronwyn 04.07.17 46:02 

Claire 04.07.17 47:59 

Paul 04.07.17 57:39 

 

School B 

Jessica 13.07.17 19:36 

Sarah 13.07.17 16:58 

Rhian 13.07.17 25.07 

 

School C 

Alison 18.07.17 32:22 

Rhodri 20.07.17 31:42 

Mark 20.07.17 27:37 

 

School D 

Susan 02.10.17 34:25 

Peter 04.10.17 29:16 

Andrew 06.10.17 29:19 
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Appendix 6: Sample interview transcript (Bronwyn – 04.07.17) 
 
(All other transcripts available on request). 
 
    Speaker 1: Okay, that's working. So this is interview number one with Bronwyn. 
To start off with Bronwyn, can you just tell me a little about your career to date. Just 
a few details, a bit of a chronology for me.  
 
         Bronwyn: Okay, so I first qualified in 2010, and my second placement school 
kept me on for a year to sort of cover a long term sickness.  
 So I took my NQT there at my second placement school. And then I moved to 
Valleytown School in ____. And I taught there as part of the Subject A department 
for about three or four years before applying here for the second in Subject A and 
_______ coordinator role. I've been doing that for about four years now and recently 
our head of department left at Easter to take on a new role.  
 And I am stepping up and standing in for her until September. You see, I am going 
to take some time out because I am expecting.  
 
         Speaker 1: Congratulations.  
 
         Bronwyn: Thank you. But yeah, hoping to then pick that up, or pick up my 
career again after I've had my baby.  
 And I'll be looking to progress to head of department somewhere in the next couple 
of years or so.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay, so you've got a fairly clear set of career aims and ambitions. 
Before we get into the set of questions here, can you just tell me something about 
why you went to teaching in the first place.  
 
         Bronwyn: Well, primarily it was my love for my subject. Which is what geared 
me towards secondary school teaching. And when you have all these kind of 
romanticized ideas of how making everybody love Subject A. And all of that kind of 
thing. I love all aspects of it as well.  
 I did Subject A at A level and then Subject A degree. So I find I have quite a broad 
spectrum. And I liked the creativity that came with teaching and the kind of, what I 
felt at the time, was the freedom to try lots of different ideas and lots of different ways 
of passing on the knowledge.  
 I remember I really enjoyed my time at school and I really looked up to my Subject A 
teacher as well. And I remember thinking right, okay, I'd really like to be like her one 
day as well. I suppose it was a series of romantic ideas about passing on the gift of 
knowledge and inspiring young people and all that kind of thing.  
 
         Speaker 1: I think that's quite a common story. No, I really enjoyed my time in 
school and I had an Subject A teacher who I thought was particularly inspirational.  
 
         Bronwyn: I just remember thinking she was like the cleverest person ever.  
 
         Speaker 1: [LAUGH]  
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         Bronwyn: And being like I wish I was that clever.  
 
         Speaker 1: Maybe she was.  
 
         Bronwyn: [LAUGH] Yeah, so it was just a series of things, I suppose.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah okay, that's really useful because it'll help me put into context 
the rest of the things that you talk about. So just think about your time as a teacher. 
Can you think about a time or tell me about a time when you felt particularly trusted 
to fulfil your professional role?  
 
         Bronwyn: Well I suppose from a ______ coordinator's perspective, when I 
came to the school, it was very much in a stage of we need to get the LNF 
embedded and the skills taught across the curriculum. So what would you like to do? 
And I was given quite a free reign in terms of the ideas that I could bring to the table.  
 And it has carried on like that. Essentially I bring what I would like to do and how I 
think it would work for the school and why I think it's a good idea. I trial it within my 
department and then I talk strategy with my SLT link about how we are going to get 
that to work across the school.  
So from the word go really, when I first came to the school and I said, right we need 
to do an audit. We need to staff to identify an area where they can make the ____ 
skills rich and explicit for the pupils. And I said we're going to do this through the use 
of a rich task, and then later I brought in assessment criteria rubrics from my training 
with Region D Consortium.  
And I feel like I've really been trusted with that and what I've been helped is the 
strategy of it. But there have been one or two sort of occasions where the SLT link 
has said to me, 'I'm not sure it would work that way'. But he's been supportive rather 
than 'I don't know, I don't think that idea's very good' or anything like that.  
Maybe I'm just full of brilliant ideas, [LAUGH] I don't know.  
 
      Speaker 1: [LAUGH]  
 
         Bronwyn: I'm joking. But I do feel like I've been particularly trusted with _____ 
within this school and the strategies that have been employed to develop that.  
 
         Speaker 1: Thanks so much for that. Just to clarify for myself, that relationship 
of trust or that feeling of being trusted to develop something, a role that you've been 
given.  
You said that was there from the get go, from the very first, so can you think back a 
bit about how you knew that had been established?  
 
         Bronwyn: Well I came into the school, I've had a number of SLT links over the 
years since I arrived. But the SLT link I was given said to me from the start ‘this is 
where we are as a school and I want your thoughts on what we need to do first’.  
So he gave me that open forum. And then when I said this, and I had obviously 
thought about like a clear strategy of what I needed to do first. But it was the 
response to my strategy as being like ‘right, okay, yes, I think that will work so I will 
go away and I'll do this part of it and if you do that part of it’.  
And that sense of collaboration. Yeah, so the open forum for the ideas from the start. 
And then the positive response saying what actions were then going to be taking.  
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         Speaker 1: Okay, okay. So just to flip that around a bit. Can you think of a time, 
in anywhere in your professional career, where you felt less trusted?  
 
         Bronwyn: I suppose. I mean, I don't know what you know about the context of 
our school, but we have been under Estyn monitoring for a while. And last year's 
Subject A results were not what we had hoped they would be. So that has impacted 
on the Subject A department in a sense that we've been subjected to much closer 
scrutiny.  
So our previous head of department adopted this kind of strategy of right, with _____ 
you're no longer going to teach the [elements] on the specification that you want to 
teach or that you've been teaching. We're going to have these [elements] that we're 
doing, for instance. It was, we've had learning walks and people sort of dropping into 
our lessons.  
And maybe there's been a sort of a sense of not, that information, I don't want to say 
the wrong thing, but the information coming out of those learning walks hasn't always 
been passed back. So there's this sense of ‘hmm, what have they said about me, am 
I doing a good job?’  
And then I think seeing in a couple of other people in the department get pulled up 
on certain things has sort of made you feel a little bit wary about. And you get a little 
bit fearful  - like I do anyway about, I better double check my books or I better, you 
know, check every lesson.  
 
         Speaker 1: So, you've talked about information not getting passed back to you. 
So, what was the significance of that, the impact that has on the way you feel?  
 
         Bronwyn: Well, like a learning walk is like somebody popping into your lesson 
and having a look at particular areas, isn't it. And as a reflective practitioner, I like to 
know, right, this was really good.  
Or I wouldn't have done it that way, ‘do it this way next time, or perhaps you might 
want to try that’. So, it kind of made myself feel within the department, and, you 
know, I don't necessarily think it was from up upstairs, you know, SLT that weren't 
passing it back.  
I think that was perhaps lack of communication within our department on a 
departmental level.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay.  
 
         Bronwyn: And not knowing, made you wonder what was being said about you.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay. Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: Therefore, made you feel a little bit insecure about your own teaching 
performance. It's nice to get that feedback to know, a, either you're doing a good job, 
or b, this aspect needs to change and this is how.  
 
         Speaker 1: So, just to get clarified. No, no, no. Do you suspect that kind of lack 
of feedback loop was deliberately engineered that way, or do you think it was, a 
haphazard way of information sometimes doesn't reach the right people at the right 
time, you can be completely honest.  
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         Bronwyn: I think, there were certain people in the department that it would've 
been a difficult conversation to have with them. So, I think by avoiding the issue of 
telling certain people how they've done, it avoided the issue of telling anyone how 
they'd done. So, those of us who can be generally fairly secure in our teaching, in 
our quality of lessons and things like that.  
We were sort of left in the dark a little bit, because it was easier than having that 
conversation with those people who were not as good [INAUDIBLE].  
 
         Speaker 1: So, do you think other people are aware of how this has made you 
feel or-  
 
         Bronwyn: I think so now. Not perhaps at the time, because there wasn't that 
open forum and when you’re the head of the department and your link with SLT so I 
really feel like I'm [LAUGH] . 
 
  
 
         Speaker 1: So, I don't know any of the personalities involved at all, so it's just 
it's just stories to me  
 
         Bronwyn: Our Head of department is our [INAUDIBLE] STL link. So, you have 
to trust your head of department in terms of what they're going to say about you, and 
the information they are going to feed back to you as well.  
And I think that broke down over time for some of the department.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay, so I don't want to put words in your mouth, but you used the 
word trust there. So, you've got experience, seems like a positive experience at the 
moment of having a head of department that you trust to represent you fairly as a 
professional?  
Is that twisting what you said, or is it kind of?  
 
         Bronwyn: Well, I'm currently our head of department, so, I trust myself.  
 
         Speaker 1: [LAUGH]  
 
         Bronwyn: [LAUGH] I'm very positive about the new head of department coming 
in.  
 
         Speaker 1: Right.  
 
         Bronwyn: Because in the meetings we've had there's been a very open forum, 
in terms of what she wants from the department.  
Where we are as a department, and the information that was perhaps held back from 
us, now seems more open.  
 
     Speaker 1: So, I got a bit confused by the chronology there, right? So, you're 
talking about yourself, aren't you? Which you can do.  
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         Bronwyn: Well, the previous head of department.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: Is the one I suppose I was talking about, the one where we didn't get 
the learning walks feedback. And I suppose now it feels more open.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay, so, now, do you, you're talking about your own management 
practice. Do you think you've modified your own management practice specifically in 
reaction to what you've seen, or is this a natural expression of the way you like to be 
with people [CROSSTALK] . 
 
  
 
         Bronwyn: Well, personality wise, I am very open anyway, and I like to be 
professional. But I would like to think that I wouldn't hide something from someone 
that I felt they needed to know unless it was a confidentiality issue, or whatever.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay.  
 
         Bronwyn: I just felt that with the learning walks and things like that.  
And where the department's being monitored, the feedback should be explicit, and 
open, because you need to know how you're performing in order to improve.  
 
         Speaker 1: Exactly. Your concept of yourself as a person. Do you think you find 
it easy to trust other people, and trust the capabilities of other people or- 
 
  
 
         Bronwyn: Generally.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay, so tell me about that then. Tell me how you see yourself in 
terms of, as a continuum of trust, people who trust no-one, and people who trust 
everyone. Where would you see yourself on that line of.  
 
         Bronwyn: I'd say as I've got older, I trust less people, but I'm [INAUDIBLE] in a 
professional sense, I've always been very, very loyal to my head of department, and 
those in position of authority above me.  
So, I respect the fact that they've got those roles, and I do exactly what is asked of 
me partly, because I like to do a good job.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: But part of the reason is I trust that they are in that role for a reason, 
and that in order to facilitate the smooth running of the dept or the school I need to 
fulfil what is being asked of me from the next person up.  
I suppose as I've gone on in my career.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yes, yep.  
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         Bronwyn: I've become more confident in my own knowledge.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: Of what I think is, you know, like right and wrong in terms of how 
things should, or could be done. And so, and my experience, it's given me more 
ideas that way.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: So, I don't always explicitly trust that what the person next to me is 
saying is exactly 100% right, you know I become a little bit more questioning I 
suppose. And not... Less afraid to play devil's advocate and whereas, you know, 
previously I could have absolutely gone like, ‘yeah, okay, no problem’, would always 
say yes to everything, now I am less afraid to question it.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay, so are you saying that the more experience you have in the 
profession has notched down a little bit your willingness to trust other people, or?  
 
         Bronwyn: I wouldn't say, I'm not willing.  
 
         Speaker 1: No?  
 
         Bronwyn: I'd just say I'm more-  
 
         Speaker 1: How'd you characterize?  
 
         Bronwyn: Critical I suppose.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay.  
 
         Bronwyn: Rather than trusting that what they say, is exactly right, or that 
they've definitely got my best interest at heart.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: You know that happened in instances over the years where people 
are desperate to move up their own careers aren't then necessarily don't care about 
yours really.  
[LAUGH] And then, there are other instances where I think, ‘well, in this school that I 
was in, we did it that way. Could we try, do you think that would work here?’ So, I 
suppose it's two levels of it, it's like the personal trust side of things and then there's 
the professional trust.  
So, trusting somebody's judgment and trusting somebody's ability in their role.  
 
 
         Speaker 1: So, tell me a little bit about how that distinction works for you then, 
how you think about your life in school.  
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         Bronwyn: Well, personal trust is. Based around the relationships you have with 
your colleagues, and things.  
And you don't have to be best friends or anything like that, but I feel you have to be 
able to trust that you're a team. And you're a member of that team, and that they 
care about you as a member of that team, if not personally, professionally. And that 
they don't want to see you fail or they don't want to, that they would support you 
rather than try and put you down, yeah.  
 
         Speaker 1: So before we go to the other bit then, do you sense that that 
element of trusting people has also modified over time?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah, slightly, I would say there have only been one or two 
experiences at best where I've thought this person wants to make themselves look 
good.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: And it doesn't care about the rest of.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: I mean maybe once or twice. I don't think that happens an awful lot.  
 
         Speaker 1: No, but yeah, okay, yeah, yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: But I think perhaps I was slightly more naive before, until I 
experienced that kind of thing.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay.  
 
         Bronwyn: And it's never been to a terrible degree or anything.  
 
         Speaker 1: No.  
 
         Bronwyn: But I still thought, ‘hm’.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: That person is.  
 
         Speaker 1: No, I appreciate it, all of this is quite nuanced, isn't it? I'm not going 
to go away now, and think you don't trust people, I'm trying to track the changes.  
Okay so we've got that one, and then you got your trust in other people's 
professional capabilities. What are they like as a teacher? What are they like in the 
classroom? How good are they at delivering school objectives, team objectives. So 
tell me a little bit how that's changed over time.  
 
         Bronwyn: I came from a school in Valleytown which was the largest part of my 
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career until I came here. And it was a school where they always had excellent, in 
Estyn inspections.  
 
         Speaker 1: Right.  
 
         Bronwyn: And the standard was very high.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: But the teamwork was very high as well and the support and the 
sharing within the department.  
And there I knew that the person sitting next to me was an excellent teacher. And I 
knew that if they said something, they were doing something, I could trust it as that is 
a good thing to be doing. When I come here, we've got a varying degree within the 
department of, I don't want to say capability but- 
 
  
 
         Speaker 1: Professional competence, that's fine.  
 
         Bronwyn: And I suppose across the school there are lots of really excellent 
teachers. And then there are other people who, unless it's my business, I try not to 
make it my business. But other people who are not perhaps teaching as well as 
some others.  
So when sharing and collaborating and in a leadership role, asking people to do 
certain things as well. I know that if I'd asked someone to do something in 
Valleytown it was the right thing to do, it would've been done exactly how I would've 
asked. Here I kind of have to be a little bit more discerning, kind of probe a little and 
double check and offer support.  
So that from a leadership role, but also like when you're discussing things like 
teaching and learning strategies and things like that. I feel I have to be a little bit 
more critical in terms of how I would adopt that in my own classroom, or whether I 
would adopt that in my own classroom.  
Because there's not always that trust that that person is doing it for the right reasons 
or adopting the right strategy.  
 
         Speaker 1: So I suppose-  
 
         Bronwyn: That sounds awful.  
 
         Speaker 1: No, no, no, so what would be difficult to disentangle would be how 
much of this is because you've gone from context A to context B and that they're two 
different contexts with different ranges of people.  
And how much of it is down to just simply your progression and your growing 
experience as a professional. It would be very difficult to disentangle those, wouldn't 
it?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah it's a mix of both.  
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         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: I think life is a mish-mash of experiences, isn't it?  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: But I think, certainly, as I've got more competent, I mean when I was 
at Valleytown I was still very much in the early stages of my career. I'm not in the late 
stages now, but I was really quite inexperienced there.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: And so it wasn't in my head to not trust what somebody was saying 
was correct.  
And then as I've progressed here and gained lots and lots more experiences and 
had lots and lots more training in different areas. I've been able to see lots of schools 
as well as part of my role. I think that experience has led me to be more of a critical 
thinker in terms of things people are telling me as well.  
 
         Speaker 1: Do you feel comfortable in yourself with the level of trust that you 
have for the professionals around you. Do you go away does it make you anxious or 
does it make you feel happy or [CROSSTALK]?  
 
         Bronwyn: I try to adopt the point of view that as long as I trust myself and the 
decisions I'm making are the right decisions.  
In terms of A, what the school is asking of me. And B, what I think I should be doing 
in terms of keeping integrity in my classroom and everything like that, then I'm 
relatively happy. I think taking on the Acting Head of Subject A role has made me a 
little bit more concerned about what other people within the department are doing.  
But I trust that everyone in that department is willing to do well, at least. And they 
want to progress and they all want to do the right thing. So I think as long as I trust 
that, that doesn't make me anxious because people can learn to do different things, 
can't they?  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay, I suppose what I'm trying to establish is, which you've 
answered, is this. Someone in their professional context, they could get into a 
situation where their level of trust in people around them dips so low. That actually 
being in work was quite an unpleasant, stressful, possibly even depressing 
experience, but you're not in that.  
From what you're saying [CROSSTALK] sounds like you're nowhere near that.  
 
         Bronwyn: I'm not, I'm nowhere near that, no.  
 
         Speaker 1: So you say, 'I'm not', what does that mean?  
 
         Bronwyn: I think that there was one member of department who I think had lost 
in herself, she'd lost trust in her previous head of department.  
And I know she had other things outside of school kind of going on that were 
impacting on her self-esteem and feelings like that.  
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         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: But I would, she would say she was definitely like that, she's come 
back now and she's much more positive. And I think that open, the lines of 
communication have helped with that a little bit more.  
But yeah, she was really, I think she lost trust in sort of everyone around her.  
 
         Speaker 1: So you've seen that in other people?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yes, yeah.  
 
         Speaker 1: But it's not in yourself?  
 
         Bronwyn: No, no, no.  
 
         Speaker 1: No.  
 
         Speaker 1: Some of these other questions you've kind of touched on.  
 
         Bronwyn: Sorry.  
 
         Speaker 1: No, no, no, no. But I will revisit them just to say, so one of the 
questions I got here is. When have you felt particularly part of a professional 
community where people trusted each other and that was really strong. So you 
referenced that when you talked about teaching in Valleytown.  
 
         Bronwyn: I think I have felt that here as well.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay.  
 
         Bronwyn: I mean, they don't call it the Appleton family for nothing. I think, I 
think at this point-  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: Where I am now, I'm feeling that, because like since our old HoD has 
gone people have felt more sort of free to express like 'I wasn't sure how we did that, 
could we look at changing that?’ Or they've asked questions about their performance 
and things like that and kept everything confidential that needed to be but I've tried to 
be as open as possible. And I feel there is a mutual trust within our department like 
we're a team again.  
 
         Speaker 1: Why do you think they felt able to do that now when they didn't feel 
they could do that before?  
 
         Bronwyn: I think it was a personality thing that the old head of the department. I 
feel like I'm really selling her down the river. [LAUGH]  
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         Speaker 1: [INAUDIBLE].  
 
         Bronwyn: I think in terms of her leadership style, if you said something that she 
thought was stupid you could see it on her face.  
 
         Speaker 1: Right.  
 
         Bronwyn: So that was quite.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: She was quite open about that. But then sometimes you'd ask her 
something or you'd ask her ‘were my books okay’, this is just an example of what 
someone did in the department. And she would tell that person, ‘it's fine, it's fine’ and 
then she'd go up to SLT and say something different and so that created a barrier of 
a lack of trust. And then there were, it was quite clear within the department who 
were the good teachers and she liked and who were the ones who needed support 
that she didn't like, so that there was an us and them kind of divide. Between I think 
there were two members in the department who felt they were on the outside a little 
bit, but I've really tried to do is to say, ‘look we're a team, we're all here working 
together’.  
‘We might be at different stages but let's be open and talk about it and share ideas’. 
So in the lead up to Estyn in preparing our lessons, we all took on a role to prepare a 
year groups lessons because we knew the days that they were coming. And then we 
all reviewed our lessons together and took out the bits that we didn't think were very 
good and switched them and it was a real like It was a good exercise for everybody.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: To see different teaching styles and different strategies and to see 
what makes an excellent lesson as well. So that kind of thing where they all felt 
supported has helped to bring us together I guess.  
 
  
 
         Speaker 1: That makes sense, you've used the word ‘integrity’. Not in that but 
when you talked earlier but in that section there you had - we don't want to say lack 
of integrity because it sounds like we're talking about personalities isn't it - but what 
you say one thing to one person and then-  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah.  
 
         Speaker 1: Recasting that in a different way.  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah, I think it was a desire perhaps. I don't think it was necessarily 
malicious, more of a desire to be liked.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
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         Bronwyn: And tell people what they wanted to hear and not upset somebody. 
And but then also not wanting to address their own, I don't want to say failings, but 
their own areas of weakness I suppose, so having to put it on that other person.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: I'm not saying the other person didn't need to improve but-  
 
         Speaker 1: No no no.  
 
         Bronwyn: But yeah, perhaps they didn't want that person to get upset and feel 
that they weren't liked. And then it had the opposite effect really because they felt 
they couldn't trust what they were being told.  
 
         Speaker 1: Just as an aside, you've obviously got an inbuilt reluctance to be 
overly critical of other people which I can tell by the way you're talking.  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah.  
 
         Speaker 1: And that's a good thing. So I think that's all part of the mix isn't it.  
 
         Bronwyn: I wouldn't want someone to be overly critical because I would like I 
do trust everyone's gone into teaching with this idea of wanting to have a career that 
does some good. So you’ve got to be a certain type of person to have gone into it 
anyway. So I would like to think that whilst everybody to some degree makes 
mistakes and that can impact on the trust you have within a department, I would like 
to think that it wouldn't come from a malicious place.  
I don't know though, do I, so.  
 
         Speaker 1: Do you see yourself as an optimist?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah, I guess.  
 
         Speaker 1: Is that how you would characterize yourself?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah.  
 
         Speaker 1: Glass half full.  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah.  
 
         Speaker 1: Professionally?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah, yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah.  
 
         Speaker 1: But in the context of this, do you tend to come in, again, I'm just 
testing exactly, do you tend to come into school and think, ‘well it's probably going to 
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go pretty well today, it's probably going to go pretty well this week’.  
When Estyn come in,  
 
         Bronwyn: James always says I'm self-deprecating. [LAUGH] And I suppose I 
am a bit self-deprecating to a certain degree. I like to think of it as reflective in that I 
don't assume everything's going to work out perfectly. And I do get nervous about 
lesson observations.  
Which is probably why the whole learning walks and not getting feedback bothered 
me.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: Because although it probably wasn't bad I still don't know what it was 
and that really bugs me.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: Because I like feedback and I like to know I'm doing well.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: I don't come into school and automatically assume it's going to be 
okay, I like to think I know what my strengths are.  
Classroom practice is my bread and butter, isn't it, in my profession. So I do fear 
criticism of that, because I like to think of myself as a good teacher. And I'm not 
saying, I haven't had loads of criticism or anything for it or anything like that so I don't 
know where that fear comes from but yeah I suppose in terms of I'm optimistic in 
every sense apart from, when under like, scrutiny.  
I think, on the one hand, I know exactly why I'm doing it and I know what to do and 
what boxes to tick and that sort of thing. But then sometimes I get a bit of like white 
coat fever, I suppose.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: When someone in a position of authority is in my room, like Estyn, 
I'm a bit like.  
 
         Speaker 1: Do you feel you put yourself under pressure too?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah, right. [INAUDIBLE] James always says, you need to have a bit 
more faith in yourself because I know I'm good, but yeah, I don't always I don't 
always show. I think as well I wouldn't like to come across as arrogant as well.  
 
         Speaker 1: Nope.  
 
         Bronwyn: And I think that arrogance invites more criticism as well in terms of, 
and lack of trust as well. Someone's really arrogant and thinks they know everything 
about teaching.  
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         Speaker 1: Yeah.  
 
         Bronwyn: When it's one of those professions where you're continually growing. 
I wouldn't trust them.  
 
         Speaker 1: No.  
 
         Bronwyn: And so I try not to be like that as well.  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah, and I think as well arrogance doesn't sit well with being a 
kind of reflective person-  
 
         Bronwyn: No.  
 
         Speaker 1: They're pulling in two different directions, aren't they? You've 
characterized yourself as a reflective person. Is that something you think is a kind of 
a lifelong natural way of being in the world for you.  
Or was this something you are trying develop or?  
 
         Bronwyn: I think it comes naturally, sometimes I wish I was less reflective. 
[LAUGH] No, yeah it definitely comes naturally, yeah right from sort of in school. I 
was always sort of very much like that, what can I do next?  
 
         Speaker 1: Right, yeah, okay.  
 
         Bronwyn: And, yeah, so I think-  
 
         Speaker 1: It's part of your way of being in the world, to look back on yourself.  
 
         Bronwyn: I think in being in teaching as well, you're in charge of, as a core 
subject teacher particularly. You are in charge of children's futures, in a sense.  
And I take that responsibility very seriously. And I think you have to reflect on those 
strategies in your practice in order to do your job well and be a good teacher. So 
yeah, I think it comes naturally in terms of my profession. But yeah, anyway, I am 
one of those people [LAUGH] . 
 
  
 
         Speaker 1: Yeah, I get that from things you're talking about. You've also kind of 
covered this one as well. But I'll just go back and just double check. The question 
I've got is when do you feel particularly accountable for your professional work? I 
mean you talked about Estyn and Estyn monitoring and learning walks and stuff.  
So would that be if you cast back over your whole professional experience to date. 
Would that be the time where you felt the accountability at its most kind of acute?  
 
         Bronwyn: Not particularly with the learning walks as such. I suppose that was 
kind of an example of more when I didn't feel as trusted.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay, so just think about accountability now.  
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         Bronwyn: In terms of accountability, there have been a number of key points in 
my career I suppose. I mean, Estyn is definitely one of them. And in particular, in my 
role as _____ coordinator. Because when I came to this school, it was one of our 
recommendations to improve ______.  
 So each year they have come back and they've looked at our progress. So in some 
ways I've enjoyed that accountability. Because they have been quite positive about 
our progress with ______. But the preparation for that and everything that goes into 
preparing and checking you've got all of that evidence.  
And that you can answer every question they can throw at you. That is quite acute 
accountability, and because I wouldn't want to be the one recommendation, that lets 
the others down. And then you've got from the pupil perspective GSCE results as 
well.  
 
 
 
         Bronwyn: When the coursework goes in, obviously I feel very accountable that 
I'm making sure that they've got the best coursework mark they can.  
And that I've marked it correctly. And then on results day, there's obviously the other 
big one. When you kind of feel, right, I know I've done everything for those pupils 
that I can. But I always feel accountable to a certain degree if they haven't got their 
mark they perhaps could've got, whether they not done the work or not [LAUGH] . 
 
  
 
         Speaker 1: So lots of interesting stuff there. You've talked earlier about being 
confident. That you're good in the classroom. Yes, you've got that, but when the 
accountability pressures are particularly bearing down on you. How does that make 
you feel about your professional competence and your-  
 
         Bronwyn: When you get good results, I'm like ‘yeah, I'm a brilliant teacher’ 
[LAUGH] . 
 
  
 
         Speaker 1: [LAUGH]  
 
         Bronwyn: And then-  
 
         Speaker 1: If you get bad results, what happens then?  
 
         Bronwyn: Touch wood, I've been lucky, I haven't ever had a class that's had 
terrible results. I taught a really, really bottom set in Valleytown. And they were all 
targeted or projected grades. This was a few years ago now, but predicted grades 
were D's, E's and F's.  
And we had something like eight C's in that class that year, so I was really pleased 
with that. I suppose as a department when we got our poor results. I had more, it 
was 14 pupils that held us back.  
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         Speaker 1: And you over analyse it?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah, last year and they weren't pupils from my class.  
I was lucky to have a top set that year. But then that kind of gets you out of the loop 
a little bit. Doesn't it,in terms of, if they hadn't passed it would have been a real 
problem. But I still felt, as a department, we still felt a little disappointed and a little bit 
like, ‘does this make us a rubbish department then?’  
Because then those results reflect on the whole department. And yeah, it was just 
supporting kids in one of the set two classes that held us back. And it wasn't the 
teacher's fault, we'd had like staffing issues and things like that that year. And they 
were a difficult class, but it still kind of makes you feel a little bit like, could we have 
done something more?  
 
         Speaker 1: So then rationally-  
 
         Bronwyn: Should I have taken some of those kids?  
 
         Speaker 1: So although rationally, you as a department, you've done all of the 
things you've could have done. You've taken all kind of steps and interventions to 
make results as well as good as they could be, but it didn't quite happen.  
So you knew rationally it was the case, but emotionally.  
 
         Bronwyn: But also all this year, we've been the reason why we're in Estyn 
monitoring. Because our standards, because we didn't get level two plus results. 
Because of those 14 kids that we didn't get the Subject A results for.  
So, and that has had kind of a domino effect. Because that is what has led to all of 
the scrutiny from and support I should say from the challenge adviser and Region D 
Consortium. And extra learning walks, things like all of those kinds of things. And 
people having classes taken off of them.  
And classes being merged into other classes and all sorts of movement and change.  
 
         Speaker 1: Turbulence.  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah, have been a direct result of those 14 children not getting-  
 
         Speaker 1: So what do you think about that?  
 
         Bronwyn: I do think it's.  
 
         Speaker 1: You've linked lots and lots of things in with one thing.  
So the way you think about that, you think, yes that's fair and right, or do you think-  
 
         Bronwyn: I think part of it is because, right, it's tricky, we did everything we 
could. But there are one or two members of the department who aren't as good as 
they could be.  
They were a lot of staffing issues, head of department has sort of gone, ‘I can't do 
this anymore’, and left. And so I think for the rest of us, we feel a little bit like we all 
did a good job. And it hasn't paid off, but we're supposed to be a team.  
So we should be helping one another. It feels unfair because those 14 kids, some of 
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them were naughty, some of them were…didn't care, some of them had home 
issues, so it wasn't all us. But at the same time, we get it, but we understand why it's 
happening.  
But I think there are elements that perhaps some people in the department haven't 
felt were the right things to change, or the right things to focus on.  
 
         Speaker 1: Projecting forward, which is always a bit of guess work, isn't it?  
 
         Bronwyn: Yes.  
 
         Speaker 1: But if that happens again in the summer, how will you feel?  
 
         Bronwyn: A little bit disheartened. I think with the new GCSE that's come in, we 
are perhaps-  
 
         Speaker 1: A guessing game.  
 
         Bronwyn: Yeah, we are, perhaps cautiously expecting. The exams were nice. 
But I don't think we've got expectations that they're going to be the best results ever 
or anything like that. Because lots of schools are in the area telling us that or telling 
me when I go to head of departments and stuff that they're expecting a dip or they're 
worried about the results so really scared.  
So we're not expecting to be like all singing and dancing by the end of this year. So it 
wouldn't be a massive shock. I think because of the level of work that has gone into 
this year and all the extra stuff, we've all done for the pupils, it's gone above and 
beyond any other school I've worked in.  
So I think that'd be a shame if that didn't pay off. And I think everyone would feel a 
little bit disheartened but because we have a new head of department coming in and 
we got three new members of staff starting in the Subject A department in 
September. There is that, which kind of makes us feel a little bit more positive 
because we feel like now we've got the makings of a really successful Subject A 
department.  
And if we don't get it this year, we'll get it next year. So I think it'd be mixed feelings 
really.  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay so how much will those results in summer ultimately dictate 
how you've seen this year, what do you think? Will they have a big role to play or will 
a- 
 
  
 
         Bronwyn: I suppose, I'm technically in charge of KS3 so I'm taking into account 
like how we've done there as well. And the experience that the kids have had. I think 
it's been a tough year for them as well because they, particularly those C/D 
borderline kids, they've really been targeted and hammered, and harassed to kind of 
to get them. So I'd be really sad for them if they didn't get what they deserve. 
Because many of them who've come to every session. Who come to every after 
school meeting for them not to get it would be really sad. But I don't think it's all 
about, I know for me it's not all about how many C's we get.  
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And I know that's a terrible thing to say as someone who's acting head of department 
but for me it's about ‘have we all done the best we could’, yes. Have the kids all had 
as many opportunities as they could have, yes. And I think to a certain degree you 
have to go, ‘we've done a good job then’.  
Our cohort is challenging, we've got 29% FSM  
 
         Speaker 1: So for you, that kind of narrative which goes, ‘we've done 
everything we could. We all put our backs into it all year we're good competent 
professionals. We didn't quite get the outcomes you wanted, but actually we did 
everything we could. So therefore it's been a success. We didn't get the outcomes, 
but it's been a success’ on those terms, but for you that's a plausible strong narrative 
for people to, you wouldn't listen to someone who said ‘yes but you didn't get the 
outcomes’, I'm just questioning how you think? I'm not disagreeing with you I'm just  
 
         Bronwyn: No I know. I think it depends on partly how the school views it as 
well. The school is obviously judged on its results. And then that impacts on what 
happens the rest of the year following, because obviously we always try and improve 
things, make things better and reflect on our approach. And in order to make it the 
best it can be. So I suppose the cynic in me would kind of go, ‘yeah, all right you did 
your best but obviously it hasn't worked’.  
But then from a personal perspective and from like an individual teacher perspective. 
I think if you're going to continue in this profession, you got that certain elements are 
out of your control because you're dealing with individual younger people who have 
other priorities at any given time.  
So you can't heap it all on yourself all the time. So I think, yeah, as an individual 
teacher reflecting on my own practice, I'd have to tell myself, ‘have I done a good 
job?’ Yeah. ‘Have I done everything I could? Yes’. And then I'd be satisfied. I'd be a 
bit disappointed if the results weren't good but if you're going to pick yourself up and 
get on with it again next year, you've got to give yourself some credit and some.  
You got to give yourself a little bit of slack otherwise you won't be able to go back to 
it, would you? You think about how hard we work. [LAUGH]  
 
         Speaker 1: Okay, we've come to the end, now that's kind of a nice natural 
place to stop. So let me just, stop that. 
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Abstract 
Head teachers are frequently called upon to build high-trust cultures within their 
schools, and much existing research notes the varied, potential organisational 
benefits that may occur as a result. Recent research, from a variety of school 
systems, also notes the complex ways in which head teachers negotiate 
accountability systems, whilst attempting simultaneously to secure trusting, 
collegiate relationships at different levels within their schools. Research also 
suggests that head teachers assert autonomy at an individual or institutional level in 
a strategic manner, to help them develop a trust and accountability balance that 
works effectively in their school, but that these strategic decisions are conditioned by 
the specific system contexts in which they work. Head teachers are, then, critical 
agents in the way any school system seeks to develop professional cultures of trust, 
accountability and autonomy. 
 
This project explores the perceptions of secondary head teachers in Wales, in order 
to develop a better understanding of the ways in which trust, accountability and 
autonomy are being represented by this cohort of professionals, in this particular 
context. At a time of rapid systemic and cultural educational reform in Wales, this 
project contributes to the empirical foundations upon which such reforms are based.  
  
A narrative approach to data collection has been taken, based on the belief that 
narratives constructed in professional contexts can produce detailed articulations of 
the ways in which concepts operate. Six secondary head teachers from maintained 
schools in Wales were interviewed, and their narratives of trust, accountability and 
autonomy are re-presented individually. The narratives were subsequently analysed 
collectively, to identify the structural similarities, points of correspondence and 
echoes that operate between them. These have been developed in turn into a series 
of resonant narrative threads for this particular context, at this moment in time. 
  
The resonant threads explore some of the representations of trust, accountability 
and autonomy that are available to secondary head teachers in Wales. The seven 
described threads range from a discussion of the marked willingness of the 
participants to debate and deconstruct modes of accountability, to an exploration of 
the detailed ways in which participants attempt to build trust in their own schools. 
Taken as a whole, the threads, and the narratives from which they have been 
developed, contribute particular detail and nuance to an understanding of trust, 
accountability and autonomy in the Welsh education system. This is empirical, 
contextual detail that did not exist previously. This detail is also used to note 
implications for future policy. Here, the narratives suggest that head teachers 
themselves hold sophisticated constructions of trust-building practices, which could 
profitably be captured in future, leadership, professional learning provision. The 
narratives also suggest that the multiple existing constructions of suitable and 
effective accountability practice held by head teachers may make reform in this 
domain particularly complex. In terms of autonomy, the narratives provide a 
significant, lived and contemporary reminder that head teachers do not internalise 
systemic demands and expectations in a frictionless manner. 
head teachers, principals, trust, accountability, autonomy, narrative, secondary 
schools, Wales 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
The calls to re-emphasise and re-establish high-trust cultures within schools often 

focus on the roles that head teachers themselves can take in these endeavours 

(Fink, 2016; Tschannen-Moran, 2014). In a similar manner, head teachers are 

viewed as having a pivotal role to play in the establishment of leadership structures 

that are more collaborative (Harris, 2008; Torrance, 2013), and thus more likely to 

develop and sustain bonds of professional trust. There are persuasive links here 

between specific approaches to leadership, the development of social capital and 

collaborative practice, and the maintenance of high-trust institutions (Svedberg, 

2016), and head teachers as lead professionals are being increasingly asked to 

nurture these links as a key part of their job. These demands can come from 

academic sources (see above), from the state (for example, from reports such as 

‘Our Call to Action’ (NAEL, 2019)), or from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (see for 

example ‘Best Practice in Leadership Development in Schools’ (Estyn, 2015)). 

These only represent a sample of the different ways in which head teachers in Wales 

may be persuaded of the importance of developing trust within schools. Sometimes 

the message is overt. For example, Tschannen-Moran (2014) suggests that 

school leaders need to appreciate and cultivate the dynamics 
of trust to reap its benefits for greater student achievement as 
well as for improved organizational adaptability and productivity 
(p. x). 
 

This is a clear, persuasive and resounding exhortation. Sometimes the message is 

carried through an aligned concept, such as collaboration, and therefore more 

obliquely linked to the development of relational trust. For example, in its booklet 

Effective Collaboration (Wales, 2015), the Teaching and Learning Improvement 

Branch of Welsh Government sets out its vision, which chiefly focuses on 

collaborative professional structures. As the document progresses, it notes the likely 

trust-building effects of the practical interpretation of this vision. The messages here 

are less direct, but perhaps more pervasive, more numerous, and because of their 

format (booklets and circulars distributed by Welsh Government and school 

improvement consortia), more likely to arrive on head teachers’ desks. 
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Head teachers, then, are identified as having a significant role to play in developing 

and improving trust, which is in turn, in various ways, identified as being a significant 

factor in a larger school improvement project. In any given context, the exploration of 

head teachers’ understanding of their role here, through their narratives of trusting 

and being trusted, could and should provide important information about how that 

context is likely to develop its culture of trust in the future. This study starts from this 

premise but encompasses narratives about accountability as well. The reasoning 

here is clear.  Accountability, as process, is clearly linked at a fundamental level with 

notions of trust. Indeed, some accountability approaches can be viewed as having a 

corrosive effect on high-trust cultures (Tschannen-Moran, 2001; Hargreaves and 

Shirley, 2012; Sahlberg, 2015; Fink, 2016). Again, the position of the head teacher is 

critical here, since they must act as an agent of the wider accountability system, yet 

the exact nature of that agency is not pre-defined and can be moulded by the head 

teacher (Grass, 2017). For example, head teachers can choose to act as enforcers 

of an external system at one end of a continuum, or they can choose to act as a 

protector from an external system, sheltering their staff from its effects, at the other. 

Whichever form of agency is adopted by individual head teachers, there is likely to 

be some form of conflict between the concepts of accountability and trust that they 

must attempt to resolve, insofar as they are being asked to maintain systems of 

monitoring and surveillance at the same time as they are being asked to build 

collegiate bonds of trust. These bonds of trust are essentially predicated on the 

willing vulnerability that comes from not constantly checking the professional efforts 

of others (Shirrel, 2016).  

 

The narratives of head teachers therefore sit at a critical intersection of two 

discourses, one which valorises scrutiny and proof, and one which emphasises the 

power of trusting others to do their jobs in an effective manner. These two 

discourses are not in total opposition. It would be facile to pretend that all trust is 

completely blind, unconditional trust, or that all external scrutiny communicates an 

overwhelming lack of trust. Whilst they are not in total opposition, however, they are 

held in tension, and it is the job of head teachers to manage and reconcile this 

tension. Their narratives begin to tell us how they attempt to accomplish this task. 
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This study also explores head teachers’ narratives of professional autonomy. Once 

again, there are links to the concept of accountability, since high levels of autonomy 

are often accompanied by high levels of accountability (Brauckman and Schwarz, 

2014), creating a situation in which head teachers are given significant professional 

latitude on one level, but are constrained by enhanced performance expectations on 

another (Weiner and Woulfin, 2017). Thus, head teachers may infer that they are 

trusted and not trusted by the system at large, at one and the same time. They may 

feel trusted because they are being freed from centralised, operational interventions 

and are being given the autonomy to run their schools in ways that they themselves 

determine (Martinez Ruiz and Hernandez-Amoros, 2018), but they may feel 

simultaneously mistrusted because their school is also subject to enhanced 

performance monitoring and surveillance (Fink, 2016). Head teachers’ narratives of 

autonomy then are intrinsically linked to their understanding of institutional trust 

(Fink, 2016). Being ‘left alone’ by external bodies may lead to a sense of being a 

trusted leader, and of being trusted by these same external institutions. However, 

accepting the state of being ‘left alone’ may also mean accepting the risk of greater 

blame, through accountability structures, should educational outcomes be less than 

anticipated or hoped for.  

 

Autonomy, potentially, comes at a price. Yet even this link is not uniform or 

straightforward. As Weiner and Woulfin (2017) suggest, head teachers choose to 

assert their autonomy on a case by case basis, and are fully aware that the felt effect 

for them of the relationships between autonomy, trust and accountability are not 

static and can be manipulated strategically. Head teachers may choose to 

emphasise their autonomy in some areas but not others, as a result of detailed 

consideration of likely risks and rewards. In this particular context, their narratives, as 

explored in this study, tell us how they prioritise and negotiate these risks and 

rewards, and how they balance trust, autonomy and accountability. 

 

Context of course is key here. This study explores these inter-linked narratives partly 

because, as indicated above, head teachers are a significant cohort, structurally, 

when it comes to trust, accountability and autonomy. Yet the impetus for this study is 

also provided by the desire to explore these concepts in this particular education 

system at this particular point in its development. The Welsh system has, within 
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recent professional memory, identified itself as a context that trusts school leaders to 

provide high quality education at all levels (Phillips and Harper-Jones, 2002). 

Subsequent ‘poor’ performance in international comparisons led the system to 

identify itself as one focused on sustained scrutiny and external challenge (Dixon, 

2016). More recently, once again, it is identifying itself as one which is maturing into 

a self-improving system, in which peer to peer collaboration and collegiate trust will 

be important touchstones (Hadfield and Ainscow, 2018). Secondary head teachers 

have lived and worked through these changes. Indeed, they are likely to have held 

significant leadership positions throughout this period. Their narratives then, imbued 

by these experiences, tell us how key practitioners within the system are thinking 

about trust, accountability and autonomy, just at the moment that change is 

happening again. Exploring these narratives in detail will help build understanding, if 

only in a provisional way, of how some of the proposed systemic changes might 

unfold. 

 

So far, the case for listening to head teachers’ has been made, but why listen to 

head teachers’ narratives?  This focus on narrative needs some justification too. As 

suggested above, there is a narrative underlying the recent history of the system 

itself, a narrative built upon growth and development, and this serves as a useful 

reminder that professionals are surrounded by narratives at all levels, from the 

personal, through the institutional, to the political. Narrative representations are, in 

this sense, the material of existence (Clandinin, 2016), and a fundamental element of 

individuals’ constructions of meaning (Bold, 2012). Individual narratives, or the 

narratives of individuals, ‘particularize and make concrete our experience’ (Goodson 

2013, p. 30). As Goodson (2013) goes on to point out, in this granular sense, 

attention to narratives adds a useful counterweight to the possible quantitative 

smoothing of existence: 

we can begin to understand why it is that people feel about the 
world and talk about the world and tell stories about the world 
in the way that they do (p. 35). 
 

It is in this spirit that this study aims to develop and explore, in as much detail as 

possible, the ways in which some secondary head teachers in Wales relate trust, 

accountability and autonomy to their professional lives. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

2.1 Trust 
 
Research into head teachers and trust has generally started from the normative 

presumption that interpersonal trust is a crucial commodity within schools 

(Tschannen-Moran, 2014). This starting point has then been combined with the 

premise that the head teacher has a fundamental role to play in establishing and 

sustaining the culture of a school (Fullan, 2003) to provide, in turn, a compelling 

rationale for focusing upon the head teacher as a key agent within any process that 

might build, support or, indeed, inadvertently diminish trust (Kutsuyruba et. al., 2011; 

Fink, 2016). 

 

Some, therefore, have identified as a research priority the exploration of the 

perceptions of trust held by head teachers. Although constructions of trust are likely 

to vary by national context (Fink, 2016; Pittila-Blackman et. al., 2017), existing 

studies provide a detailed range of perceptions, against which any individual national 

context can be compared. Alongside differences determined by national context, 

there are also perceptions of trust held by principals and head teachers that recur 

(Fink, 2016). Head teachers in many jurisdictions have noted that trust within schools 

is fragile and easily broken (Noonan et. al., 2008; Walker et. al., 2011), that 

transparency in communication and decision making are important ways of 

maintaining trust and that maintaining trust is easier than establishing a climate of 

trust where one has not existed before (Noonan et. al., 2008). Furthermore, head 

teachers themselves readily identify that maintaining a prevailing climate of 

interpersonal trust is important, and something they should be actively engaged in 

(Noonan et. al., 2008; Walker et. al., 2011). 

  

As will be seen below, there is a section of research explicitly aimed at elucidating 

strategic steps that school leaders should take to build trust, but outside this specific 

research concern, head teachers themselves report that they engage in identifiable 

trust building practices, by, for example, cultivating personal interactions that go 

‘deeper than cliché conversations’ (Noonan et. al., 2008, p.9), or by strategically 

admitting errors and mistakes (Northfield, 2014). Aside from these more functional 
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perceptions, head teachers report that, in a more general sense, they see 

themselves as having a moral responsibility to develop trusting relationships, and 

they perceive a clear sense of their own agency here (Walker et. al., 2011). The 

same study suggests that head teachers identify that collaboration within their 

schools becomes more difficult in a low-trust climate, and that mistrust can become a 

self-reinforcing phenomenon (Walker et. al., 2011). The Canadian participants in this 

study also report that accountability pressures exerted upon them by external district 

officials place a strain upon interpersonal, relational trust, and that it is these 

professional links, between head teachers and political administrators, that are the 

least likely to be identified as ‘high-trust’, when compared with their relationships with 

their staff, parents and pupils (Walker et. al., 2011). Head teachers in Finland 

suggest that trust is maintained through the development of a collegiate, decision-

making culture that emphasises the importance of ‘common negotiations’ and 

‘common agreements’ between senior leaders and classroom teachers (Pittila-

Blackman et. al., 2017). Here, head teachers perceive that they need to balance 

their positional authority with their commitment to a more egalitarian collegiality 

precisely to maintain a climate of trust (Pittila-Blackman et.al., 2017).  

 

For Kutsyuruba et. al. (2011), principals need to embrace their key position as a 

‘moral agent and trust broker’ (p. 86), and a three-part model is proposed to move 

principals from ‘volition’ (wanting to build trust), through ‘communication’ (the 

preconditions for trust-building, characterised by clarity and honesty), to ‘action’ (the 

proactive establishment of conditions likely to develop trust). Gregory (2017) warns 

that head teachers who operate from a power over (hierarchical) perspective are 

likely to be less successful at trust building than those who work from a power with 

(collegiate) position. Advice to principals here then is that autocratic power structures 

are less likely to build trust than democratic structures, re-emphasising an implicitly 

political message that trust is more difficult to maintain in less equitable power 

structures. Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) identify two leadership approaches 

that reinforce trust within schools. The first is, again, a collegial approach which 

emphasises the benevolence of the head teacher, and the second is an instructional 

approach which emphasises their competence. The contention is that, although 

these two leadership approaches have a different point of focus (the former, 

interpersonal, and the latter, task-oriented), they both have a strategic and functional 
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role to play in developing trust within schools. The corollary, therefore, for 

Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015), is for head teacher preparation programmes 

to pay specific, detailed attention to the ‘mechanisms for building…trust’ (p.86).  

 

Northfield (2014) examines the strategies that new principals employ to engender 

trust. This trust is seen, not as an end in itself, but as a way of emphasising the 

credibility and legitimacy of the principal’s leadership. Head teachers in this study 

recognise that empowering others creates trust, and also identify two leadership 

competencies that they feel are important to foreground within the institution to build 

trust: interpersonal ability and task ability (broadly mapping onto the two leadership 

approaches identified by Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015), above). Within 

interpersonal ability, the head teachers perceive that they can demonstrate integrity 

and benevolence, whilst within task ability, they can demonstrate competence and 

consistency, thus establishing, through both domains, different facets of trust-

building behaviour (Tschannen-Moran, 2014). The participants also note an 

interesting tension. On the one hand, they perceive that actively creating situations in 

which they can listen to colleagues will be likely to build trust, showing that they 

value ‘colleagues’ contributions and opinions’ (Northfield 2014, p.429). Yet this 

desire to actively listen to the opinions and ideas of their colleagues has to be 

balanced by a need to demonstrate at key points that they possess the core 

knowledge and understanding to discharge the role of head teacher effectively and 

decisively. Spending a lot of time listening to others cannot be allowed to detract 

from emphasising their task ability, a trust building practice in a different dimension. 

In effect, the principals in this study are fully aware that a sensitivity and flexibility in 

approach is required to build trust amongst staff across the different dimensions 

simultaneously. For Northfield (2014), the very fact that a nuanced understanding of 

trust building in practice can be described suggests that trust-building itself can be 

‘learned, nurtured [and] developed’ (p. 438), indicating potential material once again 

for head teacher professional development programmes. 

 

Whilst much of the research discussed above focuses on head teachers and trust on 

a micro, institutional level, other studies have concentrated on the various ways that 

head teachers deal with trust on a broader, system-wide level. Paulsen and Hoyer’s 

(2016) synthesis of Nordic research explores the ways in which head teachers 
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experience systemic trust when national control and monitoring devices are 

increased. Although it might be assumed that additional scrutiny at a system-wide 

level may translate into a situation where head teachers feel less trusted, the 

findings suggest that district superintendents act as buffers and filters to mediate and 

modify the external demands. Fink (2016) notes that head teachers themselves 

perform a similar function, shielding their teachers from external turbulence. Thus, 

‘external control and professional trust’ exist within the Norwegian system in a 

‘delicate blend’, within which the active agency of the district superintendent as 

mediator is key (Paulsen and Hoyer, 2016, p.20). Head teachers here are the 

recipients of the interventions of a third party, interventions which ensure that a 

measure of professional trust (characterised by ‘discretion and empowerment’ (p.7)) 

is maintained. Conversely, in Montecinos et. al. (2015), head teachers in Chile have 

been faced directly by an increasingly competitive, marketised public school system 

without any mediating presence. The effect has been to develop feelings of distrust.  

A similar effect has been noted in England, where head teachers are increasingly 

working in a context with a dramatically shrunken middle tier (Whittingham, 2016). 

 

The mediating effect of principal turnover on institutional levels of trust is the subject 

of Finnigan and Daly’s (2017) study. Working from the premise that tighter system-

wide accountability structures may contribute to increased head teacher turnover, 

their research suggests that this increased churn itself inhibits the development of 

relational trust within schools precisely because it takes time for principals to develop 

strong, interpersonal bonds of trust both with their in-school colleagues, and with 

their local network of fellow principals. With the departure of a principal, the school 

takes a step back on the ‘low-trust, high–trust continuum’, and must start its trust-

building journey again. The result is that those schools that are more likely to have 

frequent turnover of principals, often those in most need of improvement, also find it 

more difficult to build sustainable high-trust cultures: ‘constant churn at the 

leadership level has a significant social cost that affects teachers on multiple levels’ 

(Finnigan and Daly, 2017, p.25). Similarly, those local areas with clusters of high-

churn principalships also see that the maintenance of inter-school development 

networks, built on relational trust between principals, is likely to be particularly 

difficult. 
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A further strand of research focuses on head teachers as objects of trust, generally 

from the perspective of teachers within schools, and this strand attempts to identify 

head teacher behaviours that teachers find to be trustworthy (or not). Within a 

Turkish primary school context, Tasdan and Yalcin (2010) identify a link between 

teachers’ perceived administrative support and their ability to place their trust in the 

school principal. For Freire and Fernandes (2016), this idea is broadened out, as 

their findings suggest that teachers’ trust in the principal is linked to their ability to 

access ‘empowerment structures’, broken down into access to ‘opportunities, 

information, support, resources, informal as well as formal power’ (p.894). Once 

again, there is an implied link between more collegiate, more democratic structures, 

and bonds of trust, a relationship that is further emphasised elsewhere (Bayler, 

2017).  

 

The potential links between trust and staff welfare, specifically in terms of burnout, 

have also been explored. The position of the principal, relative to any links, varies. 

For Donmez et. al. (2010), principals’ trust in students and parents is negatively 

correlated with states of burnout, suggesting that principals who feel able to trust 

these two important groups of stakeholders are less likely to reach a sense of 

professional exhaustion. Other studies have focused on the effect that trust in the 

principal has on teacher burnout (Van Maele and Van Houtte, 2015), finding that 

although lack of trust in the principal is related to potential teacher burnout, it is not 

as strongly linked as lack of trust in students or peer-level, teaching colleagues. 

From this study at least the conclusion can be drawn that head teachers have a 

contributory role to play in directly establishing a high-trust culture which may inhibit 

teacher burnout, but other factors, such as the behaviour of pupils or the 

trustworthiness of close colleagues, have equal or greater influence.

 

 

2.2 Accountability 
 
Just as research into the relationship between head teachers and trust has generally 

been based upon the normative assumption that schools should strive to develop 

high-trust cultures, so research into the relationship between head teachers and 

accountability has often been premised on the assumption that accountability itself is 
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a reductive, performativity-focused construction that constrains and inhibits. A 

suitable example can be found in Walker and Ko (2011) when they characterise a 

system-wide focus on accountability as a focus upon ‘narrowly defined goals’ which 

combine with ‘excessive central control and the imposition of external (often 

decontextualized) standards’ to produce ‘facades or illusions of effectiveness’ 

(p.386). In this conceptualisation, the head teacher is hampered by ‘unproductive’ 

accountability pressure (Walker and Ko, 2011, p. 387), and is therefore forced to 

work against its grain (Shirrel, 2016). For Keddie (2018), the tide of neoliberalism 

has re-framed the language of responsibility, placing it within the discourse and logic 

of accountability, forcing head teachers to talk in terms defined by the ‘audit culture’ 

(p.126). Once again, head teachers struggle to break free from this discourse, and 

Keddie notes that the participant in her study is able to combine a (positive), 

progressive, ‘post-performative’ identity whilst simultaneously articulating a 

(negative) concept of professionalism defined by accountability. Although, in her 

view, the language of accountability has substantially colonised the discursive terrain 

within which head teachers operate, Keddie (2018) emphasises the idea that they 

are still able to maintain commitment to ‘socially progressive goals’ (p. 137). Head 

teachers are thus positioned at the heart of a key point of twenty first century 

tension: at one and the same time, they are the enforcers of the pressure of 

accountability systems upon their institutions and yet are also the guardians of a 

socially progressive educational vision that has pretensions to go far beyond the 

logic of the audit (Svedberg, 2016). For Shirrel (2016), the longer head teachers are 

in post, the more clearly they are able to perceive this site of tension. Others have 

gone even further, suggesting that, over time, the longer a test-based accountability 

system is in place, the more head teachers will relinquish their use of alternative 

discourses, and will devote themselves pragmatically into translating it into 

processes and procedures in their schools (Amdur and Mero-Jaffe, 2017). In effect, 

this becomes a rather grim vision of ever tighter coupling between central policy and 

school agents, with head teachers as the key facilitators. 

 

In terms specifically of head teachers’ perceptions of accountability, Lyon and 

Algozzine (2006) note ‘less than positive general attitudes toward the acceptability 

and effects of a well-known…accountability programme’ (p.12). Englert et. al. (2007) 

suggest that head teachers are more likely to rate system-wide accountability 
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procedures positively than classroom teachers, but less likely to see them positively 

than systems leaders, suggesting once again that the position professionals occupy 

within the system modifies the way they view the concept. The value and utility of 

accountability procedures are not appreciated in a consistent way across the 

professional groupings, and here it is head teachers who must attempt to blend the 

accountability-phillic attitudes of professionals who work outside of schools 

(systems-leaders), with the more accountability-phobic views of classroom teachers. 

As noted above, head teachers occupy a position on the boundary that demarcates 

two distinct attitudinal domains, and in this position they must negotiate discourses 

that favour strong accountability systems, and those that resist them. 

 

The precise nature of these negotiations forms the basis for a range of further 

studies. For Stosich (2018), the task for head teachers is one of ‘crafting coherence’ 

(p.207) for teachers by integrating accountability policies into the authentic teaching 

and learning culture of the school. Once again, it is this culture which is presented as 

core and authentic, and accountability systems which are positioned as external, 

‘other’ procedures to be assimilated. The head teacher is central to this process, and 

for Stosich (2018), those head teachers who adopt an instructional leadership 

approach are more able to internalise accountability systems into the life of the 

school, without, it is implied, disrupting the school’s key activities with pupils. 

 

System-wide accountability structures as something other, to be negotiated, 

assimilated, even neutralised, finds further exploration in MacBeath et. al.’s (2012) 

Scottish study of the relationship between head teachers and accountability. Its 

subtitle, ‘coping strategies’, immediately places accountability as a demand, a 

potentially inhibiting, rather than enabling, structure for head teachers. For the 

authors, there is a direct line of accountability pressure, originating in the profusion of 

comparative, nation-state performance data (e.g. PISA, TIMSS26), passing through 

governments to regional and district authorities, and ending as pressure upon head 

teachers, who then may or may not pass this pressure onto their colleagues within 

 

26 The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is administered by the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), whilst the Trends in International Maths and Science Study 
(TIMSS) is conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 
(IEA). They are both commonly cited international performance benchmarks. 
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schools, although this final stage is not the focus of the study. MacBeath et. al. 

(2012) identify within head teachers a range of reactive attitudes to this pressure, 

stretching on a continuum between ‘dutiful compliance’ at one end to ‘defiant risk-

taking’ at the other (p.431). This study serves as a useful reminder that head 

teachers will respond in different ways to the same accountability stimulus. Yet, 

although the head teachers in the study respond differently, it is precisely this 

uniform presentation of accountability structures as overbearing, external burdens to 

be endured by head teachers on the one hand, or to be, rather riskily, outwitted on 

the other, that is important. Fink (2016) identifies an acceptance on the part of head 

teachers that accountability pressures should be applied to schools, but 

simultaneously identifies the perception from the same head teachers that these 

accountability ‘verification’ channels and procedures have become overbearing and 

need to be re-balanced. Thus, a third mode of head teacher response to 

accountability is opened up: one involving the active renegotiation of terms. 

 

In a different context (Ontario), Pollock and Winston (2015) also present 

accountability systems as something to be ‘juggled’ by head teachers, but stress that 

there are multiple influences at play within that province. They characterise the 

performance and accountability system in Ontario as a ‘low stakes’ model (Pollock 

and Winston, 2015, p.329), and suggest that this gives room for other, more 

localised, accountability structures (moral, community, religious) to exert an 

influence, or ‘to matter’ to head teachers (p.329). Here, head teachers are ‘juggling’, 

‘adapting’, ‘combining’ and ‘complementing’ different, contextually-specific 

accountability strands (p.341). The implication from this study is that, whilst this may 

be the case with the multivalent experience for head teachers in a low-stakes 

performance system such as the one in Ontario, in higher-stakes performance 

systems these multiple accountability strands get drowned out. Elsewhere, head 

teachers are faced by a qualitatively different problem, defined more univocally by 

the performativity expectations of a centralised ‘audit culture’ (Pollock and Winston, 

2015, p.324). 

 

In yet another context, the burden placed upon head teachers by accountability 

pressures is configured slightly differently. For the purposes of their Isreali study, 

Grinshtain and Gibton (2018) use a definition of accountability that positions it as the 
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responsibility to complete tasks and objectives, alongside the authority to accomplish 

them. The head teachers in their study report a perceived mismatch in the balance 

between these two aspects: they feel the full responsibility to achieve performance 

objectives, but perceive a lack of conferred authority in a relatively centralised 

system to fulfil these expectations. As a result, head teachers in this context are 

asked to negotiate the tensions caused by this imbalance and respond in ways that 

mirror those seen in MacBeath et. al. (2012). Grinshtain and Gibton (2018) identify 

an active response in which the head teacher attempts to seize authority (thus 

bringing responsibility and authority back into balance), or a passive response which 

simply accepts the ‘difficulties and stress caused by the gaps between authority and 

responsibility’ (p.14). 

 

The potential motivational effects of accountability policies on head teachers are 

considered by Heystek (2014), through a study on the use of performance 

agreements in South Africa. Whilst noting that the head teachers perceive the low-

trust foundations of such agreements, Heystek goes on to conclude that the overall 

effects are demotivational for the head teachers involved. This demotivational effect 

is caused by head teachers’ insecurity over their complete control over performance 

outcomes (in effect, their authority over these outcomes), and by their perceptions 

that the performance agreements are underpinned by a series of negative intentions 

(to punish, to sanction, to dismiss) on the part of policy makers. Thus, head teachers 

in this study are not able to identify positively with the kinds of motivation offered by 

the accountability system in place. 

 

Useful studies have also been carried out to determine the effect of varying 

accountability approaches on head teachers. West et. al. (2014) focus on a common 

cohort of US principals in one school district who have experienced two substantially 

different accountability regimes, mediated through two different district 

superintendents. The first incumbent operated a relentlessly detailed and highly 

pressurised accountability system, resulting in reportedly high levels of stress for the 

head teachers concerned, alongside a virtual abandonment of instructional 

leadership activities on their part, as they struggled to cope with a barrage of 

‘managerial obligations’ imposed by the district (West et. al., 2014, p.375). Although 

the successor took a very different stance, by, for example, reducing the need for the 
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head teachers to re-supply extensive data to the centre or by emphasizing the 

progress of all pupils, rather than those at the borderlines of performance indicators, 

the head teachers still reported high levels of stress and tension, albeit at ‘less 

venomous’ levels than before (West et. al., 2014, p.388). A change in the personal 

interpretation of accountability structures, as one superintendent left and was 

replaced by another, improved head teachers’ perceptions of the potential 

negotiability of these structures, but had not radically changed the amount of 

pressure they felt, nor their sense that they were spending less and less time on 

instructional leadership. West et. al. (2014) conclude that the head teachers are still 

‘constrained by extensive managerial responsibilities’ exacerbated by an 

accountability system whose potential effect is larger than its interpretation or 

implementation by any one individual (p.388).  

 

Altrichter and Kemethofer (2015) focus upon school leaders’ perceptions of the 

effects of accountability structures, this time in the form of inspection systems, 

across a variety of school systems, from those with high-stakes potential 

consequences (England) to those with low-stakes consequences (Austria). The 

school leaders in high-stakes accountability systems report higher perceptions of 

performance pressure, as might be expected. They also report higher levels of 

developmental activities in their schools, suggesting superficially positive effects of 

high-stakes accountability pressures (assuming that the head teachers can cope 

with the pressures). Yet the authors also find that the same head teachers report 

higher levels of unintended consequences as an effect of the accountability system, 

reflexive actions in their schools that do not originate in their core teaching and 

learning culture but which are caused by responses to the inspection system. The 

research suggests that, for these head teachers, high stakes accountability systems 

are as likely to create disjointed, random actions in their institutions, as they are to 

prompt positive developmental interventions, with a net result of more overall activity, 

but in a zero-sum arrangement.  

 

Thiel et. al. (2017) take this study of unintended consequences, or side effects, as 

they prefer to term it, further. Their research into the perceptions of school leaders 

and teachers takes place across four different German Lander, sampling 

accountability systems that ranged from low-stakes, in terms of potential 
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consequences, to no-stakes, and focusing upon a wide range of potential side 

effects from ‘reallocation of resources’ (p.15) (to target outcomes emphasised by 

performance indicators) to ‘window dressing’ (p.16) (describing the practice of short-

term alterations in preparation for inspections). Their detailed analysis suggests that, 

even in low- and no-stakes contexts, the side-effects of accountability structures, as 

reported by head teachers are ‘still a substantial problem’ (p.22). They conclude that 

‘countries with a low-stakes or no-stakes version of accountability in education 

should by no means be treated as if they were the promised land of education policy’ 

(p.23).

 

 

2.3 Autonomy 
 
If studies into the relationship between head teachers and trust have generally 

argued for the further development of trust-nurturing cultures and practices, and 

research into the relationship between head teachers and accountability has 

generally focused on the ways that accountability pressures can be negotiated and 

even resisted, how have studies linking head teachers and autonomy mapped out 

the conceptual terrain? It is worth noting at the outset that whilst some studies have 

genuinely focused on the perceived autonomy of head teachers as individual agents 

in their own right (Martinez Ruiz and Hernandez-Amoros, 2018), others have 

concentrated on the level of autonomy that schools themselves enjoy, using the 

head teacher as the representative figurehead (Bruckman and Schwarz, 2014), in 

much the same way as the medieval monarch might have represented the nation-

state. For some, studies of school autonomy that rely solely upon the perspective of 

head teachers contain a point of epistemological weakness, and they argue that 

analysis of school leadership autonomy should explore its interrelations with the 

autonomy of groups of teachers, and individual teachers within schools (Cheng et. 

al., 2016). Although these two poles sketch out two distinct points of focus, many 

studies combine both perspectives simultaneously (Rayner, 2014), indicating that the 

head teacher is at one and the same moment both the principal lead within the 

school and a self-determining educational professional in their own right.  
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Normative assumptions about the desirability of autonomy are present in the 

research literature, but are not universal. Indeed, some studies point out that too 

much autonomy in some contexts can have a negative effect on head teachers, 

presenting them with an agency vacuum which they feel forced to fill (West et. al., 

2014). Nevertheless, where the point of focus or unit of analysis is the head teacher 

as an individual, professional autonomy is generally presented as a positive pre-

requisite for healthy, self-determination. In Martinez Ruiz and Hernandez-Amoros’ 

(2018) study of Spanish head teachers, it is the participants themselves who voice a 

desire for greater autonomy in their professional role. In a UK context, Rayner (2014) 

describes how head teachers use their own ‘personal educational history’ to assert a 

sense of their professional autonomy and to avoid, by implication, becoming the 

mere facilitators of government policy (p.40). Here, relative individual autonomy is 

undoubtedly presented as a positive working state of being for head teachers, 

something to be secured, maintained and protected for themselves, and something 

to be won for their colleagues within school, since there exist implied and assumed 

links between the relative autonomy within which teachers are allowed to work, and 

the authenticity and value of the educational endeavours (MacBeath, 2008). Indeed, 

for Gibson (2016), it is an irony, but more importantly perhaps, a point of criticism, 

that many head teachers working in Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs)27 in England now 

enjoy ‘less autonomy than their maintained school counterparts’ (p.52). This state of 

affairs is presented as a negative, new working order, a potential reduction in 

professional autonomy that potential head teachers need to be prepared for and 

made ‘aware of’ (Gibson, 2016, p.51). 

 

Yet these suggestions, either from head teachers themselves, or from academics, 

that autonomy is a good thing, are not universally made, as indicated above. In fact, 

where the unit of analysis is the autonomy of the school (with the head teacher as 

figurehead) in relation to the wider school system, autonomy can be portrayed more 

negatively, for reasons that are worth discussing in detail. Brauckman and Schwarz 

(2014) serve as useful exemplars when they present increased school autonomy as 

 
27 Multi- Academy Trusts are chains of schools in England that are not maintained through 
Local Authorities, but are nevertheless controlled and run by a central organisation. 
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a key aspect of neoliberal, state educational reform. ‘Decentralisation’ as they term 

it, ‘is driven by the idea that removing constraints on schools and enabling staff to 

decide on instructional matters will [improve standards]’ (p.825). This is a strategy 

they trace, at various stages of evolution, across a broad range of Western nation 

states, and when described in the terms quoted above (improving standards), it does 

not appear, superficially, to be a negative one. However, in common with other 

studies at this level of analysis (Grass, 2017; Weiner and Woulfin, 2017) they point 

out that increased school autonomy has generally been swiftly followed by 

increased, centralised accountability systems, giving rise to the high-autonomy, high-

accountability school system model. Thus, in this configuration, autonomy is viewed 

with rather more circumspection, partly because it can be seen as a key element in 

the marketization of school education (ushering in an ‘economic rationality’ (Grass, 

2017, p.60)), and partly because it can be seen as simply the first step in a two stage 

process within which head teachers are presented with freedom from direct state 

control over significant aspects of school organisation and management, only to be 

re-controlled, by different means, through more intensive central scrutiny of 

performance outcomes as a direct corollary. In this theoretical formulation, autonomy 

comes for head teachers, at a price. 

 

Thus, studies have focused upon head teachers’ perspectives on this arrangement 

from different contexts at different points within the evolution of this high-autonomy, 

high-accountability system. In Cyprus, a school system that it is suggested is starting 

out on its de-centralisation journey, there may be a plurality of responses to the 

desirability of increased autonomy, ranging from the optimistic to the sceptical: ‘more 

autonomy at the school level may be perceived as a stimulus…or as an additional 

burden…’(Brauckman and Schwarz, 2014, p.836). In Spain, at a broadly similar 

point, head teachers view increased school autonomy as a positive development, ‘so 

as not to be mere transmitters of administrative policies’, allowing them to assume ‘a 

genuine leadership role’ (Martinez Ruiz and Hernandez-Amoros, 2018, p.81). Here it 

is the promised release from a centralised, bureaucratic burden that has the chief 

persuasive force in favour of increased autonomy, although the heads themselves 

are aware, that, in terms of future accountability pressures, there will be ‘a price to 

pay’ (Martinez Ruiz and Hernandez-Amoros, 2018, p.79). In the USA, further along 

this road, Weiner and Woulfin (2017) identify that new principals are prepared to 
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negotiate the ‘controlled autonomy’ context within which they work (p.336), by ceding 

control and authority to more centralised structures strategically, domain by domain, 

according to their own perceived strengths, capacities and needs. Here, autonomy is 

broken down into a set of overlapping leadership and management concerns, such 

as autonomy over organisation of operational routines, control over pedagogic 

practice, and authority over vision and values. Head teachers in this study suggest 

that they choose increased autonomy over some, but not necessarily all of these 

domains, and although they understand the accountability demands that run as a 

complement to increased autonomy, heads here demonstrate a willingness to 

attempt to renegotiate the exact terms of this accountability. Thus, once a high-

autonomy, high-accountability system has become established, it is suggested that 

head teachers will seek to renegotiate, not the accountability system itself, but at 

least the terms and metrics it uses, in turn asserting their autonomy here in a 

modified form. 

 

This subtle interplay between autonomy and accountability, and the impact it has on 

head teachers, receives further exploration in Gibson’s (2016) study of Multi- 

Academy Trusts (MATs). The sponsors of these MATs (in effect, their overarching, 

governance structures) take differing attitudes in terms of direct control over the 

head teachers of the individual schools. These attitudes range from the autocratic to 

the laissez-faire, and Gibson notes that the MATs that circumscribe the autonomy of 

their principals more clearly (the autocratic end of the continuum) place less 

emphasis on enhanced scrutiny of their schools. Those that give their principals 

much more autonomy, scrutinise them more closely. Here, in microcosm, is the 

paradox outlined above, and it is not simply that with autonomy comes more 

accountability. It also helps crystallize the notion that where head teachers are given 

very little autonomy, and their decision-making frameworks are generally externally 

pre-determined, it makes less sense to hold them closely to account for the 

outcomes. The space here for individual responsibility and accountability is too small 

to be worthy of scrutiny. Conversely, the more autonomy a head teacher receives, 

the more the space for accountability enquiry grows, and so the precise setting of the 

control/autonomy dividing line becomes highly significant and a potential point of 

conflict and contest. In the context where autonomy is significantly restricted, the 

responsibility for outcome failure lies with the higher, external authority. From this 
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perspective as well, then, there is a powerful incentive to set the boundary at an 

advantageous position (this time for the body, district, region, MAT etc. that has 

responsibility for the school). 

 

Thus, it is perhaps not simply relative autonomy that head teachers (or for that 

matter, any other educational professionals) want. Autonomy without additional 

performance scrutiny appears to be a residual, cultural hearkening, a wish for a state 

of working in the public sector which may have existed previously, but which has 

been eroded (Grass, 2017). Instead the ability to place the boundary marker 

between the individual’s own autonomy and the direct control of a higher authority, at 

a position most likely to be advantageous to the professional self, is perhaps the new 

site of struggle for head teachers. The extent to which this is a concern for head 

teachers in the Welsh context becomes a key point of focus for this project. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
This study starts from the premise that narrative inquiry is well suited to the task of 

exploring the ‘complexities of human understanding’ (Webster and Mertova, 2007, 

p.77). As indicated in the preceding chapter, there is certainly a complexity 

surrounding the concepts of trust, accountability and professional autonomy, 

particularly at the point where they intersect with the role and function of the head 

teacher. Studying narrative also holds out the promise that the researcher will be 

able to ‘make the familiar strange, and the strange familiar’ (Clough, 2002, p.8), and, 

by so doing, will be able to generate fresh perspectives on ‘taken-for-granted 

discourses and values’ (Riessman, 2008, p.3). Here, narrative inquiry rests on two 

further assumptions. The first, is that human experience is largely linguistic, and that 

this linguistic framework is itself constructed through narrative. As Clandinin (2016) 

puts it, ‘experience [is] a narratively composed phenomenon’ (p.16). By working with 

narrative, the researcher is working with these frames of reference and with these 

constructions of reality. The second assumption is that there is a complex but 

explorable relationship between individual narratives (here, in other words, the 

narratives of individuals) and a larger set of socially-shared, mutually-constructed 

narratives (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009), and that by studying a small set of 

narratives, the researcher can begin to describe ‘how larger social structures 

insinuate their way into individual consciousness and identity’ (Riessman 2008, p. 

115 – 6). The smaller stories become pathways into a much greater social and 

political landscape. 

 

Yet even here, in the philosophical and theoretical heart of narrative inquiry, there 

are additional complexities that need to be examined. There are metaphors that 

need to be teased apart. For example, the quotation from Riessman (2008) at the 

close of the preceding paragraph begins to develop a metaphor that divides the 

interior (‘the individual consciousness’), from the exterior (‘the larger social 

structures’). Metaphors like these are certainly useful and helpful in describing what 

narrative inquiry might actually do, but if they are not scrutinised and re-examined 

frequently, they are in danger of solidifying and resolving themselves into simple 

binary oppositions that acknowledge less clearly the complex arrangements between 
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individual narratives and social narratives. Similarly, when writing about narrative 

inquiry, as in the previous paragraph, and when clarifying its working assumptions, it 

might be tempting to state that experience is fundamentally, or essentially narrative 

in nature. To do so however, would be to move towards an essentialism that 

narrative inquiry, coming as it does after the linguistic turn in philosophy and after 

post-modernism, itself resists (Czarniawska, 2002). In this sense, narrative inquiry is 

a methodology that provides exploratory power and efficacy on the one hand, but 

one which is simultaneously aware of the potential instability of its assumptions on 

the other. It is a methodology, to a certain extent, ‘in contradiction’ (Andrews et. al., 

2008, p.4).  

 

The task for the researcher is to openly acknowledge and discuss these tensions, to 

use the exploratory possibilities that narrative inquiry opens up, whilst still 

acknowledging the epistemological insecurities that it presents. By so doing, the 

researcher can avoid two opposing pitfalls. One such would be to claim for narrative 

inquiry a descriptive and analytical certainty that it itself does not proclaim. The other 

would be to disappear into a relativism that loses any exploratory potential at all. It is 

precisely because the researcher must maintain a balance here that narrative inquiry 

is always partial and incomplete (Riessman, 2008), existing in the domain of the 

tentative, rather than the certain. 

 

The reason for pointing out these complexities is that they become apparent as soon 

as the precise reasoning behind a project’s strategy and execution is discussed. For 

example, this study selected secondary head teachers as the point of focus, but 

there are certain assumptions here in terms of the subjectivity of the participants. 

Narrative inquiry itself encourages research activity to question the extent to which 

any narrative is the product of a single, unified subject (Andrews et. al., 2008). 

Instead subjectivity can be placed on a continuum that runs from unified, subjective 

agency at one end (where the participant is the assured, self-determining author of 

their own narratives), to fractured, multiple subjectivities at the other (where the 

participant is the intersection of a kaleidoscope of socially constructed narratives) 

(Squire, 2008). Goodson (2013) is helpful here in his use of the concept of ‘social 

scripting’, using the term to describe the ways in which some participants will make 

greater use of pre-existing, larger, social narratives than others. For Goodson, there 
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is the connected idea of ‘narrative capital’, the resources that participants will bring to 

the fore as they re-present the narratives that surround them. Individuals with high 

narrative capital draw on the scripts that are available to them (Goodson et.al., 

2010), but do so with a degree of agency which allows the act of narration to become 

‘a model of becomingness’ (Goodson, 2013, p. 64). Here, there is a model of 

narrative as both source material, and, in a re-constructed format, as a projection of 

identity. Participants are able to ‘re-self’ themselves through their own storytelling 

(Goodson et. al., 2010, p. 109). 

 

This is an important and helpful way of thinking about the relationships between 

subjectivity, agency and narrative. It simultaneously acknowledges the dynamic and 

shifting state of subjectivity on the one hand, whilst also allowing for some 

conception of agency in the sense of someone, a person, an individual, who is able 

to reflect upon, and deploy narrative capital. It also acknowledges that individuals will 

respond to the task of self-narration in different ways. As Goodson (2013) suggests, 

some will rely relatively heavily on the social scripts around them, whilst others, with 

access to different ‘cognitive models’ (p.60), will use these same scripts more 

creatively.  

 

In terms of conceptualising the approach of this study to the narratives of head 

teachers, the schema described above has had a formative influence. This study 

also incorporates the idea that narratives are produced at a site of co-construction 

between participant and researcher (Riessman, 2008), adding a further level of 

complexity to the questions surrounding subjectivity and agency. At this point, it 

becomes important to consider the question of ownership. As Riessman points out, 

researchers ‘critically shape the stories participants choose to tell’ (2008, p. 50), and 

thus, have a contributory role to play in their eventual presentation. If there is a co-

ownership of the eventual narrative product, this implies that an ethic of responsibility 

comes into force on the part of the researcher (Czarniawska, 2002). This can take 

the form of a process of sense and meaning checking, conducted with the 

participants themselves at a later point, but to take this step implies that the research 

is operating on the presumption of highly unified subjectivity and agency (Squire, 

2008), such that people always mean what they say, and say what they mean. Once 

one departs from this viewpoint, towards one which admits a greater role for socially 
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constructed narratives to emerge through participants, participant sense checking 

begins to become a less secure proposition. From this viewpoint, people might not 

always say what they mean, and mean what they say, and therefore the researcher’s 

own interpretive function, as a reader of the resultant text, comes into play 

(Czarniawska, 2002). This latter position is the stance taken in this study, and so the 

narratives have been analysed without returning to the participants. In this case, the 

ethic of responsibility has been maintained by attending assiduously to the challenge 

of rendering the participants’ voices and narratives ‘respectfully’ (Bold 2012, p. 147), 

and by ensuring that the potential power imbalances between researcher and 

participant that could form in this arrangement have been continuously reflected 

upon (Hyden, 2008). 

 

Some of the most important theoretical aspects of narrative inquiry that have been 

used to shape this study have been explored above, but before exploring the 

narratives in Chapter 4, it is necessary to cover the more practical steps taken to 

produce the data. Interviews were chosen as a productive method to generate 

participant narratives (Czarniawska 2002), and ethical clearance from the University 

of South Wales was secured (see Appendices 1 – 3), with the research being 

conducted according to the ethical guidelines of the British Educational Research 

Association. Potential participants were selected through professional contacts in a 

purposeful sampling approach (Patton 2002), engaging participants who, it was felt, 

through their role as secondary head teachers in maintained settings, would be likely 

to provide rich and detailed narratives. A semi-structured interview schedule was 

devised as a means of supporting narrative responses (Bold 2012), and the styling of 

questions and prompts was deliberately focused on the reproduction of critical 

events as anchors for narratives (Webster and Mertova 2007). An example prompt 

was, ‘Tell me about a time when you have felt particularly trusted as a head teacher’. 

Other indicative prompts can be found in Appendix 4. 

 

Interviews were conducted over a nine-month period with six participants, with each 

participant being interviewed once. The interviews were recorded and transcribed to 

capture as far as possible the nuances of communication (Gubrium and Holstein, 

2009), and each interview was analysed individually, as a series of first and second 

order narratives (Elliot, 2005). In this structure, first order narratives refer to the 
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embedded stories told by the participants themselves, whilst second order narratives 

refer to the accounts as they have been subsequently re-constructed in the analytical 

stage in the light of the complete interview. 

 

The representations of the narratives were anonymised and re-detailed to ensure 

that this anonymity would not be compromised (Elliot, 2005). Initial analyses were 

discussed with the supervision team to provide additional perspectives on the data, 

and the interview with each participant was written up in a way that attempted to 

balance the different modes of description, exploration, discussion and argument 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). 

 

As a piece of qualitative research, it is important to establish the ways in which the 

data can be deemed to be trustworthy. Shenton (2004) provides a selection of 

markers of trustworthiness, focused on the concepts of credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability. These were incorporated in the project: the 

extensive use of ‘thick description in the presentation of the participants’ responses 

(see Chapter 4); the use of peer scrutiny of data and analysis; the use of a range of 

participants to obtain a web of narratives and detail; clarity over the contextual 

conditions within which the narratives were produced. 

 

Chapter 4 presents the narratives of each of the head teachers in turn. The aim here, 

as indicated in Chapter 1, is to explore the different ways key practitioners in the 

Welsh system talk about trust, accountability and autonomy. Each section presents a 

set of narratives, and no attempt has been made to ignore or marginalise 

complexities or contradictions. Instead, these tensions receive significant focus, 

because it is at these points that the complexities of trust, accountability and 

autonomy, as lived experiences, are revealed. These complexities then become the 

resonant narrative themes and threads (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000) which are 

discussed in Chapter 5, and present a more detailed way of thinking about trust, 

accountability and autonomy in this context. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
 
The six head teachers, Helen, Alan, Edward, Diane, Kevin and Patrick, represented 

a range of experiences, although they were all, at the time of the interviews, leading 

maintained, secondary schools in Wales. Alan (see 4.2, below) was on his second 

headship, whilst the other participants were in their first headship post. All had spent 

at least three years as a head teacher. 

 
 

4.1 Helen: Show me rather than prove it 
 
For Helen, the head teacher of a large secondary school who had been in post for 

four years, trust and mistrust did not present themselves as pressing, personal 

concerns during the interview. She was, however, able to describe in significant 

detail the different ways in which trust functioned in her professional life. In this 

sense, like many of the head teacher participants, Helen presented a narrative of self 

that was attuned to the nuanced ways in which trust, accountability and autonomy 

worked in the education world around her, but she explored them in a relatively 

dispassionate manner. On an abstract level she certainly explored the complex and 

often problematic effects of the three concepts, but there was little sense that these 

tensions affected her personally or emotionally. 

 

One of the possible reasons for this perhaps was Helen’s belief that she had been 

trusted throughout her career, a career that had taken her over the course of twenty-

five years from classroom teacher, to head of department, to assistant head in two 

different schools, to deputy head and then to headship. She thought that she would 

be ‘struggling’ to identify many occasions within this whole journey when she had not 

enjoyed the kind of authentic professional autonomy that comes from being trusted. 

For Helen, when asked to identify a time when she had felt particularly trusted, she 

described her appointment to her current job. Prior to her appointment, the school 

had been in somewhat challenging circumstances: 

 
It was a school where perhaps there was a lack of confidence 
from staff in their own abilities. There was a lack of confidence 
in the school from the local authority, and from the consortium, 
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and there was a lack of confidence from governors in the 
school… 
 

Indeed, Helen presented her current school as one that had not been trusted on 

many levels. She had felt particularly trusted when she had been given the headship 

precisely because of the extent of the ‘considerable number of challenges’ faced by 

the school, challenges which Helen herself characterised as issues with trust. In this 

sense, Helen moulded the story of her engagement with the school into a story of a 

restoration of trust. On a symbolic level, Helen, as a professional who had been 

trusted throughout her career, would be precisely the person, as head teacher, to 

redevelop trust and confidence within the school. The results of this re-culturing 

process would be something she would return to before the interview closed. 

 

Her sense of feeling particularly trusted when she was appointed was linked, as she 

presented it, to the comprehensive and ‘robust’ nature of the selection process. At 

first this might seem odd: a selection process that was less comprehensive, less 

detailed and less ‘robust’ could in some ways be interpreted as a process in which 

trust was being endowed in a liberal way, and a process which included significant 

layers of scrutiny could be interpreted as a process that was less trusting, but this, 

clearly, was not Helen’s conception of trust and mistrust. For Helen, a more ‘robust’ 

and exacting selection process signified a job that would be significant in terms of 

challenge and responsibility. A selection process that was not ‘robust’ and 

demanding would, presumably, signify a job of lesser challenge and responsibility. 

The type of process that led to the position outlined for Helen the nature of the 

position in terms of importance and breadth, and in this sense, she felt particularly 

trusted, trusted to take on these significant challenges. Effectively, Helen saw this as 

trust in her own competence and capabilities: 

 
Those outside people [the appointments panel] felt that I was 
theirs and...they were prepared to put their sort of money 
where their mouths were and to sort of invest and trust…and so 
I would say very much that there was a great deal of…trust 
placed in me… 
 

Here trust functioned as a validation, at a high level, of competence. Although Helen 

indicated that she had been given ‘time and space’ to make changes in the school 

after her appointment, she pointed out that she had not required a long period of 
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time to demonstrate that the trust placed in her by those who had appointed her was 

vindicated, ‘by showing that I can deliver what I have said that I would deliver’. She 

had not needed an ‘elastic’ allowance of ‘blind hope’ on the part of those who had 

appointed her. She quickly ‘earned’ their trust. 

 

For Helen, trustworthiness had to be demonstrated through competence (‘you earn 

it’), and as trust would be earned by the individual, so autonomy would follow in its 

wake. Thus her narrative of initial, momentary, ‘blind’ trust on the part of the 

appointment panel had significance for her and was worthy of note: for a brief period 

Helen had enjoyed autonomy (‘time and space’) before it had been earned, but this 

was presented as an idiosyncrasy, specific to one’s appointment to headship. After 

this, the head teacher, as Helen portrayed it, would set about demonstrating their 

competence. The trust that might come from strong interpersonal relationships was 

acknowledged by Helen, but subordinated to the trust that would come from 

performance in the role, and to emphasise this point, Helen described the specific 

challenges that head teachers faced in this respect: 

 
...professional trust…if you’ve earned it then you get it. But I 
suppose the thing that I’ve noticed most [in headship] is of 
course the number of different audiences, the number of 
different perspectives, the number of different agendas 
that…people bring into school… 

 
Here Helen was identifying the different audiences that a head teacher must 

demonstrate competence to, a rather different choice of emphasis perhaps from the 

variety of people a head teacher might have to develop a trusting relationship with.  

 

This is not to imply that Helen’s concept of trust as a head teacher was restricted, 

but rather to suggest that she prioritised a competence-driven model of trust, rather 

than one focused on the quality of interpersonal relationships. In this respect, her 

use of the word ‘audience’ above, and its implications surrounding the idea of 

demonstrable performance, could be seen as significant. This emphasis carried 

through to her narratives of not being trusted, experiences which she suggested 

were infrequent and ‘small scale’. Irrespective of their magnitude, Helen chose a 

story which essentially centred on competence: 
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I think it’s sloppy dialogue sometimes. It’s like this week a 
challenge advisor, not our challenge advisor…comes in and 
asks me a question such as, ‘Do you join up evaluation and 
development processes?’ and I just think, ‘Seriously!? You are 
genuinely sat in front of the head teacher and ask [that]’…that 
feels like a lack of trust because you might as well ask me 
whether I breathe… 

 
In effect, Helen used this story not so much to explore feelings of not being trusted 

(although this was its ostensible launch point), but rather to point out lapses of 

competence elsewhere in the system: ‘it’s not sharp enough…there’s not an 

understanding actually of how schools operate’. These ‘occasional’ interactions had 

led in the past to ‘frustration’ and a sense that others were ‘operating from the lowest 

common denominator’, and indeed, a sense of ‘a lack of trust’, but this was not 

presented as the kind of mistrust which might in any way corrode her professional 

self-concept. In fact, she noted that these were probably isolated, ‘occasional’ 

occurrences because of 

 

an element of personal reputation there as well…if you’re 
known to be somebody who’s going to be robust in your 
challenge back, then perhaps people come better prepared… 
 

It was clear that Helen had such a reputation. 

 

Helen, therefore, could identify mistrust within the system, and indeed, could identify 

some of it occasionally being directed at her, but her narrative was of someone who 

was unlikely, even momentarily, to be unravelled by this. Yet she expanded on this 

systemic mistrust in different ways. She outlined a generic story of ‘junior members 

of some institutions’ being sent to ‘quality assure the work of senior people in other 

institutions’, a ‘hierarchical’ mismatch that she found ‘difficult’ (people who had ‘never 

walked the path before’). Repeating essentially her earlier challenge advisor story in 

a slightly different format added emphasis here. 

 

In terms of accountability, and its effect on trust within the system, Helen identified 

two issues. One focused upon the variety of different ‘layers of accountability 

monitoring’ within the system (‘you haven’t got one master’), and Helen suspected 

that some of these organisational agents of accountability were dictated by 
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whichever ‘current agenda’ was in ‘vogue’. This led, she felt, to ‘ever shifting goal 

posts’ for head teachers and the suggestion that the system would extend 

professional trust if the school happened to be doing well in ‘the current agenda or 

hoop that you’re expected to jump through’. Helen clearly saw her own role as head 

teacher as one of acting as a buffer between the school and the multitude of 

accountability pressures that might bear down upon it: ‘to filter out some of that 

external noise’. 

 

The other accountability issue that Helen explored centred upon her perception that 

the monitoring systems in place were imprecise, lacked nuance and were ‘driven by 

a fear of the lowest common denominator’ (a phrase she used a number of times). 

For Helen, an accountability system which did not attend to the complex differences 

between schools and their contexts was an accountability system which was not built 

on ‘trust and autonomy and respect’. She captured the inability of the system to 

attend to the complexities that schools faced in the following way: 

 
Between 8 o’clock and 9 o’clock on the Wednesday of 
download day28, that is when the shadow of accountability feels 
dark…because the way things are at the moment, you know 
that your school, the work of your staff, the way the children will 
view themselves, and the way you personally will be viewed as 
well, has for the last few years, depended on a single 
percentage… 
 

She was in no doubt that the ‘single percentage’ might vary from one year to the next 

even if schools ‘hadn’t done anything different’: ‘one tough question on the maths 

paper this morning [and] a tough question tomorrow on the English language paper, 

and it’s our A* - D, not our A* - C’29. 

 

 
28 ‘Download day’ is a term used in secondary schools to denote the day before exam results 
are released to pupils when schools access and prepare the data. On the morning of 
‘download day’ school leaders can calculate their performance indicators before the results 
are publicly announced. 
29 The interview took place in the middle of the GCSE summer exam season. A* - C indicates 
a Level 2 pass, whereas A* - D does not. 
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Yet whilst Helen saw problems with an accountability system that was over-reliant on 

one or two key measures, she also foresaw issues with potential, future moves to a 

broader range of indicators:  

 
That causes me some concerns, because we’re now 
moving…away from…a one gold standard performance 
measure to a suite of performance measures, and I think that 
on the day before the results are out, you’re going to feel that 
there’s a potential still within the system [for], ‘We’ll find the 
performance indicator to beat you with…Oh you’re doing well in 
18, but let’s really drill into [numbers] 19 and 20…’ 
 

Thus, the negative reality of the current system (focused on one or two key 

indicators) was explored by Helen, as well as the negative possibilities of a future 

system (which might be more detailed and more nuanced by being spread across a 

number of indicators). In fact, Helen indicated that she would be likely to note the 

negative consequences of any accountability system if she had doubts about the 

‘intent’ or the ‘purpose’ of such a system. Effectively, Helen was less interested in 

debating the merits and drawbacks of current or proposed systems, and more 

interested in indicating her lack of trust in a system whose purpose might be driven 

by excessive, zealous scrutiny: ‘we’re in a system [which says] ‘prove it, now prove it 

again, now prove it again, now prove it again…’’. Helen was questioning the 

motivation behind the system, not the apparatus it employed, and thus, as a head 

teacher, she was working at a rather more fundamental level than might be implied 

by someone who was simply debating the metrics or format a system ought to use. 

 

At this more fundamental level, Helen had a positive narrative to tell about 

monitoring and trust within her school and she finished the interview by suggesting 

that this vision could be adopted at a system level. The circular, reiterative, 

oppressive narrative of ‘now prove it again…’ was not the way that Helen perceived 

monitoring operating in her own school. This was deliberately ‘not a negative 

monitoring’ culture, and yet it was predicated on demonstration: 

 
I think you can do ‘show me, show me, show me’ and it be 
about celebration, and it be about, ‘that’s great, and can you 
share that now with others’…accountability [should not be] only 
about the negative, and [should be] about building and sharing 
good practice… 
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Here Helen used examples from her own school to substantiate this vision, 

examples in which the transparency that is one of the aims of accountability would 

be re-framed in a positive, celebratory way: 

 
Our head of science wrote [a development plan]…it was first 
class…I just said, ‘do you mind [sharing it]’, and so, the show 
me principle. He just opened it to everybody, and it was then 
the exemplar then by which everybody else worked…I think 
show me is not a negative monitoring. I think it can be whatever 
you want it to be… 
 

Here Helen was delineating her own, positive interpretation of a demonstration 

culture and she used the implied differences in tone between prove it and show me 

to clarify her depiction. For Helen the presumption behind prove it would be 

characterised by lack and by inadequacy, and the motivation behind it might be to 

assert power. Its tone would be one of admonishment. Conversely, the presumption 

behind show me would be characterised by plenitude and success, and the 

motivation behind it might to share and distribute. Its tone, for Helen, would be one of 

celebration. 

 

Whether show me would ‘work’ as an accountability stance cannot really be debated 

without reference back to the intentions of accountability, which, as has been noted, 

was precisely the terrain that Helen was moving towards. What is significant here, is 

her willingness to attempt to re-configure this terrain, and to suggest that it might 

work on a system level as well. Helen concluded the interview with her side of an 

imagined, exemplar dialogue: 

 
‘show me, that’s wonderful, show me. Well let me direct you to 
this person who does this a little bit better than you. Maybe you 
want to have a look at that…’ I think if that process of show me 
worked across the system, that would be the absolute ideal… 
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4.2 Alan: Trusting in trust 
 
Like Helen, Alan felt that he had been trusted throughout his teaching career, in his 

current headship and in his previous one. He described his internal promotion to a 

deputy headship: 

 
She [the head teacher] gave me the opportunity to be the 
deputy head. I felt really trusted. She didn’t advertise it, she just 
came in and said, ‘Look would you do it?...I know I’m probably 
supposed to advertise it, but you’re the person I want to do it…’ 
 

Even earlier in his career, Alan had arrived in his first post as a science teacher to 

find that ‘within a term’ the head of department had retired through ill health. The 

head asked him to take over, despite his relative inexperience. Although this caused 

him to ‘struggle’ for the following year (‘I didn’t really have the chance to learn’), Alan 

‘certainly felt very trusted at that point’: ‘he was always very supportive, the guy that 

gave me that opportunity’. Throughout these experiences, which Alan threaded 

together, he had been trusted ‘to get on and do it’ by head teachers who were 

‘successful because they didn’t seek to micromanage people’. 

 

Alan prefaced these stories by positioning his own sense of being trusted in direct 

relationship with his ability to trust others (‘most of the time…I’ve worked in 

relationships where I feel that the people trust me and I trust them’). Alan presented 

his own story then as a set of narrative exemplars of the mutually reinforcing 

correspondence between being trusted and trusting others. One of his earliest 

comments in the interview was to confirm that his ‘natural starting point’ was ‘to trust 

people until that’s proven to be misplaced’, and thus his subsequent stories of early 

promotion, described above, were really examples, in his view, of him being treated 

in the way he would ‘naturally’ treat others. They were also examples, for Alan, of 

‘better’ leadership: ‘you get better outcomes if you do trust people – the relationships 

are better [and] people make better decisions’. Alan did not suggest that he believed 

this because he had been the ‘fortunate’ recipient of this attitude in action. He was 

clear that he was drawing these exemplar stories from his career because they 

connected to his own sense of himself as a trusting individual. Alan had not been on 

a personal journey with the concept of professional trust. Rather he suggested that 



 

 38 

high levels of professional trust were an essential, unchanging constituent of his 

professional self and his professional experience. They were a core part of his story: 

 
My natural inclination is always to trust people and so the 
starting point I have in any professional relationship is one of 
absolute, complete trust, until it’s proven to be misplaced, 
which has rarely been the case, and I suspect people pick up 
on that fairly early on…and then that, to some extent, colours 
the relationship they have with me. That might account for the 
fact that generally I’ve always established fairly positive 
working relationships with people… 

 
For Alan, then, trust was not a fraught concept. He did not doubt that a trusting 

disposition from school leaders would lead to people feeling more ‘empowered’. He 

had almost always felt trusted in his career, and he suspected, as noted above that 

there was reciprocity here with his own trusting disposition. Yet he was also able to 

give many examples of times when he had felt part of a trusted and trusting group of 

colleagues, ranging across his experiences in classroom practice, middle level 

leadership and senior leadership. Here he was talking about trusting networks that 

went far beyond the relationship between two individuals. He described a spell in a 

specialist setting (‘it was a very intense environment to work in and so you [did] build 

up a level of trust with the person in the room next door to you…it was all hands to 

the pumps’), and talked in more general terms about high levels of collegiate trust: 

 
When I was a middle leader, I definitely felt that the middle 
leaders supported one another and there was a high degree of 
trust and professionalism between them and also with the 
senior leaders…and then when I became a senior leader…I 
always found that to be the case… 
 

This led naturally to an extended story about the high levels of collegiate trust that he 

had experienced in his previous headship. Here, a group of head teachers had been 

asked to work together to take over the strategic planning, organisation and day-to-

day running of a key aspect of secondary provision, on behalf of the local authority. 

Alan identified that the budget involved had been significant, and for him, this 

emphasised the amount of devolved responsibility that the local authority had been 

prepared, in this instance (‘very unusually’), to pass on to the head teachers. There 

was an implicit story about trust here, in terms of the local authority simply allowing 

the group to pursue whichever course they saw fit, without interference, although 
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Alan only made passing reference to this aspect. For him, the story was really about 

the ‘fair’ way the heads worked together as they deliberately ensured that they did 

not, individually, exploit the new system to offload challenging pupils onto each 

other: 

 
We had to come up with a process whereby peers could 
evaluate that [provision], and there was a high degree of trust. 
We trusted one another…and that trust never broke 
down…that was an experience of trust really operating at a 
very high level… 
 

Even when he recounted experiences of working with Ofsted and Estyn, 

organisations that others approached with a degree of circumspection, Alan 

described his sense of being trusted. He had always been ‘listened to’, and had 

always come away from being inspected as a head teacher feeling that he had been 

‘believed’. Although he suspected that this perception might not ‘universally be the 

case’, he was clear that he felt that his evaluations of his own school had always 

been ‘valued’, by Estyn, Ofsted or by ‘senior people in the local authority’. 

 

For Alan, high levels of trust appeared in many different contexts: in his perceptions 

of his own approach to being in the world; in the ways he had been treated by 

significant individuals in his past; in the professional communities he had been part 

of; in his interactions with monitoring organisations. Trust was an abundant 

phenomenon. 

 

In this respect, it was perhaps unsurprising that Alan could describe very few 

instances where trust had broken down. ‘Only rarely’ had he worked with individuals 

that he had not trusted, and he was only able to think of one example of a colleague 

who he felt had not ‘always…had confidence [in him]’. Even here he wondered if this 

perception was not actually mistrust, and rather ‘an awkwardness’ in their 

relationship. He identified the ‘rare, very, very rare’ occasions when he had been 

‘unable to persuade’ parents to trust him, and this was presented as an inevitable 

clash of priorities and worldviews, where parents had been ‘unhappy with the way 

the school [had] dealt with something’ and Alan had felt that the school had been 

‘dealing with it in the right way’. 
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When asked to consider the issue of accountability, Alan maintained his high-trust 

narrative. He did this, not by dismissing the need for accountability, but by re-framing 

the way in which it might and perhaps should work. In this respect, his approach was 

similar to that taken by Helen, discussed above. Alan suggested that there was 

‘clearly a role for accountability’, and he started by describing his approach to the 

concept in his current school, an approach that again, like Helen, focused on 

transparency with an added emphasis on collective responsibility:  

 
I try to make it clear to people what I need them to do, and 
what I want the outcome to be. I trust them to get on and do 
it...and perhaps sometimes it’s gone wrong. And there has to 
be some accountability there, but the only accountability I think 
is worth having is the accountability around, ‘Well let's look at 
what went wrong and what we need to do to make sure that we 
learn from that’. 
 

The ‘high-stakes accountability’ that he perceived to be operating in the system at 

large was, he pointed out, ‘out of kilter’ with the version of accountability he practised 

in school and was not ‘terribly helpful’. He suggested that indeed this ‘disjunction’ 

between system-wide approaches and school-level approaches would probably 

apply to lots of settings: 

 
I have not worked in schools where...internally [there] is a high 
stakes accountability system which would mirror the kind of 
high stakes accountability system that they seek to impose on 
schools at the level...above schools...and I think that were 
schools to try to replicate that in miniature, I don't believe 
actually it would help. 
 

He suspected that the Welsh Government had begun to recognise that the system-

level approach was not sufficiently focused on the ‘reflective, formative type of 

accountability’ that worked: 

 
People will sometimes get things wrong and the accountability 
ought to be centered on, 'Well, why did it go wrong? And what 
do we need to do to make it improve? ', rather than people 
feeling that they're being told off, that they're in trouble, and it's 
disciplinary and so on... 
 

Alan used his previous experiences as a head teacher in England to populate a 

narrative that led from high-stakes accountability to a ‘relentless, narrow focus’ upon 
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the outcomes that schools were ‘being held sharply to account against’. For Alan, 

this ‘narrow focus’ could not be ‘in the best interests of all the children in the system 

or the system itself’. ‘Heads’, as he put it, ‘need...to be relieved of the need to keep 

up with the competitors around the A* to Cs’, and in support of this he succinctly 

outlined the predicament of the typical head teacher: 

 
There's only a limited amount of time and energy and resource 
in [a] school, and as long as we’ve got that high-stakes 
accountability, you don’t feel as a head you can afford to not 
throw everything at that particular issue, because that’s what all 
the other schools are doing. If you fall behind them, you are 
going to find yourselves in difficulty. 
 

This abstracted, everyperson story, focusing on between-school competition, felt a 

long way from his evocation of the collegiate, shared responsibilities between head 

teachers that he had so positively described earlier in the interview. 

 

Alan emphasised his sense that Wales had, over the last few years, ‘replicated’ a 

higher-stakes accountability model that he had experienced as a head teacher in 

England. As noted above, he felt that this encouraged schools to adopt a ‘relentless, 

narrow focus’ on some aspects of their provision, and therefore, neglect others. 

Alongside this suggestion that the system might, in some way, be distorting the 

efforts of schools, Alan identified more personalised consequences for head 

teachers, although, once again, this was presented in an everyperson style: 

 
The consequences of...categorisation, Estyn visits, can be 
really severe. It’s unpleasant to find yourself [in], it’s personally 
unpleasant to be the head whose school ends up as a red 
school, or an inadequate school [or] in Special Measures... 
 

There were no stories from Alan to indicate that he had actually, personally, 

experienced this type of unpleasantness, or indeed that he had witnessed these 

consequences in others. Instead this narrative was used by him to sketch out a set 

of negative possibilities that he felt were obviously latent within the system as it 

stood. After all, Alan had spoken about being listened to (and therefore ‘trusted’ and 

‘valued’) in his dealings with Estyn and Ofsted. His only brief personal response was 

to suggest that he had begun to think that ‘if they’d kept the high-stakes 
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accountability running in the way it was running’, he might have been tempted to 

retire slightly earlier than planned (‘it was just exhausting me’). 

 

But Alan’s views about where the system was heading, at the time of the interview, 

had changed somewhat. He sensed that, although its current emphasis was ‘out of 

kilter’ with his own preferences, changes were being signalled from the very top. He 

described a recent Welsh Government organised conference for head teachers 

where 

 
they had a number of experts...up onto the stage – all leaders 
at world level in this area – and all of them saying that the kind 
of high-stakes model based on threshold measures...is not a 
feature of any of the higher performing education services in 
the world... 
 

For Alan, this potential new direction not only reflected his own views, it also aligned 

with the views of many, if not most head teachers (‘I didn’t actually come across a 

head teacher [who] didn’t feel...very strongly, that it was the right way to go’). 

Everyone, he stressed, had been ‘very positive about it’, and Alan, who had spent 

the first part of the interview exploring his own positive experiences of trust, began to 

explore in detail his view that the system itself was moving back towards his own 

concept of school effectiveness. The (briefer) interlude in the middle of the interview, 

where he had focused on the negative consequences of the accountability system in 

the present, was really only an aside, prefacing what, for Alan, was a positive future 

narrative for the profession. 

 

He could identify ways in which the system was perhaps beginning to change (‘the 

key stage 3 core data set has gone...the benchmark isn’t even going to be 

published’), and he endorsed central messages that he had picked up that schools 

were going to be allowed to focus on the ‘small data’ of pupil by pupil progress, 

rather than fixate upon the selected examples of ‘big data’ represented by the 

current performance measures. He looked forward to the anticipated (government 

endorsed as he saw it) ‘murky’ nature of headline data in the future which would not 

compare school against school as easily: 
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That's tacitly accepted. I mean Geoffrey Hinton30 [civil servant 
in Welsh Government] basically said that, not in so many 
words...it’s going to be a bit murky. It’s not going to be easy for 
people to see... 

 
Alan was confident that schools would be able to focus on ‘what we need to be 

doing’, would not be ‘distracted by big data’, and that ‘everything that really matters’ 

would ‘get better’. This was a positive narrative of policy makers and practitioners 

coming together behind a new consensus for the shape and form of accountability.  

 

Alan perceived ‘genuine commitment’ from those same policy makers to lead this 

consensus over the coming few years, consciously linking his confidence here to his 

own trusting disposition: 

 
I do feel very positive about it now...I’m basically quite a 
trusting person, so if people tell me something, then I will 
believe it, unless I see otherwise... 
 

Not only did Alan have a high level of trust that the Welsh Government would modify 

the system, he also perceived that the Welsh Government were trusting head 

teachers and schools to thrive and continue to develop in a softer accountability 

system (‘they [are] basically saying...’We’re trusting you’’). Alan, therefore, ended the 

interview with the same structure of reciprocal trust that he had explored at the start. 

Initially he had described this on a micro-level, existing as a self-reinforcing bond 

between himself and other professionals. At the close, he was using the same 

structure to delineate the relationship between head teachers and the state. There 

was no hint of cynicism or circumspection here. There was optimism and 

enthusiasm. 

 

It could be suggested that precisely because of his trusting disposition, Alan would 

always be likely to re-produce this kind of narrative at scale.  

 

 

4.3 Edward: The trust practitioner 
 

 
30 Individual names quoted by participants have been replaced with pseudonyms 
throughout. 
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Edward had been a head in his current school for ten years. Before this, he had 

spent five years as a deputy head in a neighbouring school and ten years as an 

assistant head in a different region, following posts as a classroom teacher and a 

middle level leader earlier in his career. Of all the participants, Edward spent the 

greatest proportion of the interview debating with himself and modifying his ideas 

about the key concepts of trust, accountability and autonomy. In this sense he 

showed a willingness to return to first principles, within the context of a research 

interview, and to re-examine his assumptions. Indeed, his responses were 

punctuated by comments which emphasised this dynamic approach to meaning-

making: 

 
…I’m off the question now, but if I can just talk this through… 
 
…I’m just sort of clarifying in my mind, using that analogy… 
 
…that seems to be what I’ve found useful in this meeting [the 
interview]… 
 

In a very open and unself-conscious fashion, Edward genuinely engaged in dialogue, 

and this became a key aspect of the larger narrative he presented.  

 

This willingness to re-consider and to re-formulate his ideas ran through the 

interview, although there were some aspects of his perceptions of his own 

professional self that remained fairly stable. For example, Edward was clear that 

trust was not a fraught concept for him (‘I haven’t really considered trust as an 

issue…’), and he repeated a number of times that he had ‘a very high level of trust in 

other people’. This, he felt, was his ‘default setting’ (although he was keen to point 

out that this did not mean he ‘believed everything [he was] told’). He was clear that 

he would ‘lose trust in a teacher if I thought they had lied [to me]’, commenting that 

‘when integrity goes, trust goes out of the window’. Elsewhere he seemed happy to 

re-work and re-configure his ideas as he went. 

 

Unsurprisingly, given that Edward suggested that trust had not been a fraught 

concept for him on a personal, individual level, his discussion of the concept was 

organised around a conceptual framework, rather than being driven by any visceral 

responses to his experiences. Rather, his conceptual understanding was explored 
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through a series of experiences, real and hypothetical, which he cited as exemplars. 

For example, Edward said that he had felt particularly trusted when he had been 

appointed to the position of head teacher in his current school (echoing Helen), but 

he rather hunted round for this example. It carried the sense of being a recollection 

that he felt was worth citing as a response to the direct question, ‘When have you felt 

particularly trusted?’ rather than an animating experience itself. He found it difficult to 

think of a time when he had not felt trusted (‘I’m struggling to think’), although he did 

talk about one isolated incident when someone had questioned a decision he had 

made (‘in their questioning, they had sort of implied that I hadn’t taken 

some…information…into consideration…[I thought], ‘Do you honestly think I haven’t 

considered that information’’), but this again had the air of something he produced 

from his memory to fill a category presented to him in the interview. He also 

considered bonds of reciprocal trust, between the head teacher as an appointer of 

people to jobs, and teachers as appointees, to be important: 

 
You trust someone’s judgement, if someone appoints you to a 
role by human nature you would tend to respect their 
judgement…now we’re speaking, it actually strikes me as quite 
important… 
 

Once again, as indicated by his phrasing above, it appeared as if this was a link he 

was making in the moment of the interview, rather than a long-held belief about trust 

in schools. 

 

There was also a strong sense of pragmatism running though his responses 

(although, as will be discussed below, there was also an equally strong sense of 

inner conviction about some aspects). For example, he described the ways in which 

trust operated within his school: 

 
Do I trust teachers?...’Please complete this task…by Friday’. 
Do I trust people to do it? Yes. Do they always do it? No. Do I 
get a bit annoyed if they miss a deadline? Not really, because 
the deadline’s always a bit ahead…Do I then email them…and 
say, ‘You’ve missed a deadline’? No, but I do email them and 
say, ‘Please can you do it.’ It’s that sort of [thing]… 
 

Here, there was a clear sense that Edward could operate within a high-trust mode 

that accommodated regular and predictable lapses on the part of his staff. There 
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seemed to be a pragmatic acceptance here that such lapses would occur, that they 

would be planned for, and that they would not de-stabilize the essentially trusting 

disposition he had towards his teachers. 

 

There was also an underlying pragmatism in his approach to policy makers, systems 

leaders and politicians. Here, Edward felt that he could trust them because he 

‘actively engage[d] with people’ (‘I go and talk to people in Welsh Government, 

literally’). He added that, ‘by actively seeking information’, and by ‘being proactive’, 

he was able to reinforce his trust in others within the wider system (‘I put myself out 

there to find out these things’). By deliberately, proactively engaging in this kind of 

activity, Edward made sure he acquired knowledge and the kind of transparency in 

communication that allowed him to trust policy-makers. Perhaps trust was not ‘an 

issue’ for him precisely because he was willing to take a pragmatic attitude towards 

its maintenance. 

 

Having established some initial conceptual responses to the idea of professional 

trust, Edward then pursued four, more detailed, extended narratives, that outlined a 

kind of personal manifesto or set of philosophical positions. Here, as indicated 

above, there was a recurring sense of conviction, and a sense that he was bringing 

his values to the forefront of the discussion. Each of them articulated a nuanced and 

often quite complex position. Together they combined to present a subtle and 

detailed response to trust, accountability and autonomy. 

 

The first of these narratives considered the relationship between trust and 

competence. The second explored the relationship between monitoring and feeling 

trusted, but was complicated by Edward’s specific construction of the role of 

questioning and enquiry. The third presented a vision of teacher agency and 

distributed leadership that enveloped his notion of trust. The fourth allowed him to re-

frame accountability. Although these narratives are listed sequentially here, and will 

be discussed separately below, in the interview, Edward moved back and forth 

between them, emphasising their links, similarities and their complexities. 

 

In terms of the first strand, Edward indicated his understanding of the link between 

his ability to trust others and his perception of their competence early in the 
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interview. After re-emphasising his ‘high level of trust in people’, he added that that 

did not mean he valued ‘everybody equally’: ‘I don’t think everybody’s brilliant at their 

jobs, but I trust people’. At this point is seemed as if his capacity for trust was not 

linked to evaluations of others’ competence, but this was very quickly revised in the 

comments that followed: 

 
I mean I work with people who I think have low levels of 
competence, and if someone has a low level of competence, 
then you can’t trust them… 
 

This re-formulated version, where trust was linked to perceptions of competence, 

was re-visited on several further occasions, as Edward developed sporting analogies 

(‘do you trust England to put in their best performance…on Saturday?...Yes you do, 

because they seem a good unit’) and he considered the question on an individual, 

departmental and whole school level: 

 
If we find that somebody’s not cutting the mustard, either 
through whatever data we have or any other evidence, then 
obviously the trust would be [PAUSE] you would have slightly 
less trust in them, I guess… 
 
Where a department is less successful, I suppose the level of 
trust is less… 
 
Do you trust [the school] to get [good results]?...Okay, but if it 
dips, that trust will wobble… 
 

The frequency with which he returned to this idea was matched only by the frequent 

way that he confirmed his high levels of trust in others. Seemingly this narrative of 

trust being linked to competence was conceptually interesting to him, but was not 

enough to shift or de-stabilize his default position of having high-trust of others. It 

was not that he had no experience of working with people whose competence he 

doubted. He was clear that he did come into contact with people like this. 

Conceptually, he thought he would trust them less, and yet he had an undiminished 

‘high degree of trust’ for others. There was a disjunction here between the ways 

Edward thought trust would work in theory, and the way he experienced his ability to 

trust those around him. 
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In the second strand, Edward considered the link between monitoring and people 

feeling trusted. Initially he considered this from his own perspective as a head 

teacher and explored the effect of external monitoring on his perceptions of feeling 

trusted: 

 
When it [the school] has gone through difficult times, [there 
have] been more people sort of asking questions and I guess 
that probably makes…you feel less trusted than when people 
leave you alone…when there are less interventions [that] 
people are putting onto you and checking up on you, the more 
you just naturally assume that you’re trusted… 
 

He returned to this a number of times (‘I think if people feel they’re trusted they work 

better than if they feel someone’s checking up on them…’), sometimes to consider 

the same relationship (between monitoring and trust) from the perspective of the 

monitor, rather than the person being monitored: 

 
…as the trust develops, the monitoring comes off… 
 
…if things go well, you back off don’t you? You say, ‘Well, I 
trust you…’ 
 

Whichever way he presented it, the link seemed secure: being intensively monitored 

would lead to feelings of not being trusted, and monitoring activities were likely to be 

lighter touch where trust was high. Yet of course, simultaneously throughout the 

interview, Edward indicated he had high levels of trust for others. Perhaps it was for 

this reason that he kept reassuring (the interviewer?, himself?) that monitoring 

procedures were well established within the school: 

 
Let’s be clear, we have monitoring evidence in the school. We 
do lesson observations. We look at books. We talk to pupils… 
 

Monitoring procedures were important, he felt, (‘there has to be a level of checking 

up as well’), although he suggested that the monitoring activity in his school would 

be ‘probably less than many people [might conduct]’. In summary, Edward 

suggested that the concepts of trust and monitoring were linked, but his way of 

exploring these links was affected by his occasional insistence that monitoring was a 

non-negotiable aspect of school life, irrespective of the effect it may have on 

people’s perceptions of being trusted. For this reason, this strand never achieved 

real closure. 
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There was a further complicating factor within Edward’s discussions of monitoring 

and trust. His own, single example of not being trusted had, as described earlier, 

revolved around his experience of having a decision questioned, although it was 

clear as the interview progressed that it was not really the experience of being 

questioned that had caused him to not feel trusted here. Rather it was the insinuation 

by the third party (the questioner) that he had not taken all necessary information 

into account (effectively an insinuation about his decisional competence). It was this 

that had resulted in him feeling not trusted. In fact, the act of questioning others in 

professional life was one that he felt was important, and he emphasised this 

importance at all levels, whether in the instance of him asking questions of others, or 

others asking questions of him. Questioning, in the sense of conducting critical 

enquiry, was a practice that he valued, and one that he did not think would result in 

people feeling not trusted: 

 
I don’t think questioning of [a] decision is a lack of trust…If I 
make a decision and people think it’s the wrong one, I need 
them to tell me…that’s not [lack of] trust to me. That’s down to 
professional discussion… 
 

In fact, he felt that not being engaged by this kind of critical enquiry, being left alone 

in this instance, would be a greater cause for concern: 

 
I suppose I’d feel untrusted if I felt people were talking about 
something and they didn’t involve me in it…I think it’s Colin 
Powell, the American soldier…who said, ‘…when your troops 
stop coming to you with their problems, that when you’ve got to 
worry’…if people aren’t coming to you with their concerns, it 
either means they have lost faith in you, or they don’t trust 
you… 
 

Edward was making a distinction between monitoring and questioning, despite their 

conceptual similarities (their links to scrutiny) and his own over-lapping language 

use. Monitoring, he felt, might be likely to undermine trust (although he thought it 

was an essential aspect of school activity). Questioning was a ‘healthy’ part of 

professional activity, and as such, did not indicate a lack of trust. 

 

The third strand that Edward developed focused on teacher agency and distributed 

leadership. Not only was he an advocate of high states of teacher agency and well-
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developed distributed leadership, he saw them as key expressions of a high trust 

culture. He related two stories to explore his ideas about teacher agency. The first 

focused on the ‘relaxed’ dress code the school had recently brought in for pupils to 

cope with the heatwave at the time of the interview. The nature of the school’s 

contingency plan for pupils had been ‘directive’ (they had been told that they could 

wear PE kit), but, Edward commented, 

 
Do I put out a thing saying staff may not wear crop tops, flip 
flops? No, the trust is the staff need to dress sensibly…with the 
staff, as a leader, of course I trust them… 
 

This was a micro-narrative of his confidence and trust that teachers would use their 

agency to re-organise their work wear in hot weather in a ‘sensible’ way. Edward 

broadened it out, stating that ‘in this school, we give agency to teachers to work 

within the structure we have’.  

 

His second story on agency drew on an experience earlier in his career. He had 

been recently appointed to the senior leadership team of a school, and shortly after 

his arrival the team had introduced an ‘assertive discipline’ approach: 

 
I thought it was rubbish and I still [do] but I felt torn then, 
between the duty of someone who’d recently been 
appointed…and I’m thinking, ‘God, I never do this in the 
classroom’… 
 

Despite his leadership position, he did not enact the policy (‘it would have messed up 

my lessons to, no end, because it wasn’t my ethos, my philosophy, my way of 

working’), and this experience had underlined for him, not the need for corporate 

responsibility, but the need to allow teachers sufficient professional licence and 

agency: 

 
I logged it [the experience], and I kept it. You know it taught me 
that I don’t like to tell people how to do things. 
 

Edward had thus learned that he valued professional autonomy and agency, and, by 

implication, the high-trust approach that would be its corollary. 
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Edward also favoured a distributed approach to leadership, and he made explicit 

links to the idea that a high-trust culture and ethos would be needed for this to 

flourish (‘[it is] part of distributed leadership...you need to trust people to make a 

decision...’). He suggested that he disagreed with conventional ideas about ‘strong 

leadership’, which he thought were too strongly linked to ‘autocratic’ models: 

 
[some people] are crying out for guides. Some people want the 
leader to be saying, ‘You mustn’t do that’, so they’re happy with 
that and they’re also happy they know that everyone is getting 
the same diet, the same thing from their leader... 
 

He made it clear that this was not his vision of leadership: 

 
Sometimes we need to say to people, ‘Look, this [his approach] 
isn’t weak leadership. This approach is strong leadership’. You 
have to be a strong leader to be able to do this. You have to be 
a strong leader to let go. You have to be a strong leader to give 
empowerment and distribute leadership... 
 

His rhetorical structures here indicated his strength of feeling, and to add emphasis, 

he recounted his recollections of a staff meeting where he had set out to re-state his 

ethos and values in this respect. In his presentation to the staff he had ‘alluded’ to 

the ‘Turkish election’, and used the emergence of ‘a very right-wing leader who is 

very prescriptive’ as a contrast with his own leadership philosophy.  

 

He also contrasted his approach to other heads he knew who were unable to trust 

their in-school colleagues in their absence: 

 
I sometimes go to meetings and as soon as it’s coffee 
time...the head teachers on their phones to the school, ‘Is 
everything all right?’ Texting, ‘blah, blah, blah’...you go to a 
head teachers’ meeting [and] they’re always going back to the 
ranch and seeing if everything’s ok... 
 

For Edward clearly, enhanced teacher agency and distributed leadership were ideas 

he believed in, in abstract and in practice, and he was clear, in turn, that high-trust 

structures lay within the conceptual architecture of both.  

 

In the fourth strand, Edward proposed a distinctive vision of accountability. It was not 

surprising that he re-modelled this concept, given his strong and specific views on 
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agency and leadership, and his complex constructions of monitoring and scrutiny. 

Edward did not appear to be the kind of head teacher who would adopt and accept a 

straight-forward notion of accountability and so it proved. Although he had ‘no issue 

with accountability’ that did not mean he was uninterested in re-formulating his 

understanding of it. 

 

He started by confirming that the school had not, and would not, chase accountability 

targets (‘we will not model a curriculum based in the performance measures, 

whatever they come up with’). His sense of the school’s own agency and autonomy, 

when faced by the system at large, was emphasised here. He was, he suggested, 

someone ‘other head teachers would speak to’ about accountability pressures ‘if 

they wanted, sub-consciously, that sort of ‘don’t worry about it [message]’’. 

 

He also suggested that some existing accountability structures had not been well 

suited, in the past, to the task of evaluating some of the distinctive aspects of his 

school:  

 
I think Estyn have caught up with our way of thinking a 
bit...[there is] more understanding now of the distributed 
model...and trust and collaboration...five years ago...some of 
the things they picked up on, they didn’t really fully understand 
distributed leadership as a concept... 
 

Edward described an accountability approach that he felt had the wrong tone, was 

too accusatory. He explored this by portraying an imaginary situation: 

 
If our results go down, as a head teacher, I wouldn’t expect 
someone to come in here screaming at me and say, ‘What is 
going on here? What are you playing at?...Why have the 
results gone down? You’ve predicted this and you’ve got it 
wrong’... 
 

In a sense, this hypothetical vignette was something of a straw man. Edward had 

‘never experienced it’ himself (although he thought it likely that ‘some people get it...I 

understand that some people are hauled in front of councillors’). It did serve, 

however, to exemplify and characterise his perception that there was an 

unnecessarily threatening and punitive aspect to system-led accountability 

structures. In this sense, it was his interpretation of a system that he thought relied 
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on the reductive simplicity of judgements, rather than one that ought to focus on the 

generative power of constructive dialogue: ‘[easier] to say this school is adequate or 

this lesson is graded three than to have real discussions’. Edward was gesturing 

towards an accountability system that would be less adversarial, less reactive to ‘one 

set of bad results’, and less ‘out of kilter’ with a general spirit of collaborative co-

construction. This would mimic the approach in his own school: 

 
In our school, if the results in an area dip, and there are 
examples of this, and they drop below what we’d expect, we 
don’t rant and rave at people and lose [their] trust... 
 

 In this desire to re-formulate system-wide accountability structures along the lines of 

his own, in-school practices, Edward, in his own way, echoed the narratives of Helen 

and Alan. 

 

In summary, although trust was not an ‘issue’ for him, Edward was able to link it 

convincingly to his own ideas about leadership, agency and accountability. There 

was an easy correspondence here within his explorations of these concepts. Two 

further aspects require discussion to ascertain their relationship to this central, 

relatively coherent, core arrangement.  

 

The first is his repeated suggestion that he would not trust people with low levels of 

competence. The curiosity here is that this simply did not seem to be having any 

impact on his high-trust disposition, or on his views about agency and leadership 

which relied upon it. The presumption must be that, where such ideas (about agency 

and trust) are so strongly developed, the likelihood of trust being eroded by poor 

levels of competence and performance in those around you can be conceptually 

acknowledged, but have no real, experiential impact. It sits rather as a perennial, 

hypothetical possibility. 

 

The second is his suggestion that monitoring, or at least over-monitoring, will erode 

trust, but questioning will not. The presumption here must be that, for Edward, the 

idea of questioning things (or other people or systems) had, in itself, a positive, 

liberal, democratic value. This would be supported by his well-developed sense of 

professional agency and autonomy. In this construction, posing questions to others, 
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and to the world at large, would be a positive expression of this agency and 

autonomy, a demonstration of their critical and reflective power. In Edward’s way of 

viewing things, this questioning attitude would, and could, co-exist in harmony with a 

high-trust culture, presumably because, from a high-trust vantage point, professional 

questions directed at the self would not harm the individual’s self-concept. In other 

words, within a high-trust context, where the agency, autonomy and (presumed) 

decisional competence of the individual are supported, the questioning of others 

loses any potential negative impact. 

 

Finally, from this high-trust vantage point, Edward launched two other formulations of 

trust barely explored by the other participants. Possibly these formulations would 

only be available to someone with this set of beliefs and values. The first was his 

implied suggestion that he had attained a trusting disposition in the world of 

education partly through an enhanced understanding of trust, a kind of trust literacy. 

He gave a couple of quickly sketched examples describing how he had built up a 

trusting relationship very quickly, not through being naïve, or ‘lax’, or by believing 

‘everything’ he was told. Rather the unstated implication was that building, 

developing and securing bonds of trust was something he was good at. ‘Most 

people’, he suggested ‘need more time to trust somebody’. 

 

His final formulation was linked, and felt like an exhortation to fellow head teachers: 

 
[maybe] performance is low, so that’s low trust, isn’t it? But it 
would seem to me that [there is a] continuum, probably a 
quadrant thing there. We could draw it if we had time. You’ve 
got to be prepared to let people get up into that top-right hand 
side – high trust, high performance...and let that sit there and 
say, ‘it’s earned autonomy basically...’ 
 

Here was the interview in miniature, right at its close, with Edward working ideas as 

he went, suggesting conceptual diagrams and, crucially, presenting his belief that 

teachers needed to be given every opportunity to reach that ‘top-right’ quadrant 

where they were trusted with high agency. Supplying these opportunities was, 

presumably in his view, his job as head teacher. 
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4.4 Diane: Competitive spirit 
 
Like Edward, Helen and Alan, Diane had followed a fairly standard path into 

headship, working her way through promotions in a variety of schools. At the time of 

the interview, she had been head teacher in her current school for four years. She 

too felt that she had been trusted throughout her career, and she also struggled to 

recall an occasion or context where she had not felt trusted. In her different schools, 

wherever she had been, she said that she had ‘always looked for opportunities’, and 

always been ‘quite ambitious’, applying for jobs that she ‘probably shouldn’t have 

applied for’. The implication here, through this recount of her past, was that she had 

proactively sought out additional responsibility from those in more senior positions, 

and, as a (relatively) unintended consequence, had actively secured the professional 

trust of others in her own abilities: 

 
Even if I take the first school when I first qualified, within a year 
and a half, I was asking the head teacher, ‘Can I take these 
kids to the primary school to do transition work?’ in the days 
when I didn’t have a TLR31. I just did it because I wanted to get 
on... 
 

In her current position, she felt particularly trusted because she was a member of a 

variety of consultative groups as a representative of other secondary head teachers. 

She felt trusted on two levels, the first because others trusted her to represent their 

views, and the second because the policy makers and those from the local authority 

or consortia obviously trusted her ‘opinion on various things’. 

 

Diane suggested that she found it easy to trust her colleagues in school, something 

she ascribed partly to her own judgement, and partly to the calibre of her staff: 

 
I think I get to know people well. I think I’m quite a good judge 
of character and would spot people that I think that I wouldn’t 
trust, but on the whole, I seem to have surrounded myself with 
people who are very, very capable and trustworthy... 
 

Like Edward, Diane made a link here between perceived competence and her ability 

to trust people. There was also an echo of Edward’s trust literacy here, although 

 
31 ‘TLR’ is a commonly used term for a Teaching and Learning Responsibility allowance, a 
salary enhancement for classroom teachers for formal leadership activity. 
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Diane’s emphasis was more on her ability to discern trustworthiness, rather than 

Edward’s emphasis on his ability to build bonds of trust. Diane spent no further time 

in the interview considering or referencing this idea, unlike Edward who, as 

discussed above, continually returned to it to re-consider and re-formulate. As will be 

explored below, there were issues to do with trust that exercised Diane, but this was 

not one of them. 

 

On an individual level then, trust did not appear to be a problematic concept for 

Diane, whether it was discussed in terms of trusting others or being trusted. She did, 

however, think that they were ‘interesting questions’, and this sense of interest and 

engagement came to the surface when she departed from the domain of the 

individual, and started to discuss trust as she experienced it on a system-wide level. 

Her route into this was through describing the ways that the head teachers in her 

local authority worked together. She prefaced her comments here by stating that she 

‘wouldn’t say’ that she dealt with people who were ‘not trustworthy’, deliberately 

dispatching the idea that she had no trust in them. Clearly, she was dealing in 

matters of degree, because she went on: 

 
We work together as a group of heads, and because all our 
schools are so different, I wouldn’t say I have complete trust 
with all my colleagues, that we’re all working together as a 
team. I would say we’re all working very individually in our 
schools to do the best for the schools we’re in so there isn’t 
that sort of complete trust you might have...I think that’s partly 
to do with the system we’re in. 
 

From this launch point, Diane explored her perceptions of a certain competitive 

element within the system, unpacking the relationships she thought this had with 

trust and accountability, and the effects she felt it exerted. This concept of 

competition became one of the more significant motifs of the rest of the interview, 

complicated by Diane’s own suggestion that she was quite a competitive person. 

 

In terms of the extent of this state of competition, Diane, as noted above, started at 

the level of schools within a local area, and she suggested that the current, 

animating culture encouraged a mindset for head teachers that inhibited high-trust 

relationships between them. This culture, she thought, ‘set schools up to be in 

competition with each other’, and she linked it to an accountability system that meant 
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that head teachers spent much of their time ‘basically battling for their school’. She 

also identified this competitive element running through the culture of local 

authorities as well, as each LA aimed to be able to say ‘‘we’re doing better than so-

and-so'’. In fact, she sensed that it ran across the entire public sector: 

 
Whether it’s health, police, there’s that data there to compare 
each other, and they all want to compare [to see] if they’re 
doing the best. Where do they rank... 

 
In these comments, Diane struck a critical attitude. In these instances, this was not a 

narrative in which competition organised around some clearly defined performance 

measures raised standards. Instead, when pursuing these links, she was clearly 

exploring the idea that competition inhibits genuine collaboration, and the trust that 

might result. This was further clarified on the occasions in the interview where she 

compared this state of competition with her perceptions of the ways the Welsh 

Government wanted the system to develop. This was a future, she thought, where 

collaboration between schools would supersede the current competitive culture, and 

it was a vision she aligned herself with: 

 
...what the Welsh Government are trying to do is get the school 
system in a way that there’s more collaboration across schools, 
and I suppose in a way more trust... 
 
I would like to see in the future perhaps schools paired up 
more, so I did more with another head teacher form another 
local school, and then we would be helping each other to 
improve even more... 
 
...it does make you think that if there was more school-to-
school working, and schools paired up, whether that would help 
that other school in a non-threatening way to help them 
improve... 

 
She did not necessarily think these changes would happen quickly or easily (‘I don’t 

think it’s going to happen in the next five years or so, I think there’s still a long way to 

go’), but she sounded positive about this being the future story for the system. 

 

Her position here was complicated by two additional elements. The first had been 

indicated by her initial comments about her career progression (‘I’ve been quite 
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ambitious’) and was crystallized later when she talked about the success of her 

school: 

 
I suppose in this accountability system that’s been very 
competitive [it has] sort of matched with my competitive 
persona, so I will do what it takes. I’ve always tried to be ahead 
of the game, trying to know what’s happening in Welsh 
Government, and be a year ahead so that my school’s a year 
ahead... 
 

In her own self-description, Diane was a competitive person who had become skilled 

in piloting her school through a competitive culture. Irrespective of her ability, 

explored above, to articulate and endorse a critique of this culture, and its effect on 

collegiate trust between head teachers, she was clearly not completely opposed to it 

at all levels. Furthermore, she indicated a number of times that this was the culture 

that she had been ‘brought up’ in: 

 
...because of the accountability measures that we’ve had, I’ve 
been brought up I think in a system where it’s all about me, my 
school, and getting the best for my pupils... 
 
...I feel like I’ve grown up in this system, so I don’t know any 
other...so, it would be very hard now for someone to say, 
‘Right, I want you to completely forget about accountability 
measures, and I want you to work with these three schools, 
and somehow together the three of you have got to improve’. I 
think that’s quite hard...big culture shift... 
 

Diane could see the conceptual faults in the current system, and could agree with 

future reform, and yet, simultaneously, she felt she was a product of the current 

culture (and her tone here was not entirely negative), she was successful in the 

current culture, and she self-identified as a competitive person. These elements in 

combination, made Diane’s narrative particularly interesting, specifically in terms of 

how these tensions might, or could possibly, be resolved. 

 

To consider this in more detail, it is important to explore two other motifs that Diane 

developed in the interview, alongside the concept of competition. Both are 

intertwined with trust, accountability and autonomy. The first is control and the 

second is improvement.  
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Diane directly explored the concept of control when she was discussing the 

relationship between local authorities and consortia, and this in itself had been 

approached through the concept of trust: 

 
I think there’s still a long way to go with everybody trusting 
each other. The local authorities don’t trust the consortia. The 
consortia don’t really trust the local authorities... 
 

When asked to clarify why she thought this was the case she identified issues of 

control: 

 
I think obviously a great big chunk of the work of the local 
authority has been taken away by the consortia...that 
improvement arm...[so] they’re feeling a bit like they’ve lost 
control... 
 

For Diane, the accountability system itself provided a means for gaining some kind of 

control: 

 
I know for example the local authorities want more 
accountability of the schools [in their area], via the challenge 
advisors, whereas the schools would say, ‘No we can do it 
ourselves...’ but the local authorities want there to be challenge 
advisors because otherwise how do they have any say?... 
 

In this reading by Diane, accountability structures were being used to regain control 

and influence. Her framing of the way challenge advisors should work indicated her 

resistance to these attempts to exert authority. She thought that challenge advisor 

input into most schools should be ‘light-touch’, if at all: 

 
What I’d like to see is that there are no challenge advisors for 
schools unless they really are in significant troubles and they 
need to improve...I have somebody that comes to me – they 
have to have four days with me – but what’s the point? 
 

Clearly, within the competitive culture that Diane had described, control over 

accountability data, in terms of ownership and interpretation, would be a key contest, 

and one that she began to explore.  

 

She engaged in a lengthy (‘I’ll go into a little bit of detail now’) description of the 

Welsh Government’s shifts back and forth over the precise accountability 

performance measures that were to be used that summer. The key point for her was 
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that ‘for the last three or four years [the system] has changed every year, 

everything’s changed’. For Diane, this opened up a worrying proliferation of data 

outcomes that could be put to different accountability uses by different organisations: 

 
I suppose what worries me is...the way consortia or local 
authorities sort of act on that information. It still worries me that 
they will separately aggregate all the data to see who’s doing 
best... 
 

The anxiety here was that the system was ‘too dynamic’, and that Diane might be in 

danger of losing control over how her school might be classified. It would make 

‘being a year ahead’, in terms of planning for the school’s public success through 

performance indicators, even more difficult. 

 

In this context, her own re-formulations of accountability could be read as a bid for 

control from a head teacher’s perspective: 

 
...they’re [Welsh Government] talking about self-evaluation 
being the model and you’re improving as a school, so if those 
measures you are accountable for are between you and your 
governors, and that doesn’t go into a wider [PAUSE] if it’s not 
uploaded somewhere. If that happened where those sorts of 
results weren’t published, I suppose schools might start to trust 
that they can make changes, be a bit more innovative... 
 

She was positive about this vision, although it was expressed in a rather tentative 

way. She thought such a system would be ‘great’ in her school, but doubted it would 

work everywhere. Some schools were too ‘insular’: ‘it almost seems to me like they 

don’t know how to improve’. She suggested that if ‘they were left on their own’ and 

‘didn’t have any accountability measures’, ‘would they ever improve?’. She was left 

wondering whether this might lead to a 

 
system [like] it was years ago where everybody could do what 
they wanted to do, but then standards weren’t good enough... 
 

Although Diane was certainly prepared to contest control of accountability structures, 

her narrative about the effect of accountability on school improvement was 

ambiguous. 
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This concept of improvement was the final motif that ran through her interview. Of all 

the participants, Diane’s interview was the one that referred to the concept of school 

improvement with the highest frequency. The others mentioned it in passing (and 

Edward only spoke about it once), but Diane consistently focused her comments 

about her work, and the work of schools more generally, on the idea of improvement: 

 
...how do they have any say or control over how their schools 
are improving... 
 
...we would like to be helping each other to improve even 
more... 
 
...that atmosphere is not good for improving... 
 

In this sense, it might represent an over-arching narrative for her for schools, and 

this would indeed be part of its discursive purpose, presumably for policy makers, 

academics and practitioners who propose models of school improvement. The idea 

of a forward journey is encased within the term itself. It is a narrative of progress. 

 

It is also a narrative that implies measurement. Of course, there can be improvement 

without measurement (although this would look very different), but for most 

practitioners, pragmatically a commitment to school improvement will also mean a 

commitment to measuring those improvements. Where improvement becomes the 

central, cohering metaphor for thinking about education, it seems likely that will 

include a commitment to performance measures whether one likes it or not, and this 

is the central tension of Diane’s narrative. Her ambiguous response to accountability, 

and the plurality of her responses to competitive comparisons attest to this. It is the 

logic of improvement that distends her narratives here. Ultimately, it is the concept 

that disrupts and compromises her vision of a collaborative, high-trust future
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4.5 Kevin: Trust tactician 
 
Kevin had been promoted early in his career, and so had spent a large proportion of 

his professional life in senior roles. He had been the deputy head, and was now 

head, at the same school. The questions posed in the interviews did not direct the 

participants to focus on any particular aspect of being trusted, or trusting others, and 

each participant was able to explore the concept in any direction they chose. Kevin’s 

responses were interesting in this respect because although he did talk about the 

effects of trust as he perceived them, and the need for trust at various levels within 

the system, he spent most of the interview talking about the strategies he used to 

secure trusting relationships. Whether deliberately or not, Kevin presented a 

narrative where the point of interest was not the benefits of trust, or the status of 

trust, or his experiences of trust, but rather the mechanics of trust from his 

perspective.  

 

This emphasis on how trust functioned, or more specifically, how he made sure it 

functioned, was woven throughout the interview. In reference to this common thread, 

Kevin made some points in passing about his experience of being trusted. He 

acknowledged that he had always felt trusted over his career, right from his earliest 

experiences in the classroom (‘the students trust you…they trust you to teach them’). 

Thus, he drew an unbroken line of being trusted ‘at all different levels throughout my 

career’ from teacher to head teacher. He sketched out the nature of this trust in his 

early leadership roles, although here his focus went beyond a statement of being 

trusted, and highlighted the strategies he had used to ensure this was the case (an 

aspect that will be explored in detail below).  

 

Within this narrative of being trusted he also noted, in passing, some positive effects 

of a high-trust culture in school: 

 
If you develop that trust over time with colleagues, I think 
they’re more prepared to take on constructive criticism… 
 

Alongside this, Kevin described how he knew the school was trusted by the local 

authority (‘they must have trust in me because they’ve asked me for members of my 

senior team to be seconded to other schools’), and how his relationship with his 
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challenge advisor was built upon trust and was therefore ‘really strong’. He also 

described the ways in which he benefitted from trusting relationships with his 

governors (‘they’ve never knocked me back on anything I’ve wanted to 

implement…they trust me to lead’). Throughout the interview, Kevin described trust 

occurring at different levels and in different contexts and had few experiences of not 

being trusted to recount, aside from the ‘pockets of parents’ who he felt were content 

to send ‘a very negative message’ about the school ‘across the community’. 

 

It was clear that Kevin believed that the trust that he experienced occurred, at least 

in part, because he conducted leadership routines and practices in certain ways. 

These provided the foundations for his reflections. As a second in department, he 

had used his ‘negotiation skills’ to make sure that colleagues ‘felt confident’ in the 

changes he was trying to make. As a head of department, he felt he had built trust by 

making sure that he was seen to be ‘supporting’ staff in public, even if this meant 

‘discussing issues with them behind closed doors’. In these private, more direct, 

conversations with teachers in his team, transparency, he believed, had been 

crucial, 

 
so that they thought, ‘Okay, at least he’s clear, he’s not 
underhand’…I think you need to be honest with people when 
you’re in a leadership role. There’s no point trying to sugar-coat 
things, but at the same time you can protect staff…and have 
those conversations behind closed doors, but be honest with 
them. 
 

This idea of a carefully-managed transparency was repeated later when he was 

discussing his relationship with his challenge advisor: ‘I’d like to think that my 

challenge advisor would say of me, ‘He doesn’t want to hide anything…’’. It was 

clear that Kevin believed that openness and honesty were important in building trust 

(or more specifically, in getting people to trust him), and it was also clear that this 

transparency and honesty ironically sometimes had to be conducted in a more 

private realm.  

 

As his narrative of his own career progressed, it became clear that he continued with 

this strategy as he entered senior leadership. When he was internally promoted to an 

assistant headship he ‘built up a reputation for being honest and fair, someone who 
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was straight-talking, someone prepared to have difficult conversations, but at the 

same time, [someone able to] support and listen’. Establishing trust with others, via 

this approach had been ‘an important learning curve’ for him. On subsequent 

promotion to a deputy headship in his current school, he adopted a strategic 

approach to gaining the trust of a new set of colleagues: 

 
I came in with the mind-set that [the] first task for me was to win 
the hearts and minds of staff, so even though my role was 
curriculum, assessment, recording and reporting, timetabling, 
all that, I basically walked the corridors for the first term and a 
half showing that I was strong on behaviour, because for me it 
was all about managing the perceptions of staff of what I was 
all about. I wanted to make a quick impression in order to win 
hearts and minds of staff… 
 

There are two points to note here. First, there is the repeated structure of Kevin 

deploying strategies deliberately to ‘win’ the trust of others, and of him modifying 

these strategies according to each new situation or context, whilst retaining a central 

core of transparency and honesty. In this respect, Kevin could be said to have an 

instrumental (although not necessarily cynical) approach to trust. 

 

Second, there is his use of the phrase ‘hearts and minds’. This was repeated at 

different points. Of parents, he did not think he would ever ‘win all hearts and minds’. 

He reported that he had asked his senior team to consider how they were going to 

‘win the hearts and minds’ of the staff with the new curriculum. When he spoke about 

a successful project in school that he had delegated to a couple of colleagues, he 

noted that ‘within the space of twelve months, they had won the hearts and minds of 

staff’. For Kevin, getting people to trust him was bound up with securing their support 

for his ideas and his approach. His belief seemed to be that persuading people of the 

value of these ideas would lead to high levels of trust. Initially, he shied away from 

this formulation: 

 
I certainly made changes in my role as second in maths, 
revamped schemes of work there, and I’d use my…not powers 
of persuasion, but negotiation skills with colleagues, for them to 
trust me… 
 

However, as the interview progressed, the metaphors he used to describe this 

process of winning ‘hearts and minds’ became more direct. When talking about a 
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particular curriculum structure that he had taken to the governors, he noted that it 

had ‘needed a bit of a sales’ pitch’. Another intervention had not gone down well with 

staff because he thought the senior team ‘didn’t sell it particularly well’. He described 

how he challenged the same senior team to consider how they would get ‘trust’ by 

thinking about how they would ‘sell’ a concept to staff. Here, promotion of ideas, 

beliefs and values was positioned as another strategy to gain trust. 

 

His approach to winning trust, and the benefits that could thus be gained, were 

further clarified in his descriptions of his relationships with his challenge advisor, and 

his governors. The first, with his challenge advisor was more generic, and not 

focused on a specific incident. In this sense, it clarified his general approach: 

 
We’ve got a really strong relationship…it’s a bit like oiling 
wheels with this, because you need to be a little bit of a political 
animal…in terms of, you need them [challenge advisors] 
onside, you open the door to them really in order to show that 
you trust them to come in, and you try to ally them, because at 
the end of the day what they put down on paper reflects what 
the school is like…sometimes you have to…not inflate egos per 
se, but certainly get them onside… 
 

This was a frank recount of the strategic approach to gaining trust and also an 

acknowledgement that such trust, once ‘won’, could lead to favourable outcomes 

(the report on the school). In his exploration of his work with governors, Kevin 

described how he had constructed a system to ensure that the governors had a 

transparent view into the school: 

 
I have a standards committee where when we’ve done a 
review, we may call in a couple of heads of department, heads 
of faculty, and they will talk to the governors about how the 
reviews are going…and they [the governors] like that because 
they like to know what’s going on, so they get a look behind the 
gate, so they feel more involved and engaged. 
 

For Kevin, there was a definite outcome in mind here: ‘this is my theory on it, that if I 

open up and show what we’re doing, then if I want something for the future [I am in a 

good position]’. A constructed transparency, here, would lead to enhanced trust, 

which would lead in turn to a more productive working relationship from Kevin’s 

perspective. To clarify this, he launched straight into a ‘case example’ where he had 
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identified a need for a new set of appointments within the school and had taken his 

proposal to the governors:  

 
So we did a review…and basically, I thought the only way I’m 
going to get this…if I go to the governors and say ‘I want this’, 
they’re going to say, ‘No, you’ve got to tell us why and it’s going 
to cost money’. I had to oil wheels with certain people, do a 
review…and took back the evidence. They took it onboard and 
I was able to appoint…and we haven’t looked back. 
 

Here, securing trust for Kevin was intimately bound up with the mechanics required 

to produce change in large organisations. This was a sophisticated, complex and 

multi-staged view that did not stop with governor approval. After the new 

appointments had had an impact, Kevin made sure that he 

 
sent that evidence back to governors and said, ‘Look, this is 
where we are now eight months later, look at this’. So, they 
think, ‘Oh, that’s worked’, so then I know when I go for the next 
thing, they’ll believe in me again. It’s a trading off... 
 

Arguably, Kevin’s conception of trust, which has been noted was focused on the 

strategies used to gain trust, was effectively indistinguishable from understanding 

how you achieved things as a leader. Gaining trust was an essential part of his wider 

leadership vision, and, in this sense, at the core of his professional practice. What 

makes his narrative so interesting is the way he laid bare the mechanics and 

functionality of trust. Kevin did not focus on vague pleasantries about the benefits of 

a high-trust culture which, by some abstract process, enabled teachers to work in 

some collaborative idyll. (He may well have believed in this too, but he did not 

choose to share it). Instead, Kevin presented trust as an earthy, ‘oiling of the 

wheels’, process. 

 

Yet, there was nothing cynical in the tone of Kevin’s account. There was no sense in 

which he viewed this approach as manipulative, although it could be read this way. 

Indeed, it was presented as an authentic and honest acknowledgement of the role of 

influence in school leadership, and the role trust, in turn, plays in influence. This 

much more sympathetic reading would also be available. 
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Kevin’s construction of trust was an element of his construction of effective 

leadership. Helen, Alan and Edward had also made this point, but it was in Kevin’s 

account that it had its strongest emphasis. With such an emphasis on the practical 

mechanics of trust, within the practical mechanics of leadership, it was interesting to 

note what form Kevin’s perceptions of trust would take when discussed in a broader 

context, beyond the confines of relationship-based leadership. 

 

Perhaps the starting point here would be Kevin’s position on autonomy. Typically, 

this was anchored in a story about a longer-term teaching and learning project that 

he had set up, and the leadership strategies he had employed. Some way into his 

headship, Kevin had ‘recognised’ that the school was ‘struggling with teaching and 

learning a fair bit’. ‘Staff’, he felt at the time, had been ‘really confused’ by the 

approach, an approach which had been ‘far too prescriptive’. Kevin’s response had 

been to appoint a Director of Learning, someone who was ‘pedagogically driven’, 

and to task this person, in tandem with a member of his senior leadership team, to 

completely overhaul the school’s approach. There had been great success (‘it was 

like a sea-change’), and Kevin highlighted two, for him, key points about this. One 

was a, by now, familiar message about ‘buy-in’ (‘in the space of twelve months they 

had won the hearts and minds of staff’), and how important this had been. The two 

colleagues in charge of the project had committed themselves to ‘talking to staff’ 

over and over ‘to get them onboard’. The other key point for Kevin was that this story 

acted as a vindication of his belief that, as a head teacher, he needed to place his 

trust in people and give them the autonomy to complete significant pieces of work: 

 
I suppose from my point of view in terms of leadership, it’s 
recognising people who you trust and believe in, to give them 
that autonomy…I didn’t interfere. I just couldn’t interfere… 
 

Although this point about autonomy was tethered to his approach to leadership, its 

reappearance elsewhere began to suggest a more general personal philosophy 

about the importance of preserving autonomy. 

 

Kevin suggested that, increasingly, he was not engaging himself in securing trust 

with the wider school staff, but was giving this task to his wider senior leadership 

team (‘how I get trust with colleagues is very much through my team…I’m 
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challenging my team to get the trust’). This suggested that Kevin was encouraging 

others to work with a higher degree of autonomy: 

 
As a head sometimes you feel a little bit disengaged from 
[things]…and as a result, you then have to try to get your 
message [across] through others. 
 

Kevin also indicated that he worked hard to preserve the (relative) autonomy of the 

school, acting as a ‘filter’ of outside influences and demands (‘If things are coming in 

from outside, I’ll say, ‘Right, what’s worth doing, what’s not worth doing?’’), and he 

suggested that, with the same aim in mind, he tended to ‘keep the local authority at 

arms-length’ (‘we tend to focus on what goes on within the confines of the school’). 

On an institutional level, he confirmed that he was not ‘one of those types that walks 

corridors checking in on people’.  

 

There was, then, a motif of valuing autonomy which occurred at various levels, and 

this complemented his approach to trust, in the sense that, if, as a head, you have 

secured ‘hearts and minds’, you are presumably more confident to extend a high 

degree of professional autonomy. Kevin was clear that with autonomy came 

accountability, although it was interesting here to listen to the precise formulation he 

used: 

 

I cannot improve results, but what I can do is appoint people, 
put people in positions of responsibility, and give them the 
accountability and the trust to drive things and know they’re 
under [PAUSE] I wouldn’t say pressure, there’s always 
pressure to perform, but know they’ll get my support if I know 
they are doing their very, very best… 
 

Here, accountability and responsibility were yoked together, but Kevin drew back 

from aligning these concepts with ‘pressure’, preferring instead to focus on the 

support he would give. Perhaps this is not surprising, given that he had described 

how his ability to offer support to colleagues was a key strategy for gaining trust. In a 

similar vein, Kevin described the monitoring, evaluation and review structures that 

operated in the school (effectively the internal accountability system), and 

emphasised that they were based upon a philosophy of formative co-construction. 

He felt that the previous system had been too inquisitorial in in tone (‘a bit like 
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Estyn’), and had resulted in people getting ‘wound up about it’, and putting on ‘a bit 

of a show’. He had wanted something ‘more authentic’ and more collaborative: 

 
I said [to the heads of faculty], ‘I’d like you to observe some of 
the lessons as well, not just the senior leadership team. It will 
be monitoring books, but we’ll do that with you. We’ll do 
learning walks and we’ll do that with you…’ 
 

Rather like Helen and Alan, Kevin advocated an approach internally to accountability 

that was built upon a platform of collaboration and trust. The positive results, he felt, 

had been obvious: 

 
[a head of faculty] said to me, ‘I can’t wait for us to have the 
review, because I feel there are things I need to get 
sorted’….when you’ve got a head of faculty saying that, it must 
be an element of trust and belief that whatever we do, there are 
going to be suggestions for improvement, rather than, ‘I’m 
going to try and hide anything away that I don’t think is any 
good’, because [that] doesn’t help anybody. 
 

Once again, Kevin’s commitment to the organisational aspiration of transparency 

was evident here, alongside his advocacy of collaborative, generative and formative 

accountability. 

 

Finally, on a system level, Kevin ‘applauded’ the new direction that he thought the 

Welsh Government was taking with accountability. He felt ‘buoyed’ by his perception 

that they had ‘listened to head teachers’ and understood that ‘schools [had been] 

manipulating indicators by throwing in all these interesting qualifications, which look 

fantastic for the school but don’t really add value to the child’. He also endorsed the 

new vision for Estyn (‘[at the moment] they can damn schools by just coming in to 

visit them for a week, when maybe there’s so much good that’s going on in a 

school’), and he was heartened by the ‘trust that she [the Cabinet Secretary] has 

publicly mentioned  and acknowledged that head teachers need to have’. He 

concluded that 

 
all that shift of power and responsibility is being recognised, it 
needs to happen, [with] I think more autonomy coming into 
schools, more responsibility, [and] trust in head teachers and 
staff to deliver. 
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Kevin had no doubt that schools like his own would continue to improve in such a 

system (‘100 percent [confidence]’), and so it appeared that the trust he had 

secured, the autonomy he valued, the formative accountability style he favoured, 

would all come together in mutually supporting blueprint for the future. 

 

There were, however, two related caveats offered by Kevin. First, he was not 

convinced that all schools could cope with such an accountability system: ‘if they 

[Welsh Government] throw complete trust and autonomy to schools, they are going 

to get [a] mixed economy’. Second, he was not convinced that the Welsh 

Government would not seek to impose new, fixed performance measures further 

down the line. At times he ascribed this to his sense that governments will always 

want to do this (‘without doubt they want to know how they can measure schools, 

how they can measure the performance of schools, which schools are doing well and 

which…’), and at times he seemed to suggest it was something he believed himself: 

 
There is talk that schools will set their own indicators in terms 
of progress, which is fine, but then where do you get that sort of 
consistency across schools… it ultimately comes back to how 
we will be measured on some scale or whatever it happens to 
be…how will they know that [this school] is doing well? That’s 
the thing that wrestles with me… 
 

Kevin was not satisfied that there could be a system without cross-comparison and 

performance measurement. He did not think a performativity system was needed 

necessarily for his school (for it to function and continue to develop successfully) 

since he had created structures, presumably, which worked and which worked well. 

He had described, in detail, how he had developed very productive relationships with 

his senior staff, his heads of faculty, his challenge advisor and his governors. These 

relationships had been consciously built on trust. He had also described enhanced 

autonomy and re-formulated accountability structures in his own school, and was 

keen to see them replicated at a system wide level. Yet it was at this outer point that 

there was, in his words, a ‘hiatus’. He did not see such an approach rolling out 

across all schools and across the whole system. Here there was an outer region that 

would require a mechanism for measurement and comparison, a mechanism that 

had, ironically, hardly a place within his own school and his own way of working. 
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4.6 Patrick: Obligation and moral purpose 
 
At the time of the interview, Patrick had spent a long career in schools located in the 

same region. He had worked his way from classroom teacher, through head of 

department roles, to a range of senior leadership positions and had finally arrived as 

a head teacher, a role he had occupied for the past five years. His school had 

recently undergone some significant structural changes, requiring Patrick to take the 

lead in re-formulating everything from the mission statement to the new uniform. This 

recent experience provided Patrick with a significant feeling of being ‘entrusted’: 

 
I do believe that people thought I was experienced enough and 
had an emotional attachment to the community, and they 
allowed me to do really what I wanted. 
 

This feeling of significant trust, and responsibility, had been extremely satisfying and 

rewarding for Patrick, since it represented for him a fitting response to the years of 

experience he had amassed ‘over quite a long career, and probably a sixteen-year 

leadership [span]’. Elsewhere, he said he thought it took time to earn trust, and on 

different occasions he referenced the diligence and graft generally presented by 

senior leaders (he thought they ‘tend[ed] to be hard-working'). In this sense, the trust 

and autonomy he had been afforded to make these re-modelling decisions for the 

school were ‘a kind of culmination of my career, and culmination of my leadership 

experiences’. He had earned the right to make them. Trust in this instance was a 

symbolic validation of both the hard work he had put into his career and his abilities 

as a senior leader.  

 

Of all the participants, Patrick was the only one to quickly identify a time when he 

had not felt trusted. Initially, he confirmed that the situation he described had not 

been caused by issues to do with him personally. He did not feel the mistrust had 

arisen because he was ‘a bad person’ or ‘not competent’, (although he made a 

partial revision to this further on in the interview). Instead he focused on the structure 

and effect of the situation in which he had arrived as a deputy head in a new school. 

Patrick had felt that the head teacher, who had started at the same time, was 

‘watching’ him, ‘making sure’ that he was ‘doing things right’. He had sensed in this 

initial period of his first year in the job that he had not been her preferred candidate 

(‘I wasn’t confident she was behind my appointment’) and this made him feel 
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‘uneasy’. This sense of being monitored was, at the time, new for Patrick, and led to 

his feelings of self-doubt: ‘I questioned myself and whether I was appreciated and 

trusted’.  

 

The situation resolved itself as the school began to develop and improve: 

 
...pressure from the local authority...we went through an 
inspection, we had increased scrutiny...it culminated in 
improving mechanisms, accountability in school, improved 
pedagogy, and I just think as the senior leadership team we 
gelled because ultimately, it was us against them... 

 
There was an irony here, since, just as it was a certain scrutiny from the head 

teacher directed towards Patrick which made him feel ‘uneasy’, it was additional, 

external scrutiny which served to bind the senior team together and eventually 

remove his feelings of not being trusted. This idea, that additional, sometimes 

adverse, scrutiny from without could serve to enhance bonds of trust between an 

inner team was something that Patrick returned to and will be examined in more 

detail below. Here it is important to note Patrick’s recollection of the situation’s exact 

resolution: 

 
I did feel a growing bond between us, an increased trust...she 
[head teacher] got me to help her tidy up the staffroom...and 
when we were chatting...I was articulating where I wanted to go 
in my career...and she said, ‘It sounds as if you’re talking 
yourself into headship’. That was the first time...when I felt she 
thought that I could go on [and become a head]. It was quite a 
nice moment...quite touching. 
 

In Patrick’s recount, his own suspicions, that he was being ‘watched’ and was not 

quite trusted, were removed by a remark that lightly confirmed her implied 

confidence in his own competence. The fact that Patrick chose to mould the story in 

this way tended to emphasize the relative lack of impact that the episode of not 

feeling trusted had had on him. Clearly, he bore no personal grudge against his head 

at the time (hence his carefully positioned recollection of a ‘touching’ moment). 

Indeed, he was clear that he had not, and was not, ‘blaming her’ (‘you’ve got to earn 

that trust, and I guess myself and the head...both being new, we were learning on 

the job...’). Rather he was describing a situation in time and its momentary effect on 

him. In the end, he could not be sure that his perceptions in that first year had not 
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also been caused by his own ‘insecurity’: ‘it was a situation where perhaps I wasn’t 

as comfortable [in that first year] in terms of turning up and enjoying the day to begin 

with, until I knew routines, practices and people’. 

 

As previously noted, the other head teacher participants were either unable to recall 

a time when they had felt not trusted (Helen, Kevin, Diane), or they gave a brief 

recount of an instance (Edward, Alan). Only Patrick retold a story in anything like rich 

detail, and although this appeared to be an account of how scrutiny and monitoring 

impacted on his sense of being trusted, it unravelled in its own presentation (or, to be 

more exact, Patrick unpicked it). It was an experience and a year of his professional 

life which he could place into the category of feeling not trusted but it did not seem to 

have had any kind of subsequent formative effect. In particular, it did not seem to 

inform his ideas and comments about scrutiny and monitoring in the rest of the 

interview. As a micro-narrative, it was a curious outlier. 

 

Patrick had already suggested that enhanced external scrutiny had had a positive 

effect on bonds of trust between him and his former head teacher. This positive by-

product of assiduous monitoring by external organisations was an idea he returned 

to: 

 
My current leadership team, I feel again...we’ve been through 
periods of duress with Estyn, increased scrutiny, and I think 
collectively that’s made us stronger...and I think that’s helped 
us become quite united, so I do trust them... 
 
I think in most schools I have been in...I seem to have been 
there in times of increased scrutiny, in times of challenge...I just 
feel that when you’re under duress, it’s sink or swim...and if 
you’re together in a team, team of teachers, team of staff, team 
of senior leaders, you have to trust each other, otherwise it 
becomes very lonely and difficult... 

 
Patrick was some way from advocating ‘increased scrutiny’ being applied to schools 

just to help build bonds of trust within them, yet, within the economy of his narrative, 

he did spend more time discussing these benefits, however unintended they might 

be, rather than worrying about any negative effects. 
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In fact, the enhanced ‘corps d’esprit’ that he talked about was part of a broader 

emphasis for Patrick on the way that collaborative purpose builds collective trust: 

 
I think obviously you want to trust people...I’ve been very 
fortunate that I’ve worked with good leadership teams [and] I 
think in leadership teams, people get there by, not always 
fortune, but by hard work. Usually people have complementary, 
supplementary skills and that’s the beauty I think of working in 
schools – people can be different, but together they can be 
stronger... 
 

He spoke warmly and engagingly about the ‘collective moral purpose’ of his current 

team in a school in an area of considerable economic disadvantage, something he 

clearly thought helped to build trust between them: 

 
We go in there with a bit of a mission to give the kids 
something that they haven’t got at home, and you feel quite 
proud of that at the end of the week when you see the kids 
achieve, and you know they aren’t supported by their families 
as much as luckier kids are... 
 

If additional external scrutiny could have the effect, for Patrick, of strengthening 

internal bonds of trust, he was also certainly aware at times of a sense of isolation as 

a head teacher. In these instances, although he may well have experienced stronger 

bonds of trust with colleagues, it could not stop him feeling ‘uncomfortable’ and being 

very aware that he was personally being monitored: 

 
As a deputy I wasn’t aware of it, but as a head I’ve been aware 
of the consortium, and the local authority’s responsibilities, and 
quite often I’ve felt under scrutiny by both of those, and quite 
often I’ve felt that they’re suspicious that perhaps I’m not up to 
the job… 
 

However, it did not appear that this sense weighed heavily on Patrick. He accepted 

that, at times, he would feel ‘uncomfortable’ (a word he used more than once), but 

that this came ‘with the territory’ of being a head teacher: 

 
I know that I’m in charge of a public sector [organisation], 
children, children’s advancement, for £6 million-worth of public 
money, so I don’t baulk at scrutiny, I think it’s appropriate. I feel 
I’ve been unfortunate enough to be a head during the time of 
greatest scrutiny…I have at times felt uncomfortable with that, 
but nevertheless, I’m not complaining about it. 
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There was a very balanced sense here in which Patrick understood that part of his 

obligation, in a public-sector context, would be that he might feel uncomfortable from 

time to time, that periods of external monitoring and pressure might make him feel 

less secure, unhappier even, but that this was an integral part of his role as a head 

teacher. Moreover, he suspected that he had become better at managing those 

periods: 

 
I don’t feel I’m actually scrutinised as much now, unless I’m 
used to it, or I don’t feel sensitive to it because it’s a matter of 
routine, and I’m used to the routine…and I’m able to know 
what’s coming and prepare for it…I’m not as sensitive to what I 
believed [were] critical remarks. I see them for what they are 
now, as posing a question, rather than criticising me personally. 
 

Patrick was better able to cope with this kind of discomfort it seemed, partially 

because he could pro-actively ‘prepare for it’, partially because he had become de-

sensitised to its effects, and partially because he had been deliberately adopting a 

de-personalised response. In this sense, he had accepted that feeling 

‘uncomfortable’ was part of the job and had pragmatically looked for ways of coping 

with this. Patrick was the only head teacher participant to explore this minor aspect 

of self-(re)fashioning. 

 
He certainly had criticisms to make about the current system, even though he 

thought its effects on him came ‘with the territory’ of being a head teacher. In 

common with other participants, he was concerned about ‘heavily focused’, ‘narrow’ 

performance measures which could not allow for a full ‘diversity’ of effort from 

schools. Here, he seemed to be happy with the future possibility of indicators that 

might be based on ‘the wider curriculum’: ‘I think I’ll be even more comfortable on 

being judged [on] that’. He also felt the current system did not always sufficiently 

account for ‘the catchment…the motivation of children, the families…behind those 

children’ (‘it’s become more of a numerical value’). He commented that ‘for a lot of 

schools with difficult catchments, an Adequate [Estyn judgement] may be as good as 

it’s going to get’. He was also worried about ‘duplication’ in the accountability system, 

and thought that there was an essential overlap between the functions of the 

consortia and the local authorities (‘there needs to be a serious think about that’). 
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Following these observations about the current system, Patrick explored some 

potential modifications. Removing accountability duplication from the system was 

one of these (‘I would be looking at possible scrutiny coming from consortia, and no 

scrutiny at all from the local authority’), as was a broadening of the performance 

measures (‘my problem has been…the narrowness of Level 2 plus’32). He thought 

that some of the people who scrutinised schools might not have the requisite 

‘qualifications…or experiences’, and that some upskilling might be needed here. 

Ultimately, however, Patrick reiterated that he thought there should be challenge and 

scrutiny. Although he had previously said he was perhaps ‘unfortunate’ to have been 

a head teacher under the current system, he thought the scrutiny systems that had 

been brought in ‘probably’ had been ‘justified’: 

 
I’ve lived through the scrutiny, and I probably think it was 
appropriate, because in the old days I think that schools could 
teach what they wanted, didn’t really have any pressure and 
could justify poor performance because of the catchment. 
 

At first glance it may look as if Patrick was undermining a point he had previously 

made (about the current system not taking sufficient account of ‘catchment’), and 

yet, this was less an inconsistency in position and philosophy, and rather a 

willingness to acknowledge both points of view: 

 
I don’t like…seeing…schools as just numerical [indicators], 
rather than understanding the context, but again, I guess you 
could argue if you were scrutinizing schools that a lot of the 
context seems to be schools excusing themselves for poor 
performance…I can understand that those who seek to judge 
you, they want to cut to the chase and want to get to the data. 
 

This balanced approach, as noted throughout, was characteristic of Patrick’s 

narrative. At its heart was the desire it seemed to articulate a system of scrutiny and 

accountability that would be better (less ‘uncomfortable’). By voicing the arguments 

and counter-arguments surrounding accountability, it could be read that Patrick was 

trying to find a higher synthesis, a ‘more efficient’ resolution. He was aware of 

 
32 ‘Level 2 plus’, in common usage at the time of the interview, refers to a Key Performance 
Indicator (KPI) which calculated the percentage of pupils in a Year 11 cohort how achieved 
at least five A* - C grades, including GCSE English Language and GCSE Mathematics or GCSE 
Numeracy. 
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shortcomings and described them, but he was equally sure that there was a pressing 

case for system-wide challenge and pressure. 

 

At two points in the interview Patrick gave a hint of what this resolution might look 

like. Both of his examples were referenced to Estyn. He had recently been part of an 

Estyn inspection team and had been able to compare it to a previous inspection 

experience. His most recent experience, as someone scrutinising the work of others, 

had been positive: 

 
I suspect it was a fairer inspection regime than [the] one I’d 
carried out some five or six years ago…it was looking at 
schools in a wider sense rather than a narrow sense. I quite 
liked the fact they were trialling the new OECD model of 
inspections where we didn’t get the school self-evaluation 
document before the inspection, so we weren’t able to make up 
our minds before we went there. Instead of having 
documentation we had a presentation from the head. It was a 
discussion around that, and I think we were truly making up our 
minds about the school when we were there, rather than before 
we arrived. 
 

In this arrangement, Patrick seemed to find an authenticity (‘truly making up our 

minds’), and a sense of genuine dialogue (‘discussion’) which raised the monitoring 

exercise to a higher level. Later, he talked positively about the ‘uniformity and 

consistency’ of Estyn, qualities that inspired his trust: 

 
I do believe that every Estyn inspector I’ve met with, with the 
possible exception of one, was very good, very professional, 
very consistent, very fair on schools. I think they’ve got a really 
strong mechanism, I think they’ve got a good audit trail, I think 
they’ve got a good checking and balancing system back at the 
office, so I do trust them… 
 

Here was a sketch of an accountability structure that would, presumably, still make 

head teachers ‘uncomfortable’ from time to time, but which, for Patrick would be 

‘fair’. This was an unfinished narrative, and the detail of what ‘fair’ might look like was 

left to be explored at a later time. Perhaps, by implication, ‘fair’ for Patrick would be a 

judicious balancing of things like, for example, accepting the full effect of a 

catchment area on outcomes and not allowing the very same contextual information 

to be used as an ‘excuse’ at one and the same time. This was, after all, the kind of 

opposing viewpoints that he had been balancing during the interview. In effect, 
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Patrick was gesturing towards a more reasonable, more temperate way of operating 

accountability, and one that might be less driven by one viewpoint at the expense of 

another.  

 

The complexity of this position suggests perhaps why it remained an unfinished 

narrative, and one, on an individual level at least, that was destined to remain so: 

 
I feel pretty relaxed, maybe [because] I’m over fifty-five, and 
I’ve checked my pension, and I know that when I want to, I can 
go at any time. So, perhaps I’m a bit more relaxed about things 
now, now that I can go at any time! 
 

Patrick was well aware that his own career story was coming to an end. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Discussion 
 
The six participants share a working moment in space and time, but as their 

individual narratives indicate, their understandings of trust accountability and 

autonomy are varied and diverse. There is no rigid uniformity here that can be 

resolved into simplified messages. Yet there are coherent themes and threads which 

can be examined, even though the narrative processing of these themes by the 

participants takes different forms. These ‘resonant threads’ (Clandinin, 2016) can be 

constructed by scrutinizing the narratives and searching for echoes and inflections. 

They are, in effect, the product that can be derived from participants’ narratives. 

 

Chapter 1 outlined the way in which the role of the head teacher has the capacity to 

act in three modes: as a fulcrum, balancing accountability pressures; as a generator, 

building trust within schools; and as a bulwark, strategically asserting a school’s 

autonomy as and when it may be deemed to be advantageous. Chapter 2 explored 

these capabilities in more detail, evidenced in existing research studies. The threads 

themselves, explored below in 5.1 to 5.7, contribute to the understanding of head 

teachers’ perceptions of their relationship to these concepts in this particular context, 

at this particular time. The exploration of these threads, then, provides vital 

knowledge of significant narrative constructions. The ambitious plans at a system 

level to re-configure accountability, trust and autonomy in Wales (see Chapter 1, p.9) 

will be more successful if they are informed by such an understanding. 

 
 

5.1 The position of relational trust 
 
The first distinctive narrative thread that emerges from the head teacher interviews is 

focused upon absence. The participants do not easily identify experiences of not 

being trusted. This represents something of an empty narrative field for Helen, Kevin 

and Diane. Alan, Patrick and Edward are able to identify specific, isolated instance of 

not being trusted, but these rather disintegrate in the moment of their own re-telling. 

They are not re-presented by the participants as significant or enduring experiences. 

Indeed, within the ecology of the interviews, it is difficult to believe that they would 
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have been cited at all, had they not been prompted by a question asking the 

participant to re-call a time when they had felt not trusted.  

 

In summary, narratives about low levels of relational trust (Fink, 2016) are not a 

strong feature here, and there is a complementary sense that the participants have 

in fact enjoyed the experience of being trusted professionally throughout their 

careers. In this respect, they are either able to describe a wide variety of being 

trusted experiences in detail (Alan), or they find it difficult to isolate specific narrative 

exemplars precisely because they have always felt professionally trusted (Diane). 

There are no narratives here focused on their sense of being trusted waxing and 

waning over the course of successful careers. None of the participants present 

themselves as having experienced low levels of relational trust in any sustained way, 

and in fact, they all confirm a consistent personal narrative of being (en)trusted in 

role after role, with Patrick at a marginally less secure point on this continuum, 

through to Diane, Helen and Kevin who have always felt trusted. Even here it is a 

question of minor, relative differences. Patrick’s responses, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, are fundamentally a representation of being trusted. 

 

Identifying this thread is not to claim that head teachers do not have issues with low 

levels of relational trust. This would be an absurd extrapolation from a small group of 

participants. Nevertheless, it is a useful reminder of an available narrative thread that 

rests upon the experience of being trusted in a succession of increasingly high-

profile and high-responsibility roles. This narrative is likely to be particularly available 

to secondary school head teachers, given the career trajectories that they must 

follow to become a head teacher at all. Where this narrative is adopted, it is likely to 

neuter the power, extent and visceral purchase of competing narratives of not being 

trusted. Over time, it is perhaps also likely that the sense that low relational trust 

could have a negative impact on the professional self begins to wither.  Further 

narratives about trust, accountability and autonomy in these instances are not built 

on animating personal narratives of not being trusted. 

 
 

5.2 Trust earned through competence and trust as a reward for coping 
with challenge 
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A related thread that can be identified is one which links trust to competence. This is 

perhaps not surprising since research has suggested that head teachers and 

principals particularly prioritise this dimension of trust (Tschannen-Moran, 2001). 

This narrative links to the one explored above, since in its re-telling, it blends the 

demonstration of competence in a variety of roles with the secure establishment of 

being a professional who can be trusted. This narrative, in regard to the self, is 

explored by Diane, Helen, and Alan in particular, but is evident across all the 

participants. Patrick provides a slight variation on this theme when he effectively 

describes being trusted as a head teacher as a quasi-reward for coping with 

sustained challenge. Here, for Patrick, trustworthiness is demonstrated by head 

teachers and senior leaders through, not just their competence, but by their ability to 

withstand pressure and external challenge.  

 

Where links between being competent and being trusted are established by head 

teachers, it might be tempting to think that this could become the defining lens 

through which they think about trust. In other words, it might be expected that, as 

leaders of their schools, these participants focus on this narrative to the exclusion of 

other ways of thinking about trust; that, in fact, they might be so focused on 

outcomes that their conception of trust would not extend far beyond how much they 

trusted their staff to be competent to deliver those outcomes.  

 

In fact, the participants’ constructions of trust in their own institutions are much more 

expansive, and continue to move beyond the narrative that would simply equate 

being competent with being trusted, or being trustworthy. This competence narrative 

thread is a significant element, but only a significant element amongst many others. 

Edward here, as discussed in the previous chapter, exemplifies this most clearly. 

Despite continually theoretically linking trust to competence, he nevertheless also 

repeatedly explores his own ability to find ways of trusting people. There is a more 

inclusive vision of professional trust at play here that the participants, in varying 

ways, are happy to explore. The narratives do not support a reductive thread which 

simply equates trustworthiness with employee and subordinate competence. 
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5.3 ‘Warm’ narratives of collegiality and high relational trust 
 
There is also a resonant thread that uses the topic of trust to celebrate a vision and 

version of collegiality. Trust here functions as an activation signifier for such 

narratives, ranging from Patrick’s evocations of the collective strength of senior 

teams he has worked with, through to Alan’s extended narrative of the head 

teachers’ working group in his previous region. It can also be seen in Helen’s 

aspirational ‘show me’ culture (of which more below), in Kevin’s repeated references 

to ‘hearts and minds’, and in Diane’s explorations of the strength of her own 

extended team. As noted in the previous chapter, narratives of this type are a 

distinctive and sustained feature of Edward’s vision of his school as it is, partially, in 

its present form, and as it should be in the future.  

 

This is a narrative that the participants are quick to explore and develop, and is one 

of the more inclusive ways of thinking about trust which competes with a more 

functional, calculating, ‘trustworthiness as individual competence’ construction. Head 

teachers here seem just as likely to evoke the joy and satisfaction of working in a 

high-trust community as they are to talk about trusting those who demonstrate they 

are competent at what they do. Indeed, in terms of narrative time and effort 

expended, they appear more likely to focus on this. This is a powerful narrative, with 

persuasive purchase at many levels in the education system, including it seems at 

the most senior level within schools. This is important to recognise, since, as others 

have noted (Svedberg 2016; Keddie 2018), head teachers are often required to 

oversee a functional, performativity-oriented approach towards the management of 

staff alongside a commitment to ‘higher’ collegiate and professional values. In the 

responses of these participants, in this context, the latter impulse gains full and free 

expression; a positive narrative of collegiality is alive and well here. 

 

 

5.4 Understanding the literacy of trust and harnessing its power 
 

It is perhaps in Kevin’s narrative, where trust is gained by securing the ‘hearts and 

minds’ of staff, that this collegiate theme, implicit in the idea of uniting ‘hearts’ in 

common purpose, starts to acquire a more functional aspect. As discussed in the 
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previous chapter, there is an undeniable, strategic element here, in terms of Kevin 

using a collegiate sense of common purpose to extend influence as a trusted leader. 

Here can be seen the beginnings of another key narrative from some of the 

participants, and in this form, trust is constructed as an enabler of powerful 

leadership practice. Kevin is the key exponent of this narrative, where trust is 

employed in an ever more powerful feedback loop. Here, the protagonist identifies 

strategies that embody trustworthiness. This enhanced trustworthy status is used to 

leverage leadership activity. The successful outcomes of this activity are then fed 

back into the perceived status of being a trustworthy leader, and so the cycle starts 

again but this time on a more powerful set of foundations. Thus, there is an available 

narrative of head teachers harnessing the power of trust. 

 

This narrative is given its clearest articulation by Kevin, but fainter versions of it exist 

elsewhere. For example, Diane notes the influence that she has within the local 

authority because she is trusted, whilst Patrick concludes that he has been given 

significant decisional power and autonomy over the reformation of his school 

because he is trusted. In both these instances there is an implicit recognition that 

being trusted brings power and influence, perhaps something that head teachers 

would be particularly well placed to note, given their obvious leadership roles.  

 

This narrative is significant because it partially disrupts the common-sense notion 

that trust is inherently positive. To place oneself in a position of willing vulnerability 

(Bryk and Schneider, 2002) to another is often represented as a mutual 

arrangement, hence its links to positive visions of collegiality, but this need not be so. 

The power relations may be more asymmetric. As an example, for Kevin, the 

governors who come to trust him more, are also more likely to be influenced by him 

in the future. Attaining trustworthiness becomes a leadership tool for other ends, not 

necessarily an end in itself. 

 

Edward, however, provides a very different narrative of a head teacher using trust, 

and a different interpretation of the same theme. As explored in the previous chapter, 

Edward and Diane both indicate that they perceive themselves as being proficient in 

terms of bestowing trust. For Diane, this takes the form of being skilled at knowing 

quickly who to trust, and who to not trust. This is one version of trust proficiency, or 
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trust literacy, and it is one based on the ability to sort and discriminate. It should be 

noted that Edward’s version is slightly different, and it has a more inclusive vision. 

Here it is about manoeuvring the greatest number of people into the category of ‘the 

trustworthy’. Edward pursues a narrative of modelling trust, and of modelling trust-

laden leadership practices, with the aim of creating professional trust-spaces for 

(all?) his staff to occupy, the ‘top-right hand’ quadrant as he terms it. This is a 

generative and creative narrative, guided by a broader set of inclusive ideals. It is 

also possibly a less well-rehearsed leadership narrative in the current, political 

context, and this may be why so much of Edward’s interview was formed, re-formed 

and constructed in the moment.  

 

 

5.5 Re-constructing verification routines and accountability practices – 
the delicate nature of re-constructions and the varied nature of existing 
critiques 
 
Edward’s narrative, then, can be viewed as a particular roadmap for developing 

greater trust in schools, something, as already noted, that is frequently presented as 

a key responsibility for head teachers (Walker et. al., 2011; Tschannen-Moran and 

Gareis, 2015; Fink, 2016). Fink (2016) in particular, aligns this impulse with the 

notion that head teachers and principals do actively acknowledge the need for some 

forms of external accountability, but that this external verification ought to be re-

balanced in such a way as to allow these same head teachers room to further 

develop trust within schools. To a certain extent, this represents a relatively open 

invitation to head teachers to re-formulate and re-cast external accountability into 

systems and processes that might suit them more. This propensity, for head 

teachers to be prepared to contest the exact form that external accountability 

processes take, has been noted elsewhere (Weiner and Woulfin, 2017). In the 

specific context of this research, the Welsh Government has repeatedly signalled 

that it is looking to re-model the accountability system in Wales (Wales, 2017; Wales, 

2018), and in common with much state-led contemporary education reform in Wales, 

it will be looking to do so in a mode of co-construction, involving the profession. This 

contextual aspect, as noted in the previous chapter, is something all of the 

participants explore. The thread suggests secondary head teachers will be willing 

and creative co-constructors. 



 

 85 

 

It can be no surprise that the participants do indeed not only critique the current 

accountability system, but also often go on to present and describe their own 

improved versions. The point of interest is not really the existence of these critiques 

in the data. Their existence could have been predicted from the existing literature, 

and the prevailing political climate summarised above. The interest rather is in the 

breadth of their responses, the varied ways in which they contest current 

accountability practice. For Diane, the aspect of the current system that she explores 

in the greatest detail is the fact that it has changed, and continues to be modified, at 

short notice. The critique here rests on a lack of solidity and certainty in the system, 

rather than the act of verification itself. This differs from Alan, who positively looks 

forward to the idea of ‘murky’ accountability data in the future which will resist school 

to school benchmarking and comparison, and this in itself differs from Edward’s 

assertion that, even in its current form, he would not allow his school to mould its 

provision to meet accountability objectives. Kevin meanwhile applauds the idea of 

schools setting their own performance indicators but worries that this will 

compromise cross-school comparisons in the system. Helen chooses to focus on the 

idea that aspects of the current system are too reductive, a point made by Patrick 

and Kevin, although all three participants develop this central idea in quite different 

ways. 

 

In short, there is no obviously unified critique of the current system. There is, 

however, a discernible theme in the alternatives that are offered by Alan, Kevin, 

Helen and Edward. The models of accountability that they favour tend to be less 

adversarial, less inquisitorial and more collaboratively organised. In this sense, they 

are informed by the collegiate spirit identified earlier, and they also point towards 

more formative, developmental functions than simple verification. There is an 

alternative future narrative perhaps in formation here but its versions, as presented 

by these head teachers, have a certain fragility and are rather tentative. They are 

presented as possibilities rather than as detailed and clearly articulated blueprints. 

As Cochran-Smith et. al. (2018) suggest, there is a powerful, dominant accountability 

paradigm in play in many education systems worldwide. It is perhaps no surprise 

that, where this is the case, counter-narratives should be partially formed, varied and 

potentially fragile. The challenge for policy makers who wish to re-configure 
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accountability systems, as Welsh Government intends to in this instance, will be to 

reconcile and add functional detail to these narratives. 

 

The existence of a wide variety of critiques of the existing system also presents 

something of a challenge. There is clearly no univocal way of problematizing the 

current system. Indeed, many of the critiques explored by the participants in this 

study pull in different directions. This is a useful reminder that head teachers will take 

a more individualised, calculated response to any given system, and will consider 

how any such system supports or undermines their school and their own sense of 

their professionalism. There are probably as many different ways of evaluating this 

as there are head teachers, and not all aspects of any given system will be 

perceived to be potentially threatening. In this sense, accountability is much more of 

a ‘messy landscape’ (Cochran-Smith et. al. 2018) for head teachers than trust. 

 

 

5.6 The persistence of non-negotiables  
 
In the responses of all the participants, there are distinct narrative components that 

are presented as non-negotiables. The participants display a willingness to talk freely 

and frankly, and to re-define and re-formulate concepts and ideas during the 

interviews, and yet even within this fluidity there are certain elements that remain 

relatively immutable. For Diane and Kevin this is expressed in their affirmation that 

schools will need to be measured and compared. For Patrick, it is the sense that 

public sector organisations must be open to scrutiny and held clearly to account, 

whilst for Edward, it lies in the unchanging need for monitoring within schools. For 

Helen, a non-negotiable element can be found in her insistence that she acts as a 

bulwark or barrier to protect her staff from external accountability pressures. Even 

Alan stresses that there is ‘clearly a role for accountability’, in spite of all his critiques 

of the current system and his future preferences that are quite dissimilar to Kevin’s 

and Diane’s. 

 

The narratives, when collected together like this, suggest that the concept of 

accountability presents itself as something that will have non-negotiable elements for 
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the head teacher to accept and internalise. Head teachers, as individual 

professionals, may well have distinct views about accountability systems, and may 

have different ideas about the ways they would like to see it develop in the future 

(see 5.5, above), but each head teacher seems to accept that there is a persistent 

truth about an essential aspect of accountability that cannot be narratively modified. 

The extent and power of this essential aspect varies between participants, but it is 

always present in some form. It becomes an anchor, and the rest of their narratives 

about trust and professional autonomy must accommodate it. 

 

 

5.7 The public and the private 
 
Alan suggests the division between the way things are done in the private domain of 

the head teacher’s own institution, and the practices of the public domain of the 

system as a whole when he talks about the inadvisability of schools attempting to 

replicate larger, public systems ‘in miniature’. Across the narratives of all the 

participants, this is a distinction that exists, and tends to distinguish between more 

positive, robust explorations of trust, accountability and autonomy at a school-unit 

level, and narratives at system-wide level that are more hesitant and less secure. For 

example, Kevin and Diane both communicate complete confidence about the ability 

of their respective, private, school-based systems and cultures to be self-improving 

into the future, but this certainty does not extend to schools in a generalised way 

across the system. Similarly, Patrick talks very positively about the bonds of trust 

and corps d’esprit in his own institution, but worries about other schools ‘excusing 

themselves for poor performance’. Edward places a very clear marker between the 

understanding of trust and collaborative accountability that pertain in his school, and 

the broader interpretations of the same concepts in the system at large. In many 

instances, for example with Alan, Helen and Edward, the participants look to their 

own private, in-school systems to provide inspiration for larger, public-scale reform. 

 

It should be no surprise that head teachers have their school unit as their primary 

point of focus, or that most of their certainty and confidence surrounding the 

concepts of trust, accountability and autonomy will be found within their own 

contexts. This is the point of focus that their professional position orientates them 
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towards. In fact, the role of systems leaders, in the guise here of challenge advisors, 

is designed in part to provide a productive, generative interface between the two 

domains of the school (the private) and the system (the public) (see ‘EAS – 

Challenge Advisor: Job Description’, May 2019 in Appendix 5). It is notable that the 

head teachers do not uniformly praise this interface. Helen sees working with ‘junior 

members of some [external] institutions’ as a significant site of potential feelings of 

not being trusted. Diane wonders about the worth of her school being assigned a 

challenge advisor at all, and Kevin explores in detail the methods he uses to ensure 

his challenge advisor becomes an effective advocate for his school. Patrick explores 

his concerns about unnecessary duplication in the ways that external bodies interact 

with his school, a structure that he feels connotes a lack of trust. The narratives 

pursued by the participants here are useful reminders that the interplay between the 

private and the public, as perceived and managed by head teachers, is a complex 

and nuanced arrangement. It is complex in two ways. First, the expectations about 

trust, accountability and autonomy that participants might believe are applicable on 

an in-school level, are not necessarily the same as those that are seen to be valid at 

a system level. This presents a challenge to policy makers who are looking to re-

configure, in particular, accountability structures across the entire system. Second, 

the very processes and structures that are set up to try to harmonise efforts between 

the school and the system at large, can themselves negatively affect perceptions of 

being trusted. In this sense, head teachers are wary of the public domain making 

significant incursions into the private. There is no simple, porous interchange 

between the two. 

 

5.8 Implications 
 
Narrative inquiry is always, to a certain extent, tentative and provisional in its 

exploration of meaning-making (Riessman, 2008). The same can be said of the 

resonant threads that can be drawn from a set of narratives. Yet even accepting this, 

it would seem that the threads identified here indicate some key considerations for 

future policy formulation, considerations that could set the terrain for future research.  

 

5.8.1 Trust 
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The first of these is focused upon the participants’ attitudes to trust. Sections 5.1 to 

5.4 explore resonant threads that, collectively, indicate that the secondary head 

teachers, in this sample at least, have a detailed and nuanced understanding of the 

workings of trust in their schools. They do not appear to be working with reductive or 

one-dimensional models which equate trust simply with employee competence (5.2). 

Furthermore, the participants appear to be closely bound to notions of the power of 

high-trust relations in schools (5.3). Possibly, this is reinforced by their own rich and 

plentiful experiences of being trusted (5.1). In combination, these produce a 

willingness to engage creatively with trust-building procedures and practices (5.4), 

although, as has been noted, this can take various forms. In terms of future policy, in 

the domain of professional learning for existing and aspiring head teachers, the 

threads here suggest a profitable future area, in particular for the newly formed 

National Academy of Educational Leadership (NAEL). There is an opportunity here, 

at a system level, to capitalise on the positive elements of these threads by 

promoting professional learning and reflection on trust for head teachers and 

aspiring head teachers that further builds on this rich domain
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5.8.2 Accountability 
 
Section 5.6 notes that the concept of accountability in essence retains a non-

negotiable status for the participants, but as 5.5 clarifies, away from this abstracted 

essence, there is plenty of appetite to debate, discuss and formulate the procedural 

detail of any future accountability policy. For a system the wishes to engage in co-

constructed reform, this is a positive starting position, to have a leadership cohort 

engaged by attitudes and opinions regarding accountability. Yet as this research 

demonstrates, even with a small sample, the narratives for the future of 

accountability are diverse and plural. Reformation of accountability structures at a 

system-wide level must not start from a presumption that there is a strong and 

consistent consensus here. Instead, reform should engage with the range of 

attitudes explored in this research if it is to engage successfully with head teachers. 

 

5.8.3 Autonomy 
 
Finally, as 5.7 suggests, the participants’ attitudes to trust and accountability are 

deeply inflected by their understanding of their own autonomy, and that of their 

school. This research clarifies that there is no straightforward translation from the 

public, policy domain to the private, institutional domain. As in 5.8.2, above, this 

presents a challenge to system reform, particularly as it pertains to the re-structure of 

accountability systems. The thread here does not suggest that secondary head 

teachers will smoothly or automatically internalise a systems viewpoint. The 

participants indicate here that they will deploy their autonomy strategically. This is a 

further complication that public policy must engage with. 

 

If the underlying conclusion to be drawn here, especially in 5.8.2 and 5.8.3, is that 

things are more complex than they might initially appear, this might have been 

expected from the outset. One of the roles of narrative inquiry is, after all, to explore 

details, experiences and concepts that might otherwise appear smooth and polished, 

and therefore, uninformative (Goodson, 2013). Narrative inquiry is there to be 

deployed precisely where research wants to make the complex visible, on the 

premise that complexity is something to be acknowledged not ignored. It is these 

complexities in this context that should inform future policy developments. 
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Brief outline of your Research Study (500-750 words) to include: 

8. Rationale, research aims and/or questions  

9. Research setting,  

10. Your professional role (if appropriate)  

11. Your relationship to participants (if any) 

12. Details of sample and sampling strategy  

13. Methods of data collection33 

14. Data analysis  

 

Rationale 

The rationale for this research is derived from the fact that over the last twenty years there have 

been repeated calls for school leadership practices to pursue strategies that promote relational 

trust (Fullan 2003, Tschannen-Moran 2014). Alongside the frequency of these polemic 

interventions, it should be acknowledged that the concept of relational trust as a positive 

contextual ingredient for school success is not contested. In the face of this overwhelming 

support for trust building strategies (Day et al. 2011), this research aims to explore the different 

ways in which the concept is constructed and perceived by head teachers and challenge advisers, 

individuals whose professional position places them at the heart of Welsh education. The very 

fact that the case for pursuing trust-supporting and trust-nurturing strategies keeps needing to be 

made suggests that its practical interpretation and application by professionals is rather more 

complex and nuanced.  

This project aims to explore these nuances, and in particular the way that trust in schools 

interacts with other key related concepts: accountability, autonomy, consistency and rigour. This 

project will be written up as two separate elements of the doctoral portfolio, one focusing upon 

the perspectives of head teachers, and one concentrating on the perceptions of challenge 

advisers. It builds upon the first part of the portfolio, which has already been completed, which 

looked at narratives of trust constructed by teachers in South Wales. 

 

Research setting 

As indicated above, this research will form the second and third part of an interlinked doctoral 

portfolio. Issues raised in the first project will be considered in these two new, different contexts. 

The participants will be drawn from secondary schools in South Wales and the two local 

consortia, the Education Achievement Service and the Central South Consortium. 

 

 
33 Data collection methods could include interviews, group interviews, focus groups, questionnaires, observation, 
visual data, assessment or measurement, documentary analysis.  Please specify how the data will be recorded (if 
appropriate) i.e. note taking, audio recording, visual recording. 
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My professional role 

In keeping with narrative inquiry methodology (Clandinin and Connelly 2000) (see below), the 

research will use my recent, previous experience as a senior leader in secondary schools as a 

contributory narrative and this will be reflected upon and acknowledged. 

 

My relationship to participants 

I have no personal or professional relationship with any potential participants. 

 

Approach to sampling 

In terms of the head teachers, the intention will be to approach the eight head teachers who took 

part in an earlier study on perceptions of distributed leadership in 2015-6. The reasons for this 

are twofold. First, the substantive content of these earlier interviews is conceptually related to 

the areas discussed above. Returning to these participants will create a deeper and richer data 

set. Second, proponents of narrative inquiry often advocate a reiterative approach to participant 

interviews, in order to obtain a more detailed narrative construction (Clandinin 2016). Returning 

to the head teachers from an earlier study will add a longitudinal perspective to the portfolio. 

 

In terms of the challenge advisers, the sampling approach will follow Riessman (2008) and 

Webster and Mertova (2007) and engage in purposeful sampling of a small number of 

participants who are likely to provide rich narratives from the perspective of the key concepts 

(Patton 2002). Gatekeeper contacts (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995) will be used in both local 

consortia to suggest potential participants and these will be invited to take part, four from each 

consortium to provide a balance with the head teachers. 

 

Data collection and analysis 

The data will be collected through loosely structured interviews which will be recorded and 

transcribed. The over-arching interpretivist paradigm for analysis will follow a Narrative Inquiry 

approach (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, Czarniawska 2004, Riessman 2008) and will focus on the 

construction and representation of the key concepts by the participants. Each narrative will be 

analysed separately to ensure that the integrity of each individual’s perspective is maintained. 

The collected, analytical interpretations will then be compared to identify common themes. 

 

References: 

Clandinin, D.J. (2016) Engaging in Narrative Inquiry. Abingdon: Routledge. 
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Responsibilities to Participants 

 

 
3. Voluntary Informed Consent 

 

How will you gain access to the participants? 

As described above, the head teachers will be approached directly and invited to take part (I have 

already worked with them in a previous project). I will use three gatekeeper contacts in EAS/ CSC 

(local consortia) to suggest potential challenge adviser participants. Those identified will be 

contacted directly and invited to take part. 

 

How will you provide participants with the information they need about the study?  Please attach 

a copy of the information that will be provided to the participants where appropriate 

Information Sheet A (Head Teachers), and Information Sheet B (Challenge Advisers) are attached. 

 

How will you ensure that you have informed consent from the participants?  Please attach a copy 

of the consent form(s) that will be provided to the participants where appropriate 



 

 100 

Consent form attached. 

 

How will you inform participants of their right to withdraw from the study? 

This is included on the information sheets. 

 

How will you inform participants of the complaints procedure? 

This is included on the information sheets. 

 

Checklist for managing Voluntary Informed Consent 

Tick all that apply 

All respondents will be given 

an appropriate level of 

information about and be 

given adequate time to think 

about the information 

before being asked to agree 

to participate  

 

Yes    

 

 

All participants taking part in 

an interview, focus group, 

observation (or other 

activity which is not 

questionnaire based) will be 

asked to sign a consent form

  

Yes 

All participants completing a 

questionnaire will be 

informed on the Information 

Sheet that returning the 

completed questionnaire 

implies  

consent to participate 

 

N/A 
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All participants being asked 

to provide sensitive personal 

data will have the following 

statement on the consent 

form or on the bottom of 

their  

questionnaire ’I consent to 

the processing of my 

personal information for the 

purposes of this research 

study. I understand that 

such information will be 

treated as confidential and 

handled in accordance with 

the Data Protection Act 

1998’  

Yes 

All respondents will be told 

that they can withdraw at 

any time, ask for their data 

to be removed from the 

project until it is no longer 

practical to do so (e.g. when 

a report has been written 

and submitted) 

 

Yes 

Duty of Care to the Participants 

How will you ensure the participants’ well-being during the research?  

Interviews will take place at a time and in a location that has been agreed with the participants. It 

is not envisaged that sensitive/ potentially distressing topics will be covered within the 

interviews. 

 

What information will you provide to the participants at the end of their involvement in the study 

(if appropriate)? 

 

The participants will have an opportunity to comment on the overall findings. 
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Researcher Safety  

Are there any issues around researcher safety and if so how will you address those? Please attach 

a researcher safety protocol if appropriate. 

The anticipated contexts do not suggest additional researcher-safety implications beyond 

standard, common-sense, health and safety working environment procedures which I will 

observe. Since I will be visiting some of the locations by car I will also take sensible precautions 

for personal safety, e.g. I will leave plenty of time for travel/ parking etc. If visiting by public 

transport I will ensure plenty of time is built in before the appointment to minimise stress etc. in 

the event of late services. Many of the locations have been visited before, so I am familiar with 

safe routes/ parking etc. Since some of the interviews will involve me interviewing female 

participants in private, I will ensure that sensible precautions are taken to ensure the wellbeing 

and safety of both parties; e.g. due regard for personal space, suitably professional interpersonal 

skills etc. I will follow the USW Lone Worker Policy. 

 

 
4. Managing Data 

 

How will you ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the research participants?  

 

Participants will be identified by a pseudonym in the study, and all transcripts and recordings will 

be stored in a secure, password protected environment. Additional care will be taken in the re-

presentation of narrative details to ensure that participants are unlikely to be identified by 

narrative details that they share and explore. 

 

Checklist for managing issues of confidentiality and anonymity  

Tick all that apply 

 

Questionnaires will 

be returned 

anonymously and 

indirectly 

   

 

N/A 
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Questionnaires 

and/or interview 

transcripts will only 

be identifiable by a 

unique identifier 

(e.g. 

code/pseudonym) 

  

Yes 

Lists of identity 

numbers or 

pseudonyms linked 

to names and/or 

addresses will be 

stored securely and 

separately from the 

research data 

 

Yes 

All name of people, 

places or 

organisations which 

could lead to the 

identification of 

individuals or 

organisations will be 

changed 

Yes 

I confirm that my 

research records will 

be held securely at 

USW according to 

the Data Protection 

Act 1998 and in 

accordance with 

USW guidelines 

 

Yes 

I confirm that I will 

not use the research 

data for any other 

purpose or that I 

have attached the 

use, retention and 

re-use form  

 

Yes 

Data will be stored 

on a personal 

Yes 
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computer and, as 

well as the computer 

being password 

protected, so will 

the documents 

 

If confidentiality is 

limited a 

Confidentiality 

Protocol is attached 

which describes how 

this will be managed 

N/A 

 

How will research findings be fed back to the research participants? (if appropriate) 

The participants will receive a copy of interim findings (for comment), and a copy of the final 

study. 

How will the research be disseminated to the wider community? 

The two pieces of research will form two additional elements of my PhD by portfolio. I will use 

them individually as sources for conference papers (e.g. BERA). 

 

 

Attachments 

 

 

Tick all that are included  

Information Sheet Yes 

Consent Form Yes 

Confidentiality Protocol N/A 

Researcher Safety Protocol N/A 

Other approvals, for 

example approval of 

external organisations 

allowing you access to their 

participants. 

 

N/A 
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Applicant’s Declaration 

 

If your project is approved you must follow the process and documents you have submitted. If 

your application is not approved you will need to refer to this version of your application when 

preparing your re-submission. Please note if you intend on deviating from the approved protocol 

or documentation you will need to request approval for any changes. 

 

I have read and agree to 

abide by the Code(s) of 

Conduct identified at the 

start of this form 

 

 

I understand that failure to 

follow my approved protocol 

constitutes research 

misconduct and the policy for 

such offences will be 

followed in such an instance 

 

I confirm that the USW is 

responsible for this study and 

that I am not receiving any 

funding for this project other 

than that provided by myself 

or through my course  

 

I confirm that all procedures 

that will occur within the 

research will adhere to USW 

Policy on Health and Safety 

and that where applicable, a 

thorough risk assessment will 

be completed prior to the 

research taking place 

 

 

Print name:    

Matt Hutt 

 

Please sign: 

 

Date: 

 



 

 106 

 

 

Supervisor’s Declaration (for students) 

If the student’s project is approved they must follow the process and documents they have 

submitted. If their application is not approved they will need to refer to this version of their 

application when preparing their re-submission. Please note if you intend on deviating from the 

approved protocol or documentation you will need to request approval for any changes. 

 

I have read and agree to 

abide by the Code(s) of 

Conduct identified at the 

start of this form 

Yes

  

I have read the guidelines 

accompanying this 

application form and 

understand that failure to 

follow these and the 

approved protocol 

constitutes research 

misconduct and the policy for 

such offences will be 

followed in such an instance 

Yes 

Print name:    

Dr Nicky Lewis 

 

Please sign   

 

Date:  17/4/18 

 
 

Decision 

 

Approval  

 

 

Further Information needed and Resubmission required 
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Rejected 

 

 

Notes 
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Appendix 2 – Participant information sheet 
 
Participant information sheet 

Study title: Narratives of trust, autonomy and accountability in secondary education 

in South Wales: Head Teachers 

Researcher: Matt Hutt 

Institution: University of South Wales 

Project supervisor: Nicky Lewis 

Qualification project is part of: PhD, School of Education, Faculty of Life Sciences 

and Education, University of South Wales 

Information sheet version no: 1 

Date: 06.06.18 

I would like to invite you to take part in a research study. Please read this information 

sheet to help you decide if you would like to take part or not. Please ask any 

questions if any part is unclear, or if you would like further detail. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The study has been designed to find out more about the different ways secondary 

head teachers in South Wales think about professional trust, autonomy and 

accountability. Its main focus will be to explore your perceptions of how these 

concepts are interrelated in your professional life. Various pieces of research have 

already been conducted on trust in practice in different educational settings and 

sectors, and this research aims to add this body of knowledge by focusing on: 

c) one particular sector in one geographical location; and  

d) the specific relationships between trust and accountability, and trust and 

professional autonomy. 

 

Why have I been invited? 

You have been invited to take part because you took part in a previous study, An 

Exploration of Perspectives on Distributed Leadership Held by Secondary Head 

Teachers in South Wales. Since the content of this study is related to the previous 

study, I am hoping to develop our previous interview in a slightly different direction. 

Do I have to take part? 

Your participation is entirely voluntary and it is up to you to decide if you would like to 

take part. Even if you agree to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time. If, at 
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any time prior to its completion, you do decide to withdraw from the study, you may 

do so, and data relating to you will be removed and destroyed. 

What will it involve? 

In terms of your potential involvement as a participant, I would like to interview you to 

find out more about your experiences of trusting others, and being trusted yourself, 

in your role as a head teacher. I also want to find out more about the different ways 

in which accountability impacts on your professional life and your identity, as a 

leader and as an educationist. Finally, I want to explore the various ways that you 

are able to express your sense of professional autonomy; the occasions and 

contexts where you feel you have a high degree of professional control.  

The interview will not be based rigidly on a series of set questions. Instead it will be 

flexibly structured around some prompts to allow the discussion to focus on the 

individual areas that are important to you. In this study I will only interview you once, 

although I may want to contact you again at a later date (see below). Interviews 

should last for around 45 to 60 minutes and they will be recorded and transcribed. 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 

All data will be anonymised to protect confidentiality, and it will be stored in a secure 

manner, according to the rules of the GDPR 2018. The transcripts will be assigned a 

code and all names, addresses and related identifiers will be removed. A separate 

file with your name and contact details will be kept securely so that you can be 

contacted for any follow up activity, for example, to send you a copy of the findings. 

The information you provide will be used for research purposes only. The data will be 

stored for a maximum of five years. 

Will I be contacted after the interview? 

Once the interviews have been analysed, I would like to be able to contact you 

again, through email or through another face-to-face meeting. This will be to ensure I 

have captured as accurately as possible your thoughts and ideas.  

What will the study be used for? 

I am intending to interview 8 head teachers and this research will be formally written 

up as a dissertation to fulfil the requirements of PhD in the School of Education, 

Early Years and Social Work at University of South Wales. It may then be used for 

publication. I will share both a summary of the findings, and the completed study with 

you.  

Which ethical guidelines will be used? 

The research will be conducted following the ethical guidelines of BERA. The links to 

these guidelines can be found here: 
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• British Educational Research Association ethical guidance: 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-

Guidelines-2011.pdf 

 

This research also falls under the remit of USW complaints procedure, and, in the 

first instance, these should be directed to my supervisor, Nicky Lewis at 

nicky.lewis@southwales.ac.uk. 

What are the advantages and/ or disadvantages of taking part? 

There are no individual benefits associated with taking part in this study, although 

you will be helping to contribute to this area of academic research. There are no 

obvious risks or disadvantages associated with taking part in this study. However, 

having read the intended subject matter above, you may wish to reflect on whether 

these interview topics are likely to cause you anxiety or distress. If you think they 

are, you may choose not to participate. 

I hope you feel able to take part in this research and, in anticipation, I would like to 

thank you for your time and commitment. 

 

Further information and contact details: 

I work in the School of Education, Early Years and Social Work at USW, Usk Way, 

Newport, NP20 2BP. My contact details are as follows: 

Matt Hutt 

01633 432191 

matthew.hutt@southwales.ac.uk 

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you can contact me and I will 

do my best to answer your questions or resolve the problem. In the event of a more 

formal complaint, please contact the Research Governance Officer at the University 

of South Wales, Jonathan Sinfield on 01443 484518. 

 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-2011.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-2011.pdf
mailto:nicky.lewis@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:matthew.hutt@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix 3 – Participant consent form 
 
Participants’ consent form: 

Title of Project: Narratives of trust, autonomy and accountability in secondary 

education in South Wales: Head Teachers 
 

Name of Researcher: Matt Hutt 

 

Name of supervisor: Nicky Lewis 

Please (initial/tick) all boxes  

 

7. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated 06.06.18 
(version1) for the above study.  I have had the opportunity to consider the 
information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 

   

8. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw 
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Appendix 4 – Interview prompts 
 
Tell me about a time when you felt trusted? 
Tell me about a time when did not feel trusted? 
When, in your career, have you particularly felt a part of a professional community where 
people trusted each other? 
Tell me about a time when you found it difficult to trust others professionally? 
When do you feel particularly accountable for your professional work? How does that affect 
you? 
Tell me about a time when you felt your sense of professional autonomy was particularly 
strong? How did this make you feel? 
What role did others play in this event? 
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Appendix 5 – Education Achievement Service (EAS) Challenge Advisor 
Job Description (extract) - May 2019. 
 

JOB PURPOSE 
To lead on the Consortium’s work relating to the implementation of the National Model for 

Categorisation. 
KEY RESULT AREAS 

1. Meeting the National Standards for Challenge Advisers. 

2. Effectively implementing the National Model for Categorisation. 

3. Supporting school self-evaluation and improvement. 

4. Brokering effective support and intervention for schools. 

5. Developing school leadership across the region. 

6. Building school to school capacity. 

7. Supporting and challenging schools through the development of individuals and teams 

to be able to provide advice, guidance, support and effective challenge. 

8. Delivering high quality data and management information to LA Directors, middle 

leaders and Elected Members. 

9. Implementing the agreed Quality Assurances protocols within a designated LA and 

contributing to the self-evaluation systems within each LA linked to school 

improvement outcomes. 

10. Ensuring the effective evaluation of all aspects of leadership in schools. 

11. Securing improved standards of education and pupil outcomes across the schools in 

the region by providing effective engagement, support and challenge to schools. 

12. Identify the development needs of leaders in schools, including Governors, at all 

levels, and across all phases, to enable effective commissioning of leadership training 

and support. 

DETAILED TASK PROFILE 
Principal Activities 

• ▪  Deliver the Challenge Adviser function within the National Model, including 

effective categorisation. 

• ▪  Delivering the Challenge Adviser role to a group of schools within their region. 

• ▪  Ensuring schools understand and carry out their duties to safeguard children 

and 

• young people in all aspects of their work. 

• ▪  Building close working relationships with the Heads of Inclusion in the home 

authorities within the region to ensure Improvement Service personnel take full 

account of the achievement needs of children and young people with ALN. 

• ▪  Providing targeted support following ESTYN inspections. 

• ▪  Building capacity through alternative structures such as federations. 

• ▪  Delivery of activity to meet statutory and local requirements for performance 

management. 

• ▪  Monitoring, challenge and intervention at levels determined by the Consortium 

in all schools within their region. 
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• ▪  Identification of good practice for dissemination to Consortium staff and 

schools. 

• ▪  Providing Leadership to the service’s work with School Improvement Forums 

• and Leadership programmes for school staff and governors. 

• ▪  Securing effective engagement of BIS services, aligned to the needs of 

individuals and groups. 

• KEY WORKING RELATIONSHIPS 

• Internal 

• ▪ Directors’ of home authorities▪ Consortium members 
▪ Elected members 
▪ Corporate directors 

• ▪ Heads of service and staff▪ Trade Union officers 
▪ Headteachers 
▪ Governing Bodies 

• ▪ Pupils/Students▪ Parents 

• External 

• ▪ Welsh Government 
▪ ESTYN 
▪ Senior staff in other consortia 

• GENERAL 

• ▪  Will be required to work out of different office locations, to suit the 

requirements of the business. 

• ▪  Will be required to work flexibly and vary working hours, to suit the 

requirements of the business. 

• ▪  To carry out duties placed on employees by the Health and Safety at Work Act 

1974. 

• ▪  To comply with relevant aspects of the Welsh Language Measure (2011) and 

Equality Impact Measures. 

• ▪  Ensure compliance with the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). 

• ▪  To work within the Company’s policy and procedures in respect of equal 

• opportunity and anti-discriminatory practices. 

• ▪  To observe confidentiality in all aspects of work. 

• ▪  To have a ‘can do’ attitude and to demonstrate a willingness to undertake 

training and development opportunities to improve skills. 

• ▪  To react positively and flexibly to change. 

• ▪  To undertake any other duties and/or times of work as may be reasonably 

required of you, commensurate with your grade or general level of responsibility 

within the organisation, at your place of work or based in any other establishment. 
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Appendix 6 – Interview data 
 

Participant Date Interview Length 
Helen 07.06.18 36:20 

Alan 07.06.18 40:09 

Edward 05.07.18 62:43 

Diane 13.02.19 30:24 

Kevin 21.02.19 56:53 

Patrick 09.03.19 38:39 
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Appendix 6 – Sample interview transcript (Diane – 13.02.19) 
 
(All other transcripts available on request). 
(I = Interviewer; R = Respondent) 
I: Diane, thank you so much for agreeing to be interviewed. Before we get into 

the substantial questions, can you just give me a very brief resume of your 
career so far, so I can put what you say into context? 

R: I started teaching in County G. I was there for about a year when my children 
were very young, and that was before I was qualified. I then moved to Wales 
and my first teaching job was in South Wales. I went from there to Hilltop 
Comprehensive School and did seven years there, took on various roles whilst 
I was a main scale teacher learning the ropes, went onto be Head of Subject F 
in Riverdale Comprehensive. Went on then to become a senior teacher in 
Summertown High School, and very quickly went on to become deputy head 
in Suburb F High School, and I’ve been here since 2002, got the headship in 
2015, and so this is my fourth year of headship. 

I: So, that brings us right up-to-date? 
R: Yes. 
I: Great, thanks very much for that putting it into context for me. Can you tell me 

about a time when you felt particularly trusted in your professional career? 
R: I suppose where I am at the moment this year. I had three years under my belt, 

and I applied to be a delegate head teacher on the consortium’s panel of Head 
Teachers, and I got that. I’m on various groups with the local authority. My 
motivation for being on lots of different groups is I always feel like I want to 
really know what’s happening outside, so that I can always bring the best to 
the school. I think I’ve got quite a common-sense approach, and I think people 
that I deal with trust me to do the job I’m doing. So, I’d say at the moment on 
the different groups that I’m on, I’m trusted in that people will ring me up for 
my opinion and so-on. 

I: And presumably being placed on those groups in the first place, or you said you 
applied to be or something? 

R: Well, I applied to be a delegate head teacher with the consortium, and 
obviously, I think quite a lot of people applied for that. I don’t know the reasons 
why but obviously I was successful in that, and there’s only three secondary 
heads on that panel. That helps to steer where ___ are going… 

I: Because that’s for the whole region. 
R: … and that’s for the whole region. At the moment I’m the chair of the 

Secondary Heads Association, so in City U I chair that panel, so I do have 
conversations, like with Peter Hughes, Director of Education, and I think he 
would trust me to ring to get my opinion on various things. 

I: Obviously, as you’ve gone through, your career has been in lots of different 
institutions, and different levels of responsibility, but if you track back and 
think about it, is your perception that you’ve always been a trusted 
professional, or…?    
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R: Yes, I think so. I think the thing is every post I’ve ever had, I’ve always looked 
for opportunities, I’ve been quite ambitious, so even if I take the first school 
when I first qualified, within a year and a half I was asking the head teacher, 
‘Can I take these kids to the primary school to do transition work?’ in the days 
when I didn’t have a TLR, I just did it because I wanted to get on. I applied for 
jobs that I probably shouldn’t have applied for, so in the schools I was in I was 
always looked upon that I wanted to get on. So, I was promoted quite quickly 
through. 

I: Can you ever think of a time when you thought, ‘I wasn’t really trusted in that 
position’, or even one time in your career when you haven’t felt trusted? Or, 
maybe not. 

R: I don’t think so. 
I: No, you don’t have to have done! 
R: No, I don’t think so, no I don’t think so.  
I: What about trusting other people, trusting other colleagues, how does that 

play out? 
R: These are very interesting questions! Oh my God. 
I: You don’t have to answer straightaway. Do you trust all the people you come 

into contact with in the same way, or do some of them you trust more than 
others? 

R: I think I get to know people well, I think I’m quite a good judge of character, 
and would spot people that I think that I wouldn’t trust. But on the whole I 
seem to have surrounded myself with people who are very-very capable, and 
trustworthy. 

I: Is that within the school? 
R: Yes, that’s within the school. 
I: What about your dealings with people in the consortium, or the local 

authority?  
R:[LONG PAUSE]I wouldn’t say that I deal with people that are not trustworthy. I would say 

it’s quite difficult in say City U, where you’ve got say, X secondary schools. We 
work together as a group of heads, and because all our schools are so different, 
I wouldn’t say I have complete trust with all my colleagues that we’re all 
working together as a team; I would say we’re all working very individually in 
our schools to do the best for the schools that we’re in. So, there isn’t that sort 
of complete trust that you might have, like I’ve got with my senior team, that 
they’re going to do the job they’re going to do. But I think that’s partly to do 
with the system we’re in. 

 You know, what the Welsh Government are trying to do is get the school 
system in a way that there’s more collaboration across schools, and I suppose 
in a way more trust. But because of the accountability measures that we’ve 
had, I’ve been brought up I think in a system of where it’s all about me, my 
school, and getting the best for my pupils. 
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I: That’s where I’m going next. So, you’re saying at the moment you’ve got X 
secondary schools, X different head teachers in City U, you work together but 
you’re aware that each of those individual head teachers has got perhaps 
different priorities, basically battling for their school. Do you think over time 
that’s likely to become less of a factor? Do you think people will pull together 
more in the future, the way things are going?  

 I don’t want to lead you down a path, but is that what you…? Or, do you think 
that’s the way its set-up, and that’s the way it will be? 

R: I suppose it does depend on how schools are held to account in the future, and 
the move towards the self-improving school, and it will all be about a school 
self-evaluation of how they’re improving. If that’s going to be the model then 
there will be more working together, and more trust across the system, I think. 
But, at the moment that’s only mooted, this is how they want it to be, but we 
haven’t got there yet, and it just depends with the interim measures of what 
the next lot of accountability measures will be, whether that sets schools up to 
be in competition with each other, or not. And if there’s still that element of a 
local authority saying, ‘Well, in City U we’re doing better than so-and-so’, if 
there’s still that element there then head teachers are still going to be in 
competition with each other. 

I: Do you think there’s too much competition between schools? 
R: I think there probably is, yes. As I say, I feel like I’ve grown up in this system, so 

I don’t know any other, if you see what I mean. So, it would be very hard now 
for somebody to say, ‘Right, I want you to completely forget about 
accountability measures, and I want you to work with these three schools, and 
somehow together the three of you have got to improve’. I think that’s quite 
hard. 

I: Big culture shift. 
R: Big culture shift. 
I: So, you think it’s likely to happen? Obviously, you’ve got your finger on lots of 

pulses, from where you sit at the moment do you think that’s likely to happen? 
R: I don’t think it’s going to happen in the next five years or so, no. I think there’s 

still a long way to go with everybody trusting each other; the local authority 
don’t trust the consortia, the consortia don’t really trust the local authority. 
Welsh Government are sort of saying, ‘You do this, you do that’, and are mixing 
it all up. 

I: But when you say the local authorities don’t trust the consortia and vice-versa, 
why do you think that? 
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R: Well, I think obviously a great big chunk of the work of the local authority has 
been taken away to the consortia, so that improvement arm, that sort of like, 
improving schools, they’re feeling a bit like, well, they’ve lost control. But they 
still obviously have people that work across the organisations, and I know for 
example the local authorities want more accountability of the schools in their 
local authority, via Challenge Advisors. Whereas, the schools would say, ‘No, 
we can do it ourselves, why do we need that challenge?’ In a way. Then you’ve 
got the consortia who train all the Challenge Advisors, and would probably be 
better at working with schools on them improving themselves, without that 
layer of having the Challenge Advisor role. But the local authorities want there 
to be Challenge Advisors because otherwise how do they have any say, or 
control over their schools improving? Every local authority wants to be the best 
local authority for education. 

I: So, there’s a competition element there as well. Part of this project I’m also 
interviewing Challenge Advisors, asking the same questions. 

R: Yes, it will be interesting to see… 
I: It is really interesting, they tell me stories about how they work with head 

teachers and stuff. In your kind of best possible world, how would you see the 
role of Challenge Advisor playing out in the future? 

R: I think what I’d like to see is, that there are no Challenge Advisors for schools 
unless they really are in significant troubles and they need to improve. Then 
you would have someone that was really credible, a head teacher or somebody 
that’s got the experience that knows how to improve a school, would work 
with that school more.  

 I have somebody that comes to me, they have to have four days with me but 
what’s the point? Resources aren’t in the right place, if you see what I mean. 

I: Yeah. 
R: But I would like to see in the future perhaps schools paired up more, so I did 

more work with another head teacher from another local school, and then we 
would like be helping each other to improve even more. 

I: But that is part of the vision isn’t it for the future? 
R: Yes, that’s what I’d like to see. 
I: So, in that sense what you’d like to see is part of what in the broader sense the 

Welsh Government have got, so that’s aligned isn’t it. 
R: Yes, it is aligned. 
I: What’s interesting to me is, when I asked you about trust on a personal level, 

you felt trusted, but would you say that you work in a high trust system? 
R: Well, no, not at all. [LAUGHS] 
I: That’s a paradox there isn’t it? 
R: It is a big paradox! 
I: And that’s why I’m doing this study, because you’ve talked at length there 

about various groups of people and various organisations not really trusting 
other organisations, and that kind of competitive element. But that doesn’t 
really impact on your own personal sense? 

R: No. I think I’m quite good at separating out things, so when I’m here in school 
everything’s about the school, and improving the teachers and the pupils in 
this school, without that outside bit affecting me. 
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I: So, you can kind of hermetically seal yourself off perhaps from the broad 
things. 

R: Yes. 
I: That’s interesting. We’ve already touched on this, in terms of accountability 

pressures how would you evaluate the way that’s run at the moment, and 
where you think it ought to go in the future? 

R: Well, it’s funny you should say that, bulletin six came out a couple of days ago 
from Welsh Government, where Scott Parker was outlining the interim 
accountability measures. In that letter there was a completely new measure 
that they’re going to include in the summer, to do with the fact that… I’ll go 
into a little bit of detail now quickly; in the summer we will be accountable on 
the literacy measure, numeracy measure, science measure, average points 
score, and then a capped-nine points score which we’ve sort of known about 
for a couple of years. But because the government hadn’t changed the target 
setting legislation, we are still being accountable to the Level 1 threshold, and 
the Level 2 inclusive threshold. 

 But because in the literacy measure, it’s either English Language, or Literature, 
they’re going to do an additional measure. So, whereas the Level 2 inclusive 
was, English Language, or numeracy, or maths, as the five GCSE and above, 
they’re now going to do another one which is either the best of English 
Language, or English Literature, as a Level 2 inclusive measure. They took that 
away about two years ago and it was just English Language, now they’re going 
to bring it back so there will be two measures there. But they’re still in the 
system, which they shouldn’t be in this system, because the whole point of 
taking the threshold measures away was to stop schools concentrating on the 
C-D borderline children. But they’re still here because target setting legislation 
is still in place at the moment, they haven’t taken it away. 

 So, I suppose my point is, for the last three to four years it’s changed every 
year, everything’s changed; it’s been obviously the new English-mathematics 
exams, it’s been the different ways they’re accounted for. It’s been the 
threshold measures worth any five, and now there’re three GCSEs and two 
others. So, when you talk about is there a clarity, well there’s clarity in I know 
what’s happening, but every year a different cohort has a different way it’s 
being measured, and you can’t compare that with cohorts. 

I: No, so the system is too dynamic at the moment isn’t it. 
R: Yes, it’s too dynamic, definitely. 
I :What would you think about? I mean, I went to secondary school in the 1980’s, 

and the school I went to I’m not aware what kind of data they uploaded to their 
local authority, probably very little. So, that’s one end of the accountability 
system isn’t it? 

R: Yes. 
I: Here we’ve got the other end where things are being changed as you said on a 

year-by-year basis, trying to fine tune and tweak it, until we get the one that 
the people in Welsh Government and whatever think is going to work the best. 
Where? What do you think naturally? For you personally, where would it sit? 

R: I think you do have to have some accountability, and I think it needs to be one 
that includes all children. 
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I: So, moving away from those threshold bits. 
R: Yes. So, what they’re trying to get to at the moment where it’s like an average 

points score, and it’s a broad range of qualifications, it is going in the right 
direction, I do agree with that. So, it’s important that what’s emphasised is, it’s 
a broad range of qualifications so that all children’s qualifications count, and 
that’s important.  

 But I suppose what still worries me is, what Welsh Government say, we’re sort 
of trying to aim for, the way consortia or local authorities sort of act on that 
information, it still worries me that they will separately aggregate up all the 
data to see who’s doing the best. They’ll want to because there’s still those 
drivers for them to do that, isn’t there? 

I: That’s interesting, so even if we were to agree with the overall drift of Welsh 
Government policy, even if we were to say there’s a bit of faffing around at the 
moment, but ultimately, we might get there, you’ve got a concern that those 
other kind of middle-tier organisations might still monkey around. 

R: Yes. 
I: And for what purpose then? 
R: At local authority level I suppose education departments compare each other, 

don’t they? 
I: Yes. 
R: Whether its health, police, there’s that data there to compare each other, and 

they all want to compare if they’re doing the best, where do they rank. There’s 
still a lot of that ranking in public sector. 

I: Is that something you agree with, or you align yourself with? What you’ve said 
a couple of times is, ‘I’ve been brought up with it.’ 

R: Yeah, I suppose in a way I don’t know any different, but you don’t want a 
system where it was years ago where everybody could do what they wanted 
to do, but then standards weren’t good enough, were they? 

I: No, probably not. Well, we don’t know! 
R: We don’t know, do we! [ALL LAUGH] 
I: I was a product of eighties secondary education, I’ve been alright, but there 

might be loads of people who...but we can’t talk about that. 
R: No, we can’t. 
I: What about? Because the other strand of this is autonomy, because trust, 

accountability, and autonomy, they’re interlinked, what about your autonomy 
to do the role as you see fit? 

R: I do feel whatever decisions I make, I can make them. I don’t particularly worry 
about what I should and shouldn’t do. My values are, what am I doing to help 
pupils in this school get the best possible outcomes, to take them onto the next 
stage. So, I’ve stuck by that, but I suppose in this accountability system that’s 
been very competitive, that’s sort of matched with my competitive person, so 
I will do what it takes. I’ve always tried to be ahead of the game, trying to know 
what’s happening in Welsh Government, and be a year ahead so that my 
school’s a year ahead. With the capped 9 I appointed people to track pupils’ 
qualifications that they were doing 9, so now we’re like almost the best school 
in Wales for capped 9 because we were ahead of the game, and trying to be 
ahead of the game in that respect. 
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I: But you don’t feel as if your work here is overly monitored by other people, or 
overly interfered with by other people? 

R: No, not really. 
I: Have you ever felt that your autonomy in your professional life has been 

corralled in a way that you’re not happy with? 
R: No, I suppose, it’s only really the Challenge Advisors, and they’ve had such a 

turnover of them, in my fourth year of headship I’m on my third Challenge 
Advisor. 

I: So, it’s almost one a year. 
R: It is, so then you have to get to know them, they have to know the school again.  
 But, the one I’ve got at the moment, he’s an ex-head teacher, which has been 

really good because he does know then what it’s like to run a school, that’s 
been quite positive in a way, and he’s been very light-touch. I probably would 
have hated having somebody say, ‘Right, I want you to produce this, this, and 
this’, because really in their remit they could. 

I: But that’s not been your experience of working with a Challenge Advisor. 
R: No, it’s not. 
I: Although you’ve had multiple experiences! 
R: Yeah. 
I: Obviously I don’t know the people you’ve worked with as Challenge Advisors, 

but have they been quite trusting relationships that you’ve had? 
R: Yes, pretty much. 
I: But relatively short-term unfortunately. 
R: Yes, that’s right. 
I: The person you’ve got, do you think that might last a bit longer? I suppose you 

don’t know. 
R: I don’t know. I think they’ve been trying to employ more sort of head teachers 

just as they retire, to get the last couple of years. But then of course that’s 
short-lived. 

I: Yes, it’s not a 15-year career is it? 
R: You do almost need a system where say schools that are like good schools, 

green schools, whatever, that one day a week you work with other schools; 
you have the capacity within your own school that I’m working with other 
schools to help them, that’s part of your job in a way, which I think is a little bit 
of what the Welsh Government want to happen anyway. 

I: I think that is part of the vision isn’t it, yes, it’s just how long will it take to get 
there, and as you said earlier, it might take more than a few years. 

R: I think so. Like you say, the trust in the system’s not there is it? 
I: What do you think we could do? Again, going back to that paradox on a 

personal level, or on an institutional level, there’s no issues are there? But in 
that system-wide level, could you think of anything the system could do to start 
restoring levels of trust? Or remove anything, modify anything. 
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R: I suppose if we got...It might not happen this year, but say next year, they’re 
talking about self-evaluation being the model and you’re improving as a school, 
so if those measures that you are accountable for are between you, your 
governors, and that doesn’t go into a wider…if it’s not uploaded somewhere; 
if that happened where those sort of results weren’t published, I suppose 
schools might start to trust that they can make changes, be a bit more 
innovative, knowing, taking risks, because at the end of the year you’re not 
going to be held to account because your results have dipped a bit. Alright, you 
know why they’ve dipped, but you’re going to do this and this next year. Do 
you see what I mean? 

I: Yes, do you think that system would work well in this school? 
R: Yes, it would be great here. 
I: Do you think it would work well in most schools? 
R: Well, knowing what the inspection system is like, looking at some of the 

inspection reports that have been written so far, there are a lot of schools that 
are very insular, and it almost seems to me like they don’t know how to 
improve. So, there is a contradiction there from me, because I can see very 
clearly in this school how to keep the school moving and improving, but looking 
at some other schools in perhaps more rural areas, do they get enough cross-
fertilisation, looking out more broadly to see, ‘Well, its not just you in that one 
little community on your own’, because if they were left on their own and they 
didn’t have any accountability measures, would they ever improve? 

I: No. 
R: So, they do need to be working with other schools to see that. 
I: That school-to-school model, yes. 
R: Yes, so it isn’t a simple picture. 
I: It’s not, no. But arguably I suppose, if they’ve been under an accountability 

system, and they still haven’t… 
R: I know, and that’s a bit worrying, or its not working, yeah. 
I: There’s something not going right is there? 
R: No, that’s right. 
I: Well, we’ve almost come to the end. When do you feel accountability 

pressures particularly on yourself as head teacher for this school? 
R: I suppose most personally it’s on August 18th when the results come out, you 

put all these plans in and you’ve tracked, and you’ve got a rough idea of what 
the results are going to be like, but you’re still worried, aren’t you, that they 
can go either way. I said to my husband when I got the headship role that I’m 
only as good as my next set of results, like a football manager, that’s how I felt 
about it. So, if things did go pear-shaped then I would retire, move on. 

I: But in your heart of hearts, and I’m just guessing, you must believe there’s all 
kinds of things that are successful about this school that aren’t reflected in the 
results. 

R: Oh yeah, yeah. That’s true, that is true. But it’s interesting isn’t it, that that’s 
how I saw it, even though I know there are loads of other really good things, 
opportunities that the pupils get here, even if the results weren’t as good as 
they have been, and obviously they are good. 
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I: As you’ve said, it’s interesting… but you don’t find the accountability 
pressures…? 

R: I don’t find them overwhelming. 
I: That’s what I was going to say, I didn’t want to say overwhelming, but yes. 
R: I don’t find them overwhelming, its irritating that they’ve been changing all the 

time, but then as I’ve said, I’ve tried to keep ahead of that.  
I: So, I’ve got it clear in my head, that sending off performance data here, there, 

and everywhere,  
 
R:  That’s the annoying thing 
 
I:  If that were removed you don’t have any doubts that you’d be running this 

school just as effectively, in tandem with your governors and drawing in 
support as and when you needed it, using the things of other schools… 

R: Yes, going to other schools, visits and things like that. 
I: So, from your perspective, the system isn’t really having an effect on this 

school. 
R: No.  
I: And we’ve already identified some schools where the system is not having an 

effect on pulling up their results. 
R: No. 
I: I’m sure there are schools where it is having an effect. 
R: It’s interesting though, it does make you think that if there was more school-

to-school working, and schools were paired up, whether that would help that 
other school in a non-threatening way to help them improve, but all they’ve 
had is a Challenge Advisor come in and say, ‘You’ve got to do this, you’ve got 
to do that’. 

I: It’s a bit like improve or else, isn’t it? 
R: Yes, and that atmosphere is not good for improving, and those head teachers 

are going to have no trust in the system at all, are they? 
I: Brilliant, that’s fantastic. Thank you very much. 
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Appendix 7 – Samples of analytical notes – ‘Alan’ 
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a) Notes on key themes and threads – numbers refer to page numbers on transcript

 



 

 
 

iii 

b) ‘Alan’ – sequencing notes for re-presentation 
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Abstract 
 
The role of the challenge advisor is a specific Welsh iteration of the systems leader 
construct. Challenge advisors themselves are drawn from a variety of educational 
professional backgrounds, and their relationship with an individual school 
improvement consortium may either be as a direct employee, or as a consultant. 
There is a significant diversity here, in terms of employment status and potential 
professional history, and the role has also undergone some changes in emphasis in 
its relatively short history. Nevertheless, the essential function has remained fairly 
stable; to support schools in their improvement efforts, and to offer those same 
schools robust and rigorous challenge. Challenge advisors have a key role to 
perform within the Welsh system since, unlike in England, the Welsh system ensures 
that all maintained schools are linked to one of the four school improvement 
consortia, and are, therefore, working with a challenge advisor. Alongside supporting 
the development of individual schools, they play a role in school categorisation, 
currently an important public accountability procedure. Challenge advisors also 
deploy their local understanding of schools to broker school to school support. Here 
they have a function in the transition to a self-improving school system. Despite 
these significant and varied school improvement functions, there is virtually no 
existing research into challenge advisors as a distinct professional grouping. This 
project begins the process of creating a more detailed understanding of the role. 
  
Working at the boundaries between different Welsh educational domains potentially 
gives challenge advisors particular and valuable perspectives on trust, accountability 
and autonomy, and all three concepts are closely linked to systemic and cultural 
reforms that are currently being pursued in Welsh education. This project uses a 
narrative approach to explore these perspectives in detail. Six challenge advisors 
from varied backgrounds were interviewed, and their narratives are re-presented 
individually. These narratives were then scrutinised for points of structural and 
conceptual similarity and correspondence, and the resulting resonant narrative 
threads are also discussed here. 
  
The threads themselves explore the participants’ constructions of effective 
accountability practice, their understanding of the relative autonomy built into the role 
of the challenge advisor itself, and their trust in the capacity of the system at large to 
self-improve. Two, resulting, key implications for future policy are identified. The first 
highlights the need for policy to engage with the diversity of perceptions of self-
improvement potential. The second notes the policy challenge explored by the 
participants in terms of future accountability arrangements; to create an 
accountability system for Welsh education which is simultaneously clear and 
unambiguous, and which is also nuanced and detailed. The project clarifies the need 
for further public policy debate and discussion in this complex area. 
  
challenge advisors, systems leaders, trust, accountability, autonomy, Wales, 
educational reform, narrative 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
It can be argued that professions build their own distinct ways of interpreting the 

world, and those who become members of professions become part of these 

interpretations, both as consumers, and as contributors (Gubrium and Holstein, 

2009). It seems unlikely that teachers would have quite the same understanding of 

professional trust, for example, as accountants, given the differences between the 

two professions in the ways they organise codes of practice, professional standards 

and other normative reference points. There is a value, then, in trying to understand, 

even in a provisional way, what a certain group or professional cohort might think 

about a topic. In professions governed largely by public policy, the future formulation 

of such policy will arguably be less effective if it does not engage in this kind of 

exercise. If public policy is built upon only limited understanding of the ways in which, 

for example, educational professionals talk about, recount and re-present concepts 

such as accountability, then policymakers can only guess as to the way such policies 

will be received when they are implemented. This project, an exploration of the 

narratives of trust, accountability and autonomy told by challenge advisors, sets out 

with this issue in mind, and with the aim of providing important contextual data for 

future educational policy from a cohort of educational professionals who are, it 

should be noted at this point, significantly under-researched. 

 

Yet there are immediate tensions in this kind of narrative project. Even within 

professional bodies, there will be, of course, different ways of responding to ideas 

like trust, autonomy and accountability, as different organisations, and different 

individuals within those organisations, adopt and pursue variations on any central 

theme. For Boje (2001), these are the antenarratives that are self-deconstructing, 

emergent and dynamic. No-one is forced, on becoming a challenge advisor, to 

identify with a specific set of attitudes to professional autonomy, for example. 

Challenge advisors will listen to the narratives that surround such concepts and 

identify with some aspects and reject others. This is an important acknowledgement 

of plurality, of variation and difference, and one that will be explored in more detail in 

Chapters 3, 4 and 5. It means that there can be no simple recourse to a stable set of 

challenge advisor views on trust, accountability and autonomy. In particular, as will 
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be discussed in Chapters 2 and 5, the very nature of the challenge advisor role 

seems to promote a complex way of understanding such concepts. This does not 

mean that there is no value in re-presenting challenge advisor narratives about trust, 

autonomy and accountability. It does mean that any attempts to synthesize overall 

findings from the individual narratives must take place with these ideas of complexity 

and diversity in mind. 

 

There is a value in exploring their narratives because challenge advisors are, after 

all, an important professional group. They are relatively small in number, but they 

occupy a significant space in the education system within Wales. In broad terms, 

challenge advisors, formerly systems leaders, are positioned on the boundaries of 

several structures, and it is their professional location at these boundary points that 

makes them useful sources of narrative data, even if these data are complex. Detail 

about the precise nature of the job of the challenge advisor will be discussed in 

Chapter 2, but it will be useful here to indicate the kind of boundary points that 

challenge advisors traverse, and the reasons why these might provide fertile ground 

for narratives about trust, accountability and autonomy. 

 

First, challenge advisors are at a boundary point between being employees of an 

organisation, and being freelancers. This gives them an interesting vantage point 

when it comes to professional autonomy, since they are, at one and the same time, 

part of, and not part of, distinctive organisational cultures in the form of the regional 

consortia. Second, challenge advisors find themselves at a boundary point where 

schools meet the larger educational structures of the state. This gives them useful 

positions on both trust and accountability, since they must, at the same time, build up 

a productive working relationship with the school (and become, in a certain sense, 

part of the extended, trusted team within the school), and also be the agent of the 

system that summarizes and categorizes the school on behalf of the state. Third, 

challenge advisors have generally themselves traversed career boundary points. 

This adds extra layers to their narratives. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, by 

definition of their job description, challenge advisors must have transitioned from a 

previous educational career working in some other capacity, and their narratives are 

inflected by these earlier experiences. Often, they carry an imprint of previous ways 

of narrating their professional experiences. Fourth, challenge advisors find 
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themselves at a boundary point within the nation’s projection of its own educational 

journey. They exist at a point where an older educational culture of top-down advice 

is self-consciously morphing into a more collegiate, school – to – school, self-

improving model (Hadfield and Ainscow, 2018). This ensures that their narratives of 

accountability are imbued not just with a dynamic sense of transition, but also with 

an implicit notion of a future which is as yet, aspirational, rather than fully formed. 

Finally, there is one further aspect that marks out challenge advisors, and their 

narratives of trust, accountability and autonomy, as worthy of study. This aspect is 

also linked to the idea of boundaries, in the sense of intersections. The work of 

challenge advisors lies at the intersection of many important educational 

organisations. Indeed, often the challenge advisor is the interface between these 

organisations: between the school improvement consortium and a school’s 

governing body; between a school and Estyn; between a local authority and a 

consortium. As educational leaders, challenge advisors have a window into many 

organisational worlds, and this adds depth to their narratives. Perhaps, more 

importantly, challenge advisors are arguably uniquely placed, in a structural sense, 

to shuttle ideas and perceptions around the education system. They have the 

capacity here to be significant opinion formers and influencers, to amplify their 

narrative ‘sensemaking’ (Boje, 2001) across boundaries. Their narratives about trust, 

autonomy and accountability are likely to be informed by a variety of discourses, and 

are also likely to be re-presented to a wide variety of audiences. In this sense, they 

have a significant role to play in shaping the reception and interpretation of 

educational policy, and their narratives should be studied with this in mind. 

 

The following chapters explore these narratives in more detail. Chapter 2 examines 

the nature and remit of the role of challenge advisor, and places the job in its 

historical context. Chapter 3 discusses the methodology that underpins the study, 

and describes the way in which it was undertaken. Chapter 4 presents the findings of 

the study, whilst Chapter 5 draws the ‘significant threads’ (Clandinin, 2016) together, 

and reflects upon the particular narrative themes that reveal the more complex ways 

in which trust, accountability and autonomy are constructed by the participants. 
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Chapter 2: The Role of the Challenge Advisor 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 
The role of the challenge advisor in Wales is a relatively recent addition to the school 

system, having grown out of Welsh Government’s acceptance of many of the 

recommendations from the Hill Report, The Future Delivery of Education Services in 

Wales, in 2013 (Wales, 2013). The report noted that the predecessor job of systems 

leader, which itself had only been in existence for two or three years, was not 

proving to be effective: 

The systems leader arrangements are not working properly. In 
part this is because the wrong people have been recruited into 
the role, and in part there is confusion about what the job is 
about. (Wales, 2013, p.15). 
 

In the two years following the Hill Report, Welsh Government produced two sets of 

guidance which not only turned the role of systems leader into the role of challenge 

advisor, but began to clarify in detail the remit of the position. These two documents 

were the National Standards for Challenge Advisors from 2014 (Wales, 2014a), and 

the National Model for Regional Working, first drafted in 2014, and then re-worked 

into a second, more definitive version in 2015 (Wales, 2015). As the title of this 

second document suggests, information detailing the work of challenge advisors 

came within broader guidance about the ways in which the four regional school 

improvement consortia, themselves fewer than five years old at this point, should 

operate. These, after all, were, and still are, the parent organisations that deploy 

challenge advisors34. 

 

Even in these introductory details, it can be seen that the history of the formation of 

the challenge advisor role is itself nested in the history of the formation of the 

regional consortia, and the presence of reviews and government guidance reminds 

us that the history of these organisations is part of the much larger story of the 

reform of Welsh education since devolution in 1999. To gain an understanding of the 

 
34 Note that one of the consortia, Education through Regional Working (ERW) has 
adopted a different employment model, and does not employ challenge advisors 
directly. 
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role of the challenge adviser, in order to place the participants’ narratives into 

context, it is important therefore to briefly first review the main policy changes that 

have occurred over the last twenty years. These are policy changes, particularly in 

terms of the national approach to accountability, which brought the consortia, 

systems leaders and challenges advisors into being, and which have modified them 

subsequently. The first part of this chapter will sketch out this historical backdrop 

from 1999 to 2019 and this will lead into an exploration of individual phases and 

aspects. These will focus on the transition from systems leaders to challenge 

advisors, the subtle, subsequent modifications to the role of challenge advisor, the 

role of the challenge advisor specifically in relation to accountability policy, and more 

recent evaluations of the performance of challenge advisors. By combining an 

overarching sense of the broader development of Welsh policy with more thorough 

analysis of policy documents and literature that relate specifically to the role of 

challenge advisor, this chapter will provide the detail for the different boundaries that 

run through the job (see Chapter 1), the boundaries that make it a significant and 

important role to study. 

 

 

2.2 An arc of progress 
 
There are two related aspects of Welsh Government policy that form an important 

backdrop to any exploration of the role of challenge advisor. The first is the relative 

willingness of the state to cede autonomy and control to school leaders and 

teachers. As this has ebbed and flowed over the last twenty years, so challenge 

advisors have been called into being, and then, subsequently, had the expectations 

of their role modified. The second is the attitude of the state to the need for tighter, 

higher-stakes accountability structures. Again, as this has altered, it has re-formed 

not just the material nature of the job challenge advisors have been asked to do, but 

has also re-formatted the culture of the system they are asked to operate within. 

There are obvious links between these two aspects since, as will be seen, tighter 

centralised control over schools, even when this is mediated through local authorities 

or school improvement consortia, has generally been accompanied by, and even 

exerted through, tighter accountability structures. 
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The post-devolution story starts with the publication of The Learning Country (Wales, 

2001), by Jane Davidson, who, in 2001, was Minister for Education. The vision here 

was overtly built upon ‘a willingness to work with teachers’ (Philips and Harper-

Jones, 2002, p.304), and, crucially, resisted the kind of centralised, prescriptive 

national strategies for numeracy and literacy that were then being launched in 

England (Dixon, 2016). There was an implied trust here that the education 

profession in Wales would indeed build a lifelong learning country, without undue 

reliance on overbearing central structures. At the time, it should also be noted, 

Wales was only five years into new local government structures that had, in 1996, 

replaced eight counties (and eight education departments) with twenty-two unitary 

local authorities (and twenty-two education departments). The Learning Country, 

thus, was launched in an education system that was relatively localised (Evans, 

2015). Each local authority employed a roster of subject and phase advisors, with 

larger authorities able to afford more comprehensive school improvement coverage 

than their smaller counterparts.  There were also changes in accountability 

procedures with the removal of school league tables, which were themselves a 

legacy from the pre-devolution era, and the removal of Standard Assessment Tests 

(SATs).  

 

This emphasis on collaborative co-construction between the state, on the one hand, 

and school leader and teacher, on the other, was further strengthened by the next 

Minister for Education, Jane Hutt, with the publication of The School Effectiveness 

Framework (Wales, 2007). This document set out a vision for a dynamic, tripartite 

reform structure, with schools, local authorities and Welsh Government working 

productively together. It also launched centrally contracted associates, consultant 

leaders, who held a more systemic remit (see ‘Systems Leaders in Wales’, 2.3, 

below). 

 

In 2009, Leighton Andrews was given the education portfolio at Welsh Government 

and set about responding vigorously to Wales’ perceived under-performance in the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) results from 2006 and then from 2009 

(OECD, 2014). The approach to accountability was dramatically shifted as a 

consequence, and Welsh Government introduced a higher-stakes model of banding, 
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initially for secondary schools, through the newly formed School Effectiveness Unit 

from 2012. Schools were now placed in norm-referenced bands, from one to five, 

that were published annually. This was a measure explicitly designed to re-format an 

education system that had become, in the words of Welsh Government, ‘complacent’ 

(Wales, 2012, p. 2), and it was complemented by self-consciously robust monitoring 

through ‘regional and national stocktakes’ (p.32). These focused on local authorities, 

and the, at the time, recently formed regional conglomerations that were about to be 

formalised into the regional school improvement consortia. The ‘stocktakes’ were 

intended, unapologetically, to ‘challenge progress’ (Wales, 2012, p. 32). The mood 

had changed, and schools in Wales were embarking on a phase of increased 

scrutiny, and a much more adversarial approach from Welsh Government (Dixon, 

2016). 

 

Just as Wales was entering this new phase, two things happened. Leighton Andrews 

left as Minister for Education, to be replaced by Huw Lewis, and the new regional 

school improvement consortia were established. School improvement was 

rationalised to four regional organisations which would largely take over the 

improvement function from the twenty-two local authorities. These were, and still are, 

the institutions that would be the employers or co-ordinators of challenge advisors. It 

is important to note here that the consortia were formed at a moment in time where 

the under-achievement of the education sector in Wales was becoming an 

established truth (Dixon, 2016). They also came into being just as the accountability 

system was being re-worked, and given a higher profile, to place additional pressure 

on schools to improve outcomes and to improve Wales’ performance in the OECD’s 

PISA rankings. 

 

Huw Lewis invited the OECD to conduct a review of the state of educational reform 

in Wales in 2013, and the seeds for a new cultural shift were thereby sown. Their 

subsequent report noted that Welsh education was struggling ‘to strike a balance 

between accountability and improvement’ (OECD, 2014, p. 7), and in case there was 

doubt as to the re-balancing that perhaps ought to occur, the report suggested that 

banding may in fact have the ‘unintended consequence of discouraging school-to-

school collaboration’ (p. 101). From this point onwards, the Welsh system, at the 

very highest levels would be focusing as much perhaps on mitigating the dubious 



 

 
 

17 

unintended consequences of higher-stakes accountability structures, as it would be 

on the potential positive benefits of the improved outcomes that they might deliver. 

Over the next few years, this change in approach to accountability would gather 

pace, and be accompanied by a renewed commitment to more horizontal, school-to-

school improvement structures (Hadfield and Ainscow, 2018). Both changes would 

have a direct impact on the work of challenge advisors. 

 

In terms of accountability, banding would be replaced by a categorisation system, 

focused on the support a school needed to improve (rather than purely a summary of 

performance), and would be criterion- rather than norm-referenced. This amendment 

to the accountability system was seen as a ‘positive development’ by the OECD 

(OECD, 2017, p.41), although the rapid review went on to suggest that Welsh 

Government might go further by giving school self-evaluation a ‘more prominent’ role 

within the process. This nudge from the OECD to alter the accountability system in 

Wales was further emphasised by the suggestion that Welsh Government should 

consider ‘removing the public reporting of colour categorisations’ in order to ‘help 

reduce stigmatisation’ and thereby ‘focus all attention and efforts’ on improving 

teaching and learning (OECD, 2017, p. 43).  

 

This drift towards a lower-stakes accountability future was helped to gather 

momentum by other key reports and reviews from the same period. Professor 

Graham Donaldson’s review of the curriculum in Wales contained warnings about 

‘the unintended effects of over-exuberant accountability’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 112), 

whilst Professor Mick Waters’ review of teachers’ pay and conditions noted that its 

findings should be placed in a future context where Wales would be pursuing a 

policy of ‘proportionate accountability’ [emphasis added] (Waters et. al., 2018, p. 14). 

Both documents also emphasised anticipated movement away from any top-down 

centralism. Waters (2018) suggested that Wales would be developing a distinctive 

‘collegiate outlook’ and should be ‘co-constructing the way forward in a spirit of 

collaboration’ (p. 14), whilst Donaldson premised his suggested curriculum reforms 

on a notion of ‘subsidiarity’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.111) which implied increased 

autonomy for teachers and schools to mould their provision. 
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Our National Mission (Wales, 2017), reinforced these messages from the centre by 

suggesting that Wales would develop ‘accountability models to promote system 

change’, which would, crucially, avoid ‘incentivising institutional self-interest' (p. 12). 

This was followed by a notable Welsh Government head teachers’ conference in 

2018 which informed delegates that the system needed to ‘create a narrative that 

goes beyond numbers’, and that this ambition would not be achieved by 

accountability structures that focused upon ‘short-term reductionism’ (Wales, 

2018)35. Meanwhile Professor Donaldson (2018) was back, conducting a review of 

Estyn, and concluding that Her Majesty’s Inspectorate in Wales had become too 

closely associated with a ‘high-stakes culture’ (p. 24), recommending instead that a 

more collaborative ‘validated self-evaluation model’ (p. 66) be adopted going 

forward. Teachers and school leaders in Wales, it would seem, were being prepared 

for a Professional Capital (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012) style future in which 

accountability processes would be done with the profession, rather than done to 

them. To understand how this might impact on the role of the challenge advisor, it is 

now necessary to focus in more detail on the documentation that sets out the scope 

and remit of the job, and to do this it is necessary to explore the transition from 

systems leaders to challenge advisors. 

 

2.3 Systems leaders within Wales 
 
In 2005, Michael Fullan called for the educational reform agenda to focus on 

sustainability (Fullan, 2005). This would be achieved, he argued, by creating greater 

numbers of ‘systems thinkers’, educational leaders who would ‘proactively and 

naturally take into account and interact with larger parts of the system’ as they 

simultaneously sought to ‘bring about deeper reform’ (Fullan, 2005, p. x). Such 

system level leaders would, by virtue of this broader vantage point, help to engineer 

a ‘proliferation of leadership’ at many different levels (Fullan, 2005, p. 95). Part of 

their focus would be the development of leadership capacity in others. The 

sustainability of reform would also, in effect, be underpinned by a new cohort of 

 
35 At the time of writing this chapter, Welsh Government have recently published 
draft guidance on the shape of accountability in the future, and have indicated a 
system that will move away from a ‘disproportionate emphasis’ on ‘narrow 
performance measures’, and move towards a ‘wider range of indicators’ to ‘better 
capture the whole learning experience’ (Wales, 2019, p. 4). 
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leaders who would be able to shuttle back and forth, mediating between local 

(school-based) and large-scale (system-wide) priorities. This move, towards a vision 

of educational leadership that could go beyond institutional, parochial concerns, 

would be echoed elsewhere (Collarbone and West-Burnham, 2008; Hargreaves, 

2011). In other, similar studies of the period, systems leadership might be termed 

consultant leadership, with a greater focus upon the opportunities it could provide for 

experienced head teachers (Earley and Weindling, 2006), but, whatever its title, 

there would be a consistent suggestion that such a leadership perspective would 

help move school systems on from being the aggregation of atomised, competing 

schools, to becoming, instead, more collaborative, harmonious series of clusters and 

networks (Higham et. al., 2009). Systems leaders were positioned as ‘agents of 

reform and transformation’, sharing knowledge and facilitating the sharing of 

knowledge about school improvement at scale (Higham et. al, 2009, p. 133). 

  

These scene-setting explorations of system leadership were of course not drawn 

from a Welsh context, but they would provide the backdrop for those individuals who 

began to be employed as systems leaders by Welsh local authorities, and then 

regional consortia, from 2010 onwards. A person specification from 2014 for a role 

within one of the consortia, stresses that successful applicants would need a ‘proven 

track record in leading successful schools or in delivering high quality school 

improvement support’ (see Appendix 5). Systems leaders in the Welsh context would 

have to have, in other words, either experience of securing improvements within 

schools (and therefore, presumably, be able to bring this experience to bear at scale, 

across the system), or simply experience already of working at scale, across the 

system. Elsewhere, the core purpose of the job is identified as one of ‘support and 

challenge’ in terms of its relationship with school leadership teams, a phrase which is 

used repeatedly throughout the document. This blending together of two key facets 

of the job (support and challenge) simultaneously invokes the collaborative, lateral 

ethos of the earlier, theoretical work on systems leadership, outlined above, with the 

desire for a harder, more exacting, accountability function. In terms of the Welsh 

system, as section 2.2 has identified, this robust accommodation of a tougher 

challenge for school leaders, through the systems leaders, would be entirely in 

keeping with the approach of Welsh Government at the time. The difficulties inherent 

in bringing these two aspects together are clearly acknowledged in the job 
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description. One of the ‘strategic qualities’ in the person specification clarifies that 

systems leaders will have 

the expertise to provide advice, guidance and support to leaders 
at all levels in schools. The capacity to do so without losing the 
position from which to challenge performance and without 
blurring the lines of accountability (see Appendix 5) 
 

The challenge for systems leaders themselves, of maintaining these distinctive 

positions (and the use of the word itself in the specification is instructive here) in a 

productive harmony, is very clearly expressed. Taking up multiple positions with 

reference to a school, would not be an impossible task, but neither would it be a 

straightforward one.  

 

Many of the systems leaders who were recruited at the time to take up this 

challenge, came as ex-head teachers or as ex-local authority school-improvement 

officers, and they came from both sides of the border. Some were transferred 

straight into the regional consortia from their contracts with local authorities in Wales, 

whilst others continued to work for the consortia whilst being employed by the local 

authority. Some worked on a consultancy basis. Welsh Government then, as now, 

allowed the consortia to pursue different organisational models (Hadfield and 

Ainscow, 2018). 

 

2.4 The transition to challenge advisors and the re-construction of the 
role 
 
With the publication of The future delivery of education services in Wales (Wales, 

2013), Professor Robert Hill identified issues around ‘confusion’ about the systems 

leader role, and suggested that the ‘wrong people’ might have been recruited into the 

job (p. 15). This signal, that the scope of the job should be re-modelled somewhat, 

was accompanied by an indication that the balance of accountability, between the 

weak structures of a ‘secret garden’, and the ‘shallow learning and gaming’ 

encouraged by strong structures, would also need to be adjusted (Wales, 2013, 

p.11). The report noted that the banding process had, as intended, challenged 

‘complacency’ within schools, but simultaneously warned that the effects of ‘high-

stakes tests and inspections’ might result in an unacceptable ‘narrowing of the 

curriculum’ (p.11). The resulting recommendations sought to ‘build on existing 
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strengths while addressing the challenges’ (p. 11), a potential policy equivocation 

that would partly inform the (re-)construction of the role of the challenge advisor. 

 

Hill went on to make suggestions about the future of systems leadership, indicating 

that consortia should move away from using ex-local authority advisors, ‘individuals’ 

who ‘may have had particular subject expertise’ but were not perhaps ‘equipped to 

lead school improvement’ (Wales, 2013, p. 98). He noted that some consortia had 

recognised this issue and were now ‘trying to recruit and train some of the best head 

teachers...to play a role as system leaders’ (Wales, 2013, p.98), with the implication 

that ex-head teachers would be better placed to exhibit the kind of system-thinking 

that Fullan (2005) had earlier envisaged. Hill also identified that there was still 

confusion about the role itself. Should it have an emphasis on trying ‘to broker in 

support’ for schools, or should systems leaders be trying ‘to intensify their own 

engagement with the school to try and effect improvement’ (Wales, 2013, p. 98)? 

Overall, he suggested that the accountability balance, as enacted through systems 

leaders, should be modified to avoid placing ‘too much emphasis on challenge’, and 

should instead focus rather more on ‘providing support’ (Wales, 2013, p. 99). 

 

Despite this marginal shift in emphasis away from challenge, the next two key 

documents from Welsh Government used the title challenge advisor, foregrounding 

this element. Both of these guidance documents were responses to the Hill Report, 

with one focusing specifically on the role of challenge advisors (National Standards 

for Challenge Advisors (Wales, 2014a)), and the other concentrating more generally 

on school improvement consortia (National Model for Regional Working (Wales, 

2015)), and discussion of these documents leads into the current phase of 

educational development in Wales. The National Model for Regional Working, 

suggests that ‘the concept of Challenge Advisers is now embedded within our 

system’ (Wales, 2015 p. 3), and sets out once again to clarify that the role has, at its 

heart, an aim to ‘support and empower school leaders’ (p. 5), but that challenge 

advisors should also ‘challenge headteachers and governors to set aspirational 

targets that ensure high levels of motivation and significantly improved pupil 

attainment’ (p. 7). This nuanced balancing act, between the two concepts of support 

and challenge, runs through this guidance when it refers specifically to challenge 

advisors. Elsewhere, when it references the more general work of consortia, the idea 
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of ‘co-construction with schools’ (Wales, 2015, p. 8) becomes a repeated theme, and 

suggests that in a ‘maturing system’ (p. 9),  

regional consortia will themselves develop and in the longer 
term will change from their present form because schools and 
school leaders will challenge and support each other in a self-
improving system (p. 9). 
 

Schools and networks of schools would largely, the document suggests, inherit the 

challenge and support function from consortia, and from challenge advisors. This 

rollout would occur flexibly and in a differentiated way over the system, as schools 

and networks of school leaders demonstrate their readiness to support and 

challenge each other. Yet the intended vision is clear, and it is perhaps for this 

reason that the guidance suggests that consortia services ‘should not be based on 

employing large numbers of full-time staff’ (Wales, 2015, p. 8). In the future, the 

consortia are positioned as a facilitating forum, rather than an organisation focused 

on providing school-improvement advice and on monitoring its effectiveness. Even 

where there is a reference to provision of support, it is predicated on this provision 

being ‘co-constructed with headteachers and teachers’ (Wales, 2015, p. 13). 

 

The National Model for Regional Working (Wales, 2015) sets out plenty of 

challenges for challenge advisors. One challenge is to develop supportive 

relationships with schools whilst also being a significant source of critical challenge. 

Another is working with schools at different stages in the journey to a self-improving 

system, and another still is working within a system that is committing itself to a 

shrunken middle-tier36. Yet another is the implied cultural shift from a top-down, 

transmission model of school improvement to self-improving structures. This final 

challenge essentially re-negotiates the nature of expertise that challenge advisors 

might be said to possess. 

 

This final aspect is something tackled directly by the National Standards for 

Challenge Advisors (Wales, 2014b). Indeed, in setting out standards, this document 

clarifies the skills and expertise that are required (see also Appendix 6). It is 

 
36 ‘Middle-tier’ in the Welsh context refers to a wide range of organisations (e.g. Estyn, HEIs, 
school improvement consortia, the Education Workforce Council) that sit between schools 
and Welsh Government. 
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noticeable that the wording of these standards, broken into four different aspects, 

mentions challenge and monitoring as processes to be skilfully managed by 

challenge advisors, but these are not foregrounded, and when they are referenced, 

they are encased in a collaborative, co-constructive ethic. Two elements serve as 

good examples here. Within the first aspect, ‘Supporting school self-evaluation and 

improvement’, there is the following skill description: 

Leading or supporting difficult conversations and giving 
feedback – The ability to provide feedback in a way that is 
constructive and to deliver tough messages while continuing to 
build confidence. This will require negotiating and utilising 
interpersonal skills and techniques to find common ground 
where there are opposing perspectives… (Wales, 2014b, p.9) 
 

In the fourth aspect, ‘Developing school leadership’, the description for the skill of 

‘Setting high expectations’ adopts a similar tone: 

The skills to inspire school leaders to embrace high 
expectations for all learners, challenge constructively where 
ambitions are too low, and bring an external perspective that 
enables school leaders to see beyond their own school context. 
Working with a leadership team to create a sense of joint 
purpose and establishing an environment that fosters reflective 
self-evaluation and improvement… (Wales, 2014b, p.13) 
 

This document does then re-configure the skills and knowledge domains that 

challenge advisors might require, and suffuses them with the kind of coaching and 

mentoring ethos that, in turn, places the power of dialogue at the very centre. 

Challenge and judgement themselves are then placed within this broader defining 

spirit for the job: challenge advisors would be working with, rather than doing to. This 

should be no surprise since the guidance itself clearly states that there has been a 

‘shift from systems leaders who worked with schools, challenging them to improve, 

to one which primarily focuses on supporting schools to build capacity and sustain 

improvement’ (Wales, 2014b, p. 5). The ability to build and sustain complex and 

nuanced relationships becomes crucial here, and one of the four essential sets of 

attributes that the document says challenge advisors must have is ‘strong 

interpersonal skills’ (Wales, 2014b, p. 3). 

 

Within this context, it is noteworthy that the guidance also declares that challenge 

advisors must have ‘experience of leading in a successful school’ (Wales, 2014b, p. 

3). This is noteworthy precisely because the detailed skillsets and knowledge 
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domains listed at the end of the guidance in the four aspects could arguably be 

delivered by an individual who simply had ‘strong interpersonal skills’, and the other 

two key, essential abilities (‘expertise in analysing and using school improvement 

data’ and ‘an understanding and experience of how to implement school 

improvement’, respectively) (Wales, 2014b, p. 3). The experience of leading in a 

successful school could be seen as an unnecessary add-on, and being able to 

reference this experience on their curriculum vitae might present an additional 

challenge for some challenge advisors, noted later in the guidance: 

There are many current systems leaders and potential 
Challenge Advisers who may not have had ‘experience of 
leading in a successful school’ but have demonstrated very 
effective impact on schools. Regional consortia will need to 
make a judgement about how to train and develop these 
advisers further so that they reach the required standards. 
(Wales, 2014b, p. 4). 
 

The door then would not be completely closed to challenge advisors who had not 

been a leader in a ‘successful school’. Some exceptions could be made. 

 

Placing these exceptions to one side, it is worth considering why this school-based 

experience should be an essential attribute. This is explicitly explored. Only those 

challenge advisors who can point to this experience would be able to engage in co-

constructed school improvement with existing school leaders. The guidance 

specifically acknowledges the need for challenge advisors to be ‘credible’ and able to 

‘command respect’ from school leaders (Wales, 2014b, p.3). This suggests that 

there are certain thresholds of accepted experience which school leaders need to be 

re-assured about before they will engage productively with third parties (in this case, 

with challenge advisors). An obstructive power politics that potentially disrupts the 

consensus surrounding the ethos of co-construction and collaborative endeavour is 

thus clearly acknowledged. The consensus itself rests upon an unproblematic 

concept of collaboration, in which partnerships are productive, symmetric and freely 

generative. The reality, hinted at by the guidance, may be more difficult. After all, 

head teachers must choose to work productively with challenge advisors, and if they 

feel that their challenge advisor lacks the status conferred by leadership experience 

at a certain rank or higher, they may choose not to enter into this arrangement. This 

is an uncomfortable truth acknowledged by the guidance. 
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It serves to highlight a potential credibility challenge for challenge advisors, and it is 

possibly because of this that the National Standards for Challenge Advisers outlines 

an accreditation programme that will lead to ‘Challenge Adviser status’, something 

that can only be conferred upon ‘suitable candidates who meet the standards’, have 

completed Estyn training and who satisfy a range of peer, self- and line manager 

assessments (Wales, 2014b, p. 5). Only then will the individual be ‘entitled to refer to 

themselves as a ‘Challenge Adviser’ and conduct work in that capacity’ (Wales, 

2014b, p. 5). This accreditation, in the form of a state-sponsored validation, could be 

read as an acknowledgement that the challenge advisor role is a very complex and 

subtly positioned one, requiring any additional ‘status’ (a word used by the guidance 

at this point) that Welsh Government can afford it. 

 

2.5 Challenge advisors: accountability function, statutory responsibilities 
and task range 
 
As the guidance points out, challenge advisors are ‘primarily responsible for building 

capacity in schools’ and they act as ‘agent[s] of change, supporting and challenging 

school leaders to improve performance’, and as brokers of ‘support that [has] a 

positive impact on learners’ (Wales, 2014b, p. 2). They are also responsible for some 

key accountability functions, for example, in terms of leading the annual school 

categorisation processes. Here they are making ‘judgements about the accuracy’ of 

a school’s self-evaluation processes. There are additional statutory responsibilities 

for challenge advisors that may, or may not, also complicate their relationships with 

schools. They have a crucial function to perform in terms of performance 

management and any capability procedures for head teachers (Wales, 2014b), and 

in some regional consortia, challenge advisors take responsibility for school governor 

training. The range of potential tasks and activities can be indicated by looking at a 

recent job description from one of the regional consortia. It lists the principle activities 

as: 

▪ Deliver the Challenge Adviser function within the National 
Model, including effective categorisation.  
▪ Delivering the Challenge Adviser role to a group of schools 
within their region.  
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▪ Ensuring schools understand and carry out their duties to 
safeguard children and young people in all aspects of their 
work.  
▪ Building close working relationships with the Heads of 
Inclusion in the home authorities within the region to ensure 
Improvement Service personnel take full account of the 
achievement needs of children and young people with ALN.  
▪ Providing targeted support following ESTYN inspections.  
▪ Building capacity through alternative structures such as 
federations.  
▪ Delivery of activity to meet statutory and local requirements 
for performance management.  
▪ Monitoring, challenge and intervention at levels determined by 
the Consortium in all schools within their region.  
▪ Identification of good practice for dissemination to Consortium 
staff and schools.  
▪ Providing Leadership to the service’s work with School 
Improvement Forums and Leadership programmes for school 
staff and governors.  
▪ Securing effective engagement of BIS [Brokerage/ 
Intervention/ Support] services, aligned to the needs of 
individuals and groups.  

(Taken from ‘EAS – Challenge Advisor: Job Description’, May 2019. See 
Appendix 6) 
 
This list references activities that are fundamentally facilitative in nature (‘securing 

effective engagement’ of support services) and ones where the challenge advisor 

discharges a function as an individual professional (‘targeted support following Estyn 

inspections’). It covers items that are quite specific and clearly defined 

(safeguarding), and ones that are broad and primarily indicative (‘delivering the 

challenge advisor role’). Some of the activities listed here require challenge advisors 

to disseminate guidance (‘ensuring schools understand’), whilst others ask them to 

gather information (‘identification of good practice’). In short, the challenge advisor 

role, as described in this particular regional iteration of the job, combines many 

differently focused aspects. The aim of pointing this out is not to claim that the role is 

heterogeneous in some kind of flawed fashion, but rather to note, not simply the 

complexity of the position, but also the way it combines a wide variety of professional 

functionalities into one professional entity. Of course, these different functionalities 

all have slightly differing cultural interpretations of what school improvement is and 

how it should develop in the future. For example, the philosophy underpinning 

‘monitoring’ and ‘categorisation’ may not be the same philosophy that animates 

‘building capacity through alternative structures’. Thus, by discharging their role, 
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challenge advisors are asked to adopt, negotiate and re-configure different school 

improvement discourses. This gives them a unique position in terms of trust, 

accountability and autonomy.

 

2.6 Existing research and evaluations of challenge advisors 
 
The ways in which challenge advisors have attempted to combine these different 

discourses, and the impact that challenge advisors have had on the education 

system over the last few years, would both of course be useful areas of research 

inquiry. Unfortunately, there is barely any existing research focused directly on 

challenge advisors in Wales. There are studies which have begun to look at systems 

leaders, and in particular, studies which explore the complex ethical and political 

cultures within which they work in England (Close, 2016). There is also a growing 

interest in using existing consultancy research to build a framework for systems 

leadership professional development, again in an English context (Close et. al., 

2018), and using the same consultancy lens to produce an evaluative framework to 

identify key system leadership competencies and behaviours, this time in a US 

context (Hazle-Bussey et. al., 2014). Many of the questions posed in these studies 

are relevant to research into challenge advisors in Wales. For example, Close asks 

that ‘if...we believe that education should be a public service in a democratic society, 

what sort of system leader consultants do we want in the future?’ (2016, p. 118). 

This is indeed a compelling line of enquiry, but the Welsh context itself frames 

responses to this question rather differently, precisely because the structural 

organisation of schools, local authorities and consortia in Wales has developed in a 

markedly different way over the last twenty years. Challenge advisors in Wales work 

within a specific context and research should understand them as particular and 

distinctive version of systems leadership. This project begins to fill this empty niche. 

 

Within this restricted domain, there are, finally, a couple of evaluations which do help 

to complete the background for this study. One is the Estyn thematic review, 

‘Improving schools through regional consortia’ (Estyn, 2015), which, although coming 

at quite an early point in the evolution of the challenge advisor role, still makes some 

key observations. Given the relative power and status of Estyn within the Welsh 
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education sector (Evans, 2015), it would be a mistake not to consider these findings, 

since they are likely to have had an impact on people’s understanding of the role in 

the subsequent period. After all, Estyn thematic reviews are intended to have a 

formative effect on the system. Estyn make three points in their main findings that 

are referenced directly to challenge advisors. In point (8), they note that, whilst the 

consortia had done much to ensure ‘greater consistency in the work of challenge 

advisers’, too many pre-inspection reports written by challenge advisors ‘do not 

always match the outcomes of inspections closely enough’ (Estyn, 2015, p. 6). Point 

(12) indicates that challenge advisors are generally analysing performance data from 

schools effectively and therefore providing an accurate picture regarding 

performance to the consortia, although (13) goes on to suggest that there are 

particular weaknesses within this generally positive picture. It notes that 

although challenge advisers generally know what assessment 
data indicates about a school’s performance, this does not 
always mean that they know the school well enough. Challenge 
advisers are not always diagnostic enough in understanding 
why a school is performing well or not. Challenge advisers are 
not always involved enough in moderating teacher assessment 
and they are less effective at evaluating teaching and leadership 
than standards. (Estyn, 2015, p. 7). 
 

Within the broader scope of all the findings, it is noticeable that Estyn’s specific 

references to challenge advisors tend to focus on their monitoring and evaluation 

functions. The wider range of activities set out in the National Standards for 

Challenge Advisers (2014a) at the much the same time had perhaps not had an 

opportunity to work their way substantially into an accepted understanding of what 

the job might entail. 

 

The independent review, Assessing the contribution of Schools Challenge Cymru to 

outcomes achieved by Pathways to Success schools (Carr et. al., 2017), discusses 

the impact of Schools Challenge Cymru (SCC). SCC ran for three years from 2014 

to 2017, using a model similar to the earlier London and Manchester Challenge 

programmes, which aimed to improve outcomes in selected secondary schools. The 

significance here is that each of the schools involved received a dedicated Schools 

Challenge Cymru Adviser (SCCA). These SCCAs were recruited in partnership 

between Welsh Government and the regional consortia and so, although they 

worked alongside their regular challenge advisor counterparts, they formed a 
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discrete cohort and worked within a specifically funded regime. Despite these slight 

differences, there is enough of an overlap to ensure that Carr et. al.’s findings are 

worthy of exploration here, since they begin to construct a picture of how challenge 

advisors have acted in the role. 

 

They note that SCCA performed three main functions with the schools to which they 

were assigned. They acted as ‘expert support’, as ‘critical friend’ and, where it was 

judged that schools were in need of it, they worked more directly at ‘improving 

leadership and management’ (Carr et. al., 2017, p. 59). Here SCCA employed a 

number of strategies. They were able to act as useful ‘sounding boards’ for school 

leadership teams, and were also often able to model ‘positive [leadership] 

behaviours’ (Carr et. al., 2017, p. 63). The authors also note that SCCA were able, 

positively, to ‘exercise significant discretion’ in the ways in which they engaged with 

schools (Carr et. al., 2017, p. 7), an acknowledgement that the ability ‘to identify the 

key challenges holding back a school’s performance’ (p. 7) is a crucial one. The role 

of SCCA, and by extension, of challenge advisors more generally, is not constructed 

as one that can be discharged directed solely by flow-charts, formulae and rigid 

protocols. 

 

Linked to this notion, that challenge advisors must be able to author the terms of 

their support, is the idea, repeated throughout the report, that the quality of the 

relationship between the SCCA and the head teacher had a significant part to play. 

In particular, the authors note that the ‘ability’ of the SCCA to pro-actively secure the 

quality of this relationship was often key (Carr et. al., 2017, p. 64). As it is presented 

in the report, the onus was on the challenge advisor to ensure that a positive 

relationship was formed and sustained. The implication is that the challenge advisor, 

or the SCCA in this case, must also assume the majority ownership of the 

responsibility for establishing ‘effective working relationships’, (Carr et. al., 2017, p. 

64). 

 

There are two further findings that are noteworthy, in terms of their ability to provide 

details about the role of the challenge advisor in practice in a Welsh context. 

Although the first focuses specifically on the impact of SCCA on supporting the 

school’s School Development Plan (SDP), it perhaps contains a more general point. 
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The report suggests that ‘weak’ head teachers were reluctant to involve SCCA in the 

SDP at all, thereby nullifying any potential positive impact by the SCCA, whereas 

‘stronger Headteachers, clearly valued the knowledge and experience of the Adviser 

and appeared more open to their contribution’ (Carr et. al., 2017, p. 61). The 

implication here is that some head teachers, the ‘stronger’ ones in this formulation, 

engaged in deeper, generative collaborative work with challenge advisors than 

others, who resisted. The further implication, then, is that challenge advisors must 

continue to work on their relationships with this latter (‘weak’) group, and hope for 

productive improvements at some point in the future. The alternative, unfortunately, 

appears to be to retreat into distance and ineffectiveness. 

 

The final significant point can be found in the ‘Executive Summary’: 

Many PtS [Pathways to Success] schools reported favourably 
on the value of their Adviser in supporting an improvement in 
school performance. Most expressed some reservations, 
however, as to how the value of the Adviser could be 
disaggregated from other factors at work within and beyond the 
school. (Carr et. al., 2017, p. 8). 
 

There is a fascinating insight here into the difficulties faced by challenge advisors, 

existing as they do at the boundaries of many educational domains (see Chapter 1), 

in this instance, the boundary between the school and an improvement initiative. 

Here it is possible to see that SCCA, asked to work in collaborative engagement with 

school leaders by tailoring their engagement and support to flexibly match the needs 

of the school, faced a potential school-improvement impact indignity; the indignity of 

having the value of their input so well-blended that it could not be ‘disaggregated’ 

and measured. Where it could not be easily disaggregated, as the wording of this 

finding suggests, it placed itself in danger of being disregarded. The more closely, 

seamlessly, and some might say, subtly a challenge advisor worked with a school, 

the greater perhaps this danger became.  

 

This final aspect of the challenge advisor function expresses a potential paradox. 

When it is possibly at its most effective, working with the grain of the school’s 

leadership team rather than operating as an adjunct, it becomes more difficult to 

disentangle and quantify its impact. This may be a troubling position to occupy, and 

in this sense, it can be added to the other ways that the role of the challenge advisor 
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incorporates potential difficulty and complexity, aspects that have been explored in 

this chapter. These can be summarised as the complex ways the role combines 

support and challenge, and the fact that, as a job, it is tied relatively securely to an 

educational policy context that is constantly evolving. Processes and practices 

related to the work of challenge advisors are frequently updated, and challenge 

advisors must incorporate and internalise these updates. It is in response to these 

complexities and difficulties that the narratives of challenge advisors are formed. 

These narratives have particular relationships with trust, accountability and 

autonomy, and the exploration of these relationships clearly adds to the knowledge 

base surrounding the concepts in this context. As educational professionals who 

must challenge and support the work of others in different organisations, challenge 

advisors are likely to have specific experiences of relational trust. These experiences 

of trust, and of being trusted, are likely to be further inflected by the need, as noted 

above, to emphasise professional credibility. In terms of accountability, their 

narratives will be uniquely placed and formulated by their specific function within the 

accountability system. This practical understanding of the accountability system will 

be most clearly articulated within the narratives of challenge advisors. Finally, their 

professional positioning at the boundaries, not just of material institutions, but of 

organisational discourses, as described in Chapter 1, gives them a significant 

potential set of experiences in terms of professional autonomy. In summary, the 

narratives of challenge advisors should provide rich and detailed data to understand 

further trust, accountability and professional autonomy in maintained education in 

Wales today. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
Chapter 1 opened with the idea that professions might hold distinctive views on key 

concepts, and noted that the role of challenge advisor is, in itself, a distinct 

educational professional entity, embedding as it does, crucial relationships between 

the state and schools and between the concepts of trust, autonomy and 

accountability. These ideas have been explored in more detail in Chapter 2. These 

elements together provide a compelling rationale for a study such as this, and yet, as 

the Chapter 1 conceded, although it might be tempting to set out with the aim of 

exploring a profession’s world view on such important issues, it must also be 

acknowledged that doing so might risk over-stating narrative correspondences and 

uniformity of perception and opinion. The aim of this chapter is to develop this 

methodological complexity within narrative inquiry in more detail, in order to clarify 

some of the working assumptions made during this study, before describing the tools 

and data collection methods used. 

 

There is certainly much in the literature that surrounds narrative inquiry that at least 

provisionally supports the idea that, by working with participants from one particular 

professional standpoint, the researcher is able to explore distinctive ways of 

understanding phenomena. As Gubrium and Holstein (2009) put it, professions offer 

‘significant narrative environments’ (p.161), and provide ‘pervasive interpretive 

conventions’ (p.162). Czarniawska (2002) also notes that communities, including 

here professional communities, are ‘site[s] of narrative production’ that can ‘delimit’ 

or ‘legitimate’ individual narrative compositions (p.51). However, the provisional, 

tentative and relatively unstable links between professional master narratives and 

their individual iterations are also emphasised. Professions may supply occupational 

vocabularies for narrating experience, but these do not constitute a ‘fixed set of 

narrative rules’ (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009, p. 164). They may set the ‘conditions 

of possibility’ for individuals and supply ‘preferred narratives’ (Gubrium and Holstein, 

2009, p. 174), but these are only ‘resources’, not ‘templates’ (p. 180). They do not 

‘determine’ individual narratives in a completely predictable, mechanistic manner 

(Gubrium and Holstein, 2009, p. 176). There is a relationship between the stories 

told by an individual participant and the broader professional narratives within which 
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they work, but it is, as might be expected, a complex and varied arrangement (Elliot, 

2005).  

 

Thus, the researcher must attempt to disentangle narrative elements which are 

‘creative and original’ (Elliot 2005, p. 127), and therefore part of the idiosyncratic 

repertoire of the individual participant, from elements which have been drawn from a 

professional and socially constructed domain. This is the difficulty posed by the 

participants’ variable use of ‘social scripting’, a concept suggested by Goodson 

(2013), which indicates that individuals will make use of the professional narratives 

that surround them in differentiated ways. It presents something of an analytical 

challenge for the researcher, since the process of identifying ‘resonant threads’ 

(Clandinin, 2016) of professional scripting is made more complex by this 

differentiated effect. In terms of this study, this means that challenge advisors are 

likely to develop discourses surrounding trust, accountability and autonomy in 

different ways and using different narrative resources, although they will be drawing 

on a common set of larger narratives. It is an understanding of these larger 

narratives that is the aim of this study. How are the concepts of trust, accountability 

and autonomy developed by challenge advisors? Is it possible to track back from the 

individual narrative responses, in order to re-construct deeper narratives that are 

either embraced, rejected or modified by the participants, and if this is possible, can 

these re-constructions provide new perspectives on trust, accountability and 

autonomy? These are central, epistemological questions which Chapter 5 will 

consider, once the individual responses have been explored in Chapter 4. As 

Chapter 5 will argue, although the questions above are generated by the 

complexities associated with moving from the micro to the macro, from the individual 

to the social, and from the singular to the generic within narrative inquiry 

(Czarniawska 2002; Riessman 2008), they are particularly important in the case of 

narrative inquiry with challenge advisors, since the role of challenge advisor itself 

straddles a multitude of discourses and a wide variety of experiences. Challenge 

advisors come from diverse educational, professional backgrounds and are 

employed in different ways by organisations with varied cultures. Their individual 

narratives themselves are likely to be relatively diverse. This additional consideration 

will also be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 
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In terms of procedure, this study followed the British Educational Research 

Association ethical guidelines, and secured ethical clearance from the University of 

South Wales (see Appendices 1 – 3). A purposeful sampling approach (Patton, 

2002) was used to generate a set of potential participants who were deemed likely to 

be able to offer rich and detailed narrative responses (Riessman, 2008) through an 

interview format designed to elicit these types of data (Bold, 2012). Indicative prompt 

questions can be found in Appendix 4. These potential participants were drawn from 

three of the four school improvement consortia in Wales and six participants agreed 

to be interviewed, with each challenge advisor being interviewed once. The 

interviews took place over a three-month period and were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim. The analyses of the recordings concentrated on each participant in turn, to 

ensure that a clear focus could be maintained on the ways in which individuals linked 

different aspects together (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009), and the ways in which they 

used emplotment to structure narratives of trust, accountability and autonomy 

(Czarniawska, 2002). Many of these structures of emplotment could only be fully 

analysed if interviews were treated as distinct units because, as will be seen in 

Chapter 4, their symbolic significance would only become apparent through a 

recognition of their repetition through a particular interview. The analysis of each 

individual interview was also guided by some aspects of deconstruction 

(Czarniawska, 2002), particularly where narratives appeared to struggle against their 

own limitations. It is here, as will be seen in Chapters 4 and 5, that explorations of 

trust, accountability and autonomy sometimes begin to ‘decouple’ (Goodson, 2013) 

in interesting ways. 

 

In addition, the analyses were guided by other elements of narrative inquiry 

methodology. For example, it was accepted that there is a likely semantic multiplicity 

in narrative, and that it can be unhelpful to impose interpretive consistency 

(Clandinin, 2016). Similarly, analysis here accepted the idea that narrative truth is 

often partial and incomplete (Riessman, 2008), and that narratives should not 

therefore be forced into closure and resolution. Indeed, as will be seen in the 

following chapter, resistance to closure can shed new light on trust, accountability 

and autonomy.  
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Finally, although many theorists suggest that analysis should be co-constructed with 

participants after the interview event (for example, Clandinin (2016)), this study 

worked from the premise that interview transcripts are language artefacts in 

themselves, and that the participants should not act as final guarantors of meaning 

(Andrews et. al., 2008). Nevertheless, this decision was taken within an ethical 

position of responsibility, respect and care towards the participants (Bold, 2012), 

which framed subsequent readings and interpretations of their narratives. In terms of 

the trustworthiness of the data and the research process itself, the project followed 

Shenton’s (2004) procedural suggestions: by using data gathering and data analysis 

approaches from previous successful studies; by using frequent peer review of data 

and analysis through a research supervision framework; and by using thick, rich 

description in the re-presentation of participants’ narratives. This final suggestion 

mirrors a narrative inquiry quality marker found in Webster and Mertova (2007), that 

the re-presentation of narratives should have enough depth and detail to reassure 

the reader that the narratives are being re-told in ‘a serious and honest way’ (p. 99). 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
 
The six participants, Francesca, Graham, Robert, Wendy, Iolo and Nick, covered a 

diversity of challenge advisor experiences both within schools and within the 

advisory sector. Wendy and Nick had worked as head teachers before becoming 

challenge advisors, and Nick, Graham and Robert had experience of working for 

different school improvement consortia within Wales. All of the participants, aside 

from Iolo and Nick, had had extensive periods working in England before their 

current jobs. Length of service as a challenge advisor or systems leader ran from 

just under a year (Francesca), to almost twenty years (Graham). 

 
 

4.1 Francesca: Between certainty and doubt 
 
Francesca had been working for the local consortium for almost a full year at the 

time of the interview, having previously worked as a classroom teacher, a head of 

department and, most recently, as a senior leader with responsibility for a significant 

area of whole-school activity. Most of her career had been spent in ‘tough schools, 

schools that [had] been in a certain category that [needed] to…come out quickly’. 

She used this experience as a framing device for her story, alongside her experience 

as a sportsperson before her career in education. This experience, of being coached 

in a sporting context, had had, she felt, a lasting impact on her views about school 

leadership and school improvement. Francesca’s role within the consortium was to 

lead school support across a number of different subjects and school phases, 

managing a team of subject specific advisors and liaising with challenge advisors 

and other, more senior staff. 

 

Francesca’s accounts of being trusted and not being trusted, of feeling accountable 

and of exercising her own professional autonomy, were detailed and engaging, and 

although many were recounts of specific events from her career, many were 

hypothetical creations of situations that would be likely to occur, formulated by her 

sense of the culture she was working within, and her understanding of the concepts 

that were being discussed. Her interview circled around a series of concepts and 

beliefs characterised by certainty. These were ideas and interpretations where she 
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emphasised the clarity and functional simplicity of her own vision of her experiences 

of school improvement, through the lenses of trust, autonomy and accountability. 

These moments of certainty were balanced by a set of detailed concerns about the 

effect of her current professional context, and it is in the interplay between the 

certainties on the one hand, and the concerns on the other, that Francesca’s 

narratives have something significant to say about trust, accountability and 

autonomy, as experienced by a lead advisor for the consortium. 

 

Her stories on certainty were launched in her opening characterisation of the ‘tough 

schools’ that she had worked in. These were schools that required ‘a quick fix, and a 

quick turnaround’, implying that Francesca had observed, and been part of, school 

improvement projects where tangible, palpable results predictably followed specific 

interventions. This was linked to her history of receiving coaching in sport (‘coaching 

fits massively into education’) as another experiential example of certainty over 

outcomes and outputs. Later in the interview she explicitly made this link again when 

she talked about the relationship between self-evaluation and evidence: 

 
This isn’t about goodwill. It’s quite structured, [a] manufacturing 
process in that way. And I suppose that makes more sense to 
me having been a sportsman. I wouldn’t turn around and go 
‘well I’m good enough to be an Olympic champion’ [LAUGHS] 
and then not have any results. And it just makes obvious sense 
that you wouldn’t make a statement as a leader without 
evidence sitting behind it… 

 
Many of Francesca’s stories described how she had worked with a sense of clarity, 

purpose and certainty in the past and she focused on these operational successes: 

‘I’m all about marginal gains and looking at it as a sort of a system’. She recounted a 

leadership experience of arriving in a new school and implementing a department-

wide strategy to improve pupils’ basic skills. The senior leadership team in this new 

school had been openly critical of her approach (‘[they] told me it wasn’t challenging 

[enough]…’), but for Francesca, the point of the story was that, with the support of 

her line manager, she stuck to her strategy, confident that her analysis of the action 

required to improve the department was well-founded: 

 
I really had a plan, [and] my department knew the plan. Really, 
they were all on board and they were good, they were a really 
good bunch of teachers and they were ready… 
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Although the story was recounted as a response to a time when she felt trusted (her 

line manager trusted her judgement in spite of senior-level criticism), it functioned 

more powerfully as a narrative of certainty and clarity of vision, and of not being 

distracted by a senior leadership team who were not ‘experienced in [subject x]’. 

Francesca’s vindication came from the eventual results: ‘we had the most A*s…that 

we had ever had in that school’. 

 

During the interview, she also took opportunities to communicate the clarity and 

certainty about her approach to her current job. This time it was in response to 

questions about not being trusted, because her vision and strategy had been 

questioned even more strongly than in her earlier school-based story. On arrival in 

this new position she had felt it important that she and her team spend a significant 

amount of time in schools, teaching alongside school-based staff, and observing 

lessons. Her reasons for this were very clear: 

 

…they [school teachers] need to know we can do that [teach]. 
That’s really important that when I’m coming into advise you, 
that you know that I can do it…[now] we’ve built a reputation… 

 
Francesca had, she felt, won over the ‘faith and trust’ of her school-based colleagues 

by the authenticity of this strategy, despite it not being the ‘philosophy’ of the 

organisation when she arrived. At times, the strength of disagreement from others in 

the organisation had been so great she had questioned whether she might stay: 

 
There was a time…November, December time, where I 
seriously thought ‘I don’t know if this is the job for me’. If I can’t 
do it the way I feel it needs to happen…if I hadn’t been able to 
change the way the team did support…And that’s a never…I 
never felt that way in a school… 

 
But Francesca’s certainty about her approach had won out in the end, and at the 

time of the interview she had begun to feel that they were ‘turning the corner’.  

 

The third significant area that Francesca felt certainty over was her understanding of 

what successful leadership might entail: 
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…if you’ve only ever worked under a poor leader you only know 
poor leadership. I’ve been blessed to work under some really 
good people, so I know what good leadership looks like 
because I was in a school with good leaders… 

 
Although she did not go on to explore the exact nature of this ‘good leadership’, this 

was not the point. Rather, she was emphasizing that the conceptual models were 

clear in her mind. 

 

The significance of this emphasis on clarity and certainty can be more clearly 

understood when it is set against the narratives of concern, of lack of closure, that 

constituted the rest of the interview. These were almost entirely in the present and 

focused upon her current cross-school position with the consortium. Although they 

took up the majority of the interview, it must be pointed out that the tone that 

Francesca struck was not one of complaint. She seemed at times to be frustrated, 

but generally spoke about these concerns in the manner of challenges yet to be 

overcome.  

 

Some of Francesca’s concerns were focused upon the way she was being asked to 

work within her own organisation, whilst others built upon more external sources, for 

example, the staff within the schools in the region that she visited. In terms of the 

latter, Francesca consistently questioned the quality, validity and efficacy of the 

educational practices and self-evaluation procedures that existed in many of the 

schools. Sometimes this was focused on stories about inadequate systems: ‘they 

spend hours and hours marking books…for what purpose?’. Sometimes it was 

focused on inadequate professional capabilities: 

 
I’ve done lesson obs [observations] with heads of [subject 
x]…and they thought it was Good, and that’s it. It wasn’t 
though. It was Adequate at best…Mediocrity… 

 
Sometimes the two were blended together: ‘they [a middle level leader] couldn’t give 

me ten features of excellence of teaching and learning [subject x] across the 

department’. In Francesca’s view, the person at the heart of this mini-narrative had 

neither the professional capabilities nor the professional will to use the self-

evaluation tools that might have told them something useful about their department. 
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She described in detail her disappointment when the feedback for a course that she 

had organised for middle level leaders in the region had been negatively focused on 

peripheral details: 

 
Their [middle level leaders] conduct on our heads of [subject x] 
leadership programme…their conduct was not very good 
and…you ask for formal feedback on a course that we’ve 
prepared in a hope to help them and they say, ‘It’s too hot’, or 
‘don’t make me sit by…’. You wouldn’t take that off a child… 

 
Although she conceded that this was from a small minority of the people on the 

course, the narrative served as another example of the perceived lower levels of 

professionalism within which she worked. These examples were explicitly contrasted 

with the positive, efficient and effective experiences from her own school-based 

career, discussed above. Francesca frequently identified that the current 

inadequacies that she experienced stemmed from poor leadership from head 

teachers and other senior staff in schools, people who ‘set the bar [too low] quite 

frankly’, or who were simply not modelling good evaluation procedures. A number of 

her stories, from her present experience, and indeed from her earlier school-based 

career, implicitly criticised senior leaders who either did not fully understand what 

they were doing (‘she [senior leader] was the one giving the advice to write reams 

and reams [of marking]!’), or who had, for some reason, not bothered to find out what 

was going on (‘I already had a plan, and I had written a policy, and everything was in 

place. That person [senior leader] had not done their part…’). There was an implied 

criticism of a functional remoteness here that she perceived in some senior leaders, 

a dissatisfaction with people who did not have ‘a handle’ on what should have been 

happening: 

 
[middle level leaders] should be working with people identifying 
their practice, what it is that needs to improve, because you 
can’t rely on SLT’s in some of our schools doing that… 

 
This remoteness (in many ways, a clouding of clarity and certainty) linked to 

Francesca’s concerns about the way she had to work in her own school 

improvement organisation. She spent much time contrasting the immediacy and 

authenticity of communication that she had experienced when working in schools 

with the ways things were done now: 
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In a school, if something came up, I’d have met with my line 
manager within 24 hours and dealt with it. I’ve got a meeting 
today and this [issue] came out last week over something, but 
the original [incident] was four months ago and we’ve only still 
got to this point today… 

 
Not only did she perceive a frustrating lack of immediacy in processes and 

communication in her current job, she also identified a remoteness in contact 

between teams and workers that meant that people were often ‘touchy’ or took 

‘umbrage’, and intentions became ‘misconstrued and twisted’: 

 
This has probably been the biggest learning curve…You can’t 
pin people down like you can in school [LAUGHS]. If somebody 
said something about a situation in a school, I’d go back to 
them on it, and sort of go, ‘hang on, I understand you said this, 
can we clarify…?’ 

 
She also identified a situation where she felt different teams were working against 

each other, in competition (‘I’ve never worked anywhere [before] where core teams 

compete against each other’) which she found difficult and she openly doubted the 

motivations of some of her colleagues within the organisation: 

 
Some are [here] because they’re employed, and it’s a job for 
them. Some of them are [here] because it would be a good 
status for them with their career. [Only] some of them are [here] 
to improve [subject x] teaching across this country and make a 
difference to kids… 

 
For Francesca, then, her current working conditions were more complex and, for her, 

less coherent and unifying than she had been used to in school. She also identified a 

lack of immediacy, not just in communication, as noted above, but also in terms of 

impact and effect. She noted that ‘everything is done over a longer period of time’ (‘If 

I was in a school, you could try this and do it tomorrow…’), and the potential results 

of her efforts were not only spread over a much larger network of interactions, but in 

terms of potential impact were subject to all the concerns that she readily identified. 

The result, repeated frequently within the interview, was that there was not ‘anything 

really tangible to show that we’ve got it right’, based in part on her acknowledgement 

that ‘you can give advice but you can’t make people take it’. She was very clear 

about the potential scale of any impact her work might have (‘to impact on the 

learning of 25,000 [pupils] would be phenomenally good…’), but her concerns, 
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constructed through her narratives, served to list all the barriers that might disrupt 

this vision. Francesca concluded her interview by noting that ‘it’s a difficult sort of 

situation really, and we’ll see if I’ve made any impact’, neatly summarising in abstract 

terms the tension that her stories had explored. 

 

Francesca’s narrative described a coming to terms with a new working reality in 

which her certainty about the clarity and efficiency of school improvement, developed 

over the course of her career, was being questioned by the experience of her new 

role. Although, as noted above, she was facing these challenges with a 

determination of spirit, their description and delineation, from stories of under-skilled 

middle level leaders to narratives of poorly conceived assessment strategies, were 

frequent and detailed. There is a clear sense in which an over-arching narrative of 

school improvement as clear process, was becoming difficult to sustain in this new 

context. This same narrative, that had repeatedly attained easy closure before, was 

proving to be more resistant to such attempts. It is in this sense that Francesca 

talked about trust at all. Superficially it may appear puzzling that although the 

interview questions asked Francesca to reflect upon trust, autonomy and 

accountability, she did not in fact spend much time talking directly about being 

trusted, or trusting others, (although many of her concerns described a certain 

fragility in her trust in the competence of her school-based colleagues). It seems 

rather that Francesca was talking about trust in terms of predictability and reliability, 

essentially her willingness to continue to trust in the likelihood that her hard-work and 

clear understanding of the processes of school improvement and self-evaluation 

would lead to demonstrably better outcomes across the region. It is this larger 

narrative, and its ability to achieve closure, that had lost a degree of Francesca’s 

trust. 
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4.2 Graham: Teamwork and self-determination 
 
Whilst Francesca was coming to the end of her first year in school advisory work at 

the time of the interview, Graham had spent almost twenty years in a variety of 

similar roles for local government, national bodies and, most recently, a regional 

consortium. This had followed a twenty-year career working in schools. Like 

Francesca, Graham had a very clear vision of what good quality teaching and 

learning might look like and had very clear views on leadership and management in 

education. These ideas were all presented by him, through the interview, in response 

to questions about trust, accountability and autonomy, and are explored later in this 

section. The most useful starting point, however, is to consider Graham’s (then) 

current working relationship with two local consortia, elements of his narrative that he 

covered early on in the interview. 

 

In many ways Graham’s current working arrangements had been moulded by 

himself to reflect his views about trust, accountability and autonomy. As such they 

appeared to be an ongoing representation or contractual embodiment of his views 

and his leadership philosophy. As someone who had essentially incorporated his 

worldview into his working practices, he presented an authentic coherence and 

identity between his ideas and his way of acting in the world. On this level, Graham’s 

narrative was quite dissimilar to Francesca’s, sharing none of the tensions between 

clarity of vision on the one hand, and remote, distended and unreliable working 

practices on the other, that animated her stories. Graham was at ease with the 

correspondence between his ideas and his actions, and discussed them with the 

confidence of someone who, seemingly, had considered their links many times. 

 

An event from earlier in his professional life seemed to have had a significant effect. 

Ten years previously, in the middle of his advisory career, the national programme 

that he had been working for came to an end. Graham had held a relatively senior 

position in this programme as a full-time employee, but the ending of the programme 

had launched him on a career as a freelancer and this was a status that he had 

retained, almost unbroken, up to the point of the interview. He spoke of his current 

and future arrangements: 
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I still do freelance now. I have a role, which finished days ago 
as a senior challenge advisor for secondary schools in [region 
a]. I’ve also been a senior challenge advisor for all schools in 
[area b] at the same time…and next year, I’m going to take on 
maybe three schools as a challenge advisor in [area c], and 
also doing work for [consortium d] … 

 
He referred to this as his ‘portfolio’ and it was very clear that having control and 

autonomy over how he organised his working life was important to him, prioritising 

this over the possibility of a full-time role: 

 
I had a choice to apply for a…full-time, permanent post…[but] I 
chose to take the freelance risk, because the autonomy [and] 
flexibility is high, but security is low. It’s a deal, a trade off. At 
the moment I like that trade off…you are your own boss. 

 
On one level this preference could simply be read as the manifestation of a 

straightforward desire for a greater degree of professional self-determination, yet 

Graham clearly saw it linking profoundly to his views about organisations, about 

schools and about school improvement. In the interview, he interwove stories from 

his past to clarify these links. For example, having identified the risks associated with 

attempting to manage his own ‘portfolio’ of work, he commented,  

 
What I don’t like is the associated stuff that goes with working 
for large organisations, especially public sector, where there’s 
needless and pointless things that you have to do…for example 
you might have to do some sort of tick box training 
on…[PAUSE] 

 
He gave two stories to exemplify what he called (negatively) ‘a public sector salary 

way of thinking’. One involved senior colleagues at the consortium failing to 

recognise or acknowledge the hidden costs of calling in seconded staff and 

freelancers for meetings (‘it hadn’t crossed their minds that there would be an 

invoice…they just load stuff onto their staff’), whilst the other focused on a senior 

management meeting he had been to where a colleague had suggested dedicated 

time be made available for challenge advisors to read a key government report: 

 
[it was suggested that we] just sit them down, give them the 
booklets and get them to read it. I said, ‘I disagree entirely, 
because that’s manifestly top-down, passive-receiver’…I would 
expect anyone who wants to be employable as a challenge 
advisor to be sufficiently on the ball with the latest stuff…I think 
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people should be responsible for their own personal, 
professional development… 

 
His freelance status, he felt, gave him the ability to add a helpful, different 

perspective to consortium meetings, and he linked this specifically to his formative 

teaching and school leadership experience in grant-maintained schools, schools that 

were state-funded but independent of local authority control: 

 
I was lucky in that I came through a grant maintained system 
for the bulk of my career…essentially you did whatever you 
wanted as long as it worked…and so, I feel that that 
background, plus the fact that I’m a freelancer, enables me to 
sit at a table and say ‘well, why are we doing it that way? What 
choices have we got?’… 

 
Frequently in the interview, Graham described his philosophical resistance to a ‘risk 

averse’ local authority/public sector culture and used vignettes from his teaching past 

to evidence this. Some of his examples worked on a practical and operational level 

(when as head of department he did his photocopying in the town centre because 

the school system was charging too much) but many were on a much more 

theoretical and reflective level (in the same job he had used the freedom and 

autonomy to devise an objectives-based lesson planning approach). These stories 

buttressed his perception that the current educational climate and culture in Wales 

was too focused on top-down prescription, although it aspired to be a system which 

would be more ‘school led’: ‘the mouths say one thing and the system says another’, 

he commented.  

 

In this context, Graham positioned himself not as an advisor, but as an ‘influencer’: 

‘my job is to go in and influence what the head teacher does and the way the head 

teacher thinks’. Thus, he removed himself from a more prescriptive, didactic advisory 

mode, and placed himself in a more subtle role as a modifier, an asker of pertinent 

questions, a re-framer. In this way, his vision of his own job maintained alignment 

with his dislike of top-down structures. 

 

Graham was clear that an over-reliance on top-down diktat was related to a lack of 

trust: ‘people don’t trust other people to do the job properly beneath them’. He 

perceived that this overemphasis on control reinforced a culture in which people did 
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not take on responsibility and demonstrate that they could be trusted. He related this 

to the ‘stress of accountability’ (within which ‘people start telling other ones what to 

do’). For Graham, his own self-selected terms of employment ensured that he readily 

took on this type of responsibility and earned the trust of others. He crystallised this 

vision by extending his story about the senior manager wanting to give challenge 

advisors time to read key government papers, discussed above: 

 
I’m often a bit of a voice in the wilderness, because their 
thinking is still, ‘we get our workforce, we train 
them’…whereas…my idea is I’m a worker, and I need to be 
employable [so] I pull the training to me that I need to do the 
job and that’s the difference in the thinking and [with] that 
comes trust. At the heart of that is trust… 

 
Here Graham was presenting a clear narrative of someone embracing agency and 

responsibility in a proactive way, demonstrating their trustworthiness. Graham was 

very clear about the consequences if he did not do this: ‘you won’t get work if you 

don’t do it well’. 

 

There are three things that make Graham’s narrative so interesting. First, as has 

been noted, his freelance status was, in part at least, an expression of his beliefs. 

Second, although he was very clear about his aversion to top-down prescription, he 

was working as an advisor (although, his use of the term ‘influencer’ placed an 

interesting inflection on this). Third, his narrative of personal, individual, professional 

responsibility took an unusual and unexpected turn. Through the exploration of this 

unexpected turn, it will become clear how Graham achieved a narrative of the 

professional self in which the potential contradictions of his position were resolved. 

 

It might have been expected that Graham’s story of autonomy, individualism and 

personal responsibility in the workplace might have developed into a full-blown story 

of the educational professional selling their intellectual labour in the free-market, 

unencumbered by top-down, ‘passive-receiver’ organisational structures. This, 

however, was not Graham’s story. In fact, Graham used a number of opportunities to 

highlight his vision that collaborative teamwork was at the heart of good educational 

practice. His way into this was through a critique of accountability structures that he 

felt ‘expect normal people to be superhuman, and good at everything to an excellent 
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standard’. This, he thought was essentially an ‘impossible’ expectation. He 

suggested that the new Professional Standards for teachers were predicated on the 

same flawed premise: 

 
[The Standards] want everybody, head teachers, everybody to 
be excellent at everything and basically hauls them over the 
coals and possibly dismisses them if they can’t improve one 
part of it... 

 
Instead, he described fictional scenarios based on collaborative teamwork, where 

strengths were blended across individuals: 

 
You can work together as a team. So, if the head teacher can’t 
write a very good school improvement plan, someone [else] 
can. Don’t take him to bits because he can’t, and make him feel 
incompetent. He might be really good at getting on with people. 
Then you get someone else in the team that’s good at strutting 
the corridors and making sure the place is in law and order. But 
everybody can’t do everything – that’s my view... 

 
He explored other variants of this scenario. One example focused on the ways he 

worked with the varying strengths of his own team. Another explored the ways 

different teaching strengths could be deployed across a department. Whatever the 

version, the message was consistent. Graham emphasised the benefits of a ‘default 

setting’ where ‘we trust our colleagues to have made a decent decision’ precisely 

because, within the collaborative approach he was advocating, there would be an 

honest and transparent use of blended strengths across a team, and individual 

weaknesses would either be compensated for, or the subject of coaching in a more 

supportive culture. He contrasted this drily with a personified ‘default model for 

school improvement’ which 

 

[says] ‘you can’t do that. I’ll set you a performance objective to 

get better at it and I’ll come back in six months' time to see if 

you’ve done it. If you haven’t, you’re in trouble’ 

 

His vision here was far from individualist, and instead, rather communitarian in tone. 

Through the interview, Graham asserted the responsibility of the individual to earn 

trust through agency and autonomy, whilst simultaneously advocating the power of 

the group through its ability to combine blended strengths. This is a subtle and not 

necessarily contradictory position, and one aspect that helps to bring the two views 
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into productive alignment is his resistance to the concept of top-down transmission of 

ideas and advice. A top-down approach reduces the space for individual agency, just 

as it reduces the space for the collective to come together to work in an authentic 

and reflective manner. Similarly, a top-down approach reduces the ability of the 

individual to demonstrate trustworthiness, just as it reduces the opportunity for a 

mode of collaborative working which, through its honest and supportive appraisal of 

strengths and weaknesses, would foster interpersonal trust. This is the vision that 

Graham’s narratives explored. 

 

Perhaps as a way of emphasising this, Graham described his own self-identified 

professional weaknesses towards the end of the interview, ostensibly when exploring 

responsibility and accountability. Although these stories were about responsibility 

and accountability they also functioned as reminders from Graham that honesty and 

clarity about weaknesses were, for him, key. The first story linked two episodes from 

one point in his career and were deliberately yoked together: 

 

I can think of two times…one time was good, one time was 

bad. An example of how I exemplified the type of thinking that I 

think is not useful, and [the one] that is useful… 

 

The first of these paired episodes described how Graham had booked himself onto a 

week long university course to immerse himself in some new curriculum content that 

had not been part of his degree. Here he was ‘sorting it, taking responsibility’. The 

other focused on Graham’s refusal as a head of department to undertake some 

monitoring activities: 

 

…the rules and expectation that I would visit classrooms and 

monitor my department that was put on me from above, and I 

used to say, ‘well, I haven’t got time to do that because you 

haven’t given me any time in the timetable…’ Yeah, not right. I 

should have done it really, and I was looking for someone else 

to offload. I was not taking responsibility… 

 

Just before the interview closed, Graham described a moment of self-perception, 

again in a previous role: 

 

I sat down…this is late 90’s, I thought, ‘you know what, I think I 

am seen as a blocker’…I’m good at working out how things are 
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going to go in practice…so…someone puts something out in a 

meeting…[and] so I would say, ‘yeah, but it’s not going to work 

because of this…’ 

 

He concluded this narrative, and indeed the interview, by describing how he had 

then channelled his behaviour in meetings more positively (‘I had my hands under 

the table. I said ten things every meeting that were positive’), and he linked this once 

again to his over-arching vision of organisational effectiveness: 

 

…self-knowledge and self-awareness, that’s fine…everyone’s 

got strengths and obviously areas they’re not so good at, and 

you can play to people’s strengths…to work more effectively as 

a group to produce what you need in teaching to create a good 

quality experience for the pupils… 

 

Ultimately Graham presented a pragmatic honesty about himself and about others 

and his sense of professional trust was built on this honesty. His frank exploration of 

his own weaknesses was a way of emphasising this honesty. The implication, from 

his collection of narratives, was that such honesty does not thrive in organisations or 

structures wedded too closely to a top-down transmission model. 

 



 

 
 

50 

4.3 Robert: The crafty technician 
 

Like Graham, Robert had spent around half of his career in schools, and half in 

advisory work. He too had worked in both England and Wales and he was also 

entering a phase of his career framed by more flexible modes of working and 

employment. For Robert, this was a side detail and did not form a significant part of 

his narrative. Early in the interview, when talking about being trusted, Robert 

admitted that he ‘always’ felt ‘positive about things’, and this characterised the tone 

of his subsequent responses. His descriptions of the diverse challenges of his job 

ranged between a matter-of-fact equanimity and a pervasive optimism. 

 

Robert felt that he was trusted by others because he had a demonstrable ‘record of 

success’ in the work he did, and that his reputation in this respect gave him the 

status of being a trusted professional in the field. He had recently started working in 

a different region, but his initial work there had been made easier by the fact that 

‘head teachers talk, and therefore when I went down to [region a] they knew about 

me before I even got there’. This status had been achieved over time, he noted, and 

he felt that, at the outset of his career in advisory work, things had been different: 

 

I think in the early stages perhaps if they hadn’t heard about my 

background it was, ‘Well who is this guy?’ because I haven’t 

got head teacher experience...and if they didn’t know my 

background perhaps...they didn’t trust me... 

 

Just as Robert suggested that his trustworthiness had been developed over time, 

built on the foundations of success in the role, so he felt that his ability to trust 

colleagues was based on a detailed knowledge of their capabilities, knowledge that 

he had amassed over a number of years. He separated colleagues into two cohorts; 

head teachers of the schools he worked with, and fellow challenge advisors. In both 

instances, he repeatedly stressed the time that was needed to develop effective 

working relationships. This was a cornerstone of his vision of good quality advisory 

work and an idea that he described in different sub-narratives. 

 

In terms of fellow challenge advisors, Robert stressed that he took  
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time to get to know people…because if I’m going to ask them to 

do a job for me in, say, doing a review [of a school], I want to 

make sure they’re spot on. So that does take time for me to get 

used to them… 

 

He had close colleagues whose judgements he trusted, and if they were not 

available, he would then rely on their recommendations: 

 

I trust people like Fiona who I’ve worked with since [area b] 

days. I trust their opinions. So, if they say someone is good 

then they’re most probably going to be good, so I will only use 

them if they’re backed by someone I know who says, ‘Yes, he 

did a good job’… 

 

Once again, recommendation and reputation were key factors in terms of trust for 

Robert, and if he did not know someone well, and they could not be recommended 

by someone he did know well, the implication was that he would not use them. There 

was clearly a large element of autonomous choice in the selection of colleagues as 

projects came and went for Robert. It was also clear that Robert used this autonomy 

strategically to only work with, as far as possible, colleagues whose judgements he 

trusted. On one level, it might seem self-evident that, where people are given the 

choice, they will opt to work with trusted colleagues, and in this sense, Robert’s 

narrative described this preference in action. Yet there are other parts of his 

interview that indicate that his job revolved around making judgements, and his 

ability to make those judgements as accurately as possible was the defining feature 

of his professional success. This ability to make accurate judgements about schools 

becomes a unifying element of Robert’s story, and is explored in more detail below. 

For now, it is important to note that his way of framing his understanding of trusting 

others was fundamentally through this lens, through his understanding of their ability 

to evaluate schools accurately. 

  

Before this idea of accurate judgement is explored further, in terms of the way 

Robert perceived it, it is worth noting that just as Robert prioritised developing close 

working relationships with selected challenge advisor colleagues, so he emphasised 

repeatedly the importance of building working relationships with head teachers over 

time. Robert felt that he was lucky that he had retained links with the same schools 

over a long period. Through this, he had been able to build trust with the head 
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teachers of these schools, and had developed a detailed understanding of the 

schools which was ‘crucial’, he felt, to doing the job effectively. He contrasted this 

with the fate of challenge advisors who came and went ‘willy nilly’, who did not build 

up detailed understanding of their schools, and who therefore were forced to rely on 

a few pieces of stock advice: 

 

I would find it impossible…I can’t see how it works…it takes me 

18 months to 2 years to get to know a school, and get to know 

the senior leadership team… 

 

Once he felt he knew the head teachers in his contact schools, he felt comfortable 

pairing up schools in school-to school improvement work: ‘I do set up links between 

my schools and that allows me to trust what they’re going to do and what they’re 

going to say’. This was a situation that had taken ‘time to set up’. He described an 

encounter in the new region that he was now working in: 

 

So they’ve got a [school improvement] organisation called 

____, and they’re saying, ‘Use schools in our area’, and I said, 

‘No, I don’t know how good they are’, ‘You can trust us’. [No] I 

don’t know who you are... 

 

Robert went on to describe how instead he had matched up the schools in his new 

area with schools in his previous area that he had worked with for a long time, using 

his ‘forensic knowledge’ of them. Trust in the judgements of others, be they senior 

leaders in schools, or fellow challenge advisors, was not something that Robert 

thought could be attained quickly. Once trust had been established, he then used 

these links extensively in his professional work (‘now I’ve got quite a wide set of 

people I can go to’). 

 

In terms of being trusted, Robert focused in upon the reputation for the quality of his 

work, work carried out within a network of trusted colleagues. As an example of the 

quality of this work, Robert described the accuracy of his evaluation reports on 

schools when compared with subsequent Estyn judgements: 

 

Fortunately, I‘ve written fifty-two of these reports, and have 

been totally accurate on fifty-one of them, and if I said slightly 

out at one [of those] judgements...and I would argue that was 
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on the cusp...but some people say, ‘How do you do it?’, well, 

one, knowing the schools, but, two being lucky as well... 

 

Robert had already dealt with the need to have a detailed knowledge of the schools. 

The luck element he put down to judgements at the borderlines between different 

categories where he would be required to go one way or the other: 

 

You could say standards are Good, and in your mind you’re 

saying they’re just above the Good bottom line. The inspection 

team will say they’re Adequate, just below the Good line, so 

there is a little bit of luck there... 

 

He acknowledged that his reputation for knowing his schools, and therefore his 

reputation for producing reports which would accurately predict Estyn outcomes, 

might in the end mean that Estyn were actually quite likely to agree with his 

judgements (literally a self-fulfilling prophecy!): 

 

Inspection teams get to know the challenge advisors...so 

certain teams will trust if I use my signature [on a school 

evaluation report] and say, ‘he’s most probably right, he’s been 

right all the other times...’ 

 

It must be pointed out at this juncture that Robert’s willingness to acknowledge the 

partial role of chance in getting judgements right, and his acceptance that his initial 

challenge advisor evaluations might partially determine inspection evaluations, both 

indicate the humility he maintained whilst describing his success. This was not a 

boastful, self-aggrandizing narrative. 

 

Instead, knowing schools in a detailed way, and knowing how they would be likely to 

fare in subsequent inspections, were presented by Robert as important aspects of 

his craft knowledge in the role as challenge advisor. The interview asked him to 

respond to questions of trust, accountability and autonomy, but his responses all 

pointed towards an exploration of his perceptions of this craft knowledge. This 

became the unifying motif for his narratives. 

 

Making secure judgements, and having the trusted networks to help him in this, were 

part of his craft knowledge, but his craft extended further than this. Robert talked 

repeatedly of helping move schools either out of Estyn categories (‘[my] experience 
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of knowing what Estyn want’), or through the Welsh Government categorisation 

system:  

 

When I went to the consortium, all my schools except for 

[school c] would have been, if we had had the colour scheme, 

amber and red, and now all those schools are green or yellow... 

 

Robert used his knowledge of interventions and strategies to help schools move into 

more positive evaluation categories. In support of this he recounted quite detailed 

stories where this had happened. One focused on how he had used an experience 

of watching school inspectors dig deeper into reading performance at key stage 2: 

 

[The inspectors] were looking at the benchmark quartiles. I’m 

thinking, ‘All my primary schools now are going to be in the top 

quarter for Level 5s’. When I told my heads they were, ‘Oh we 

can’t do that, it’s impossible...’ Two years down the line of 

course, they were all doing it...it’s getting that little bit of 

knowledge, and you think, ‘How can I apply it to my 

schools?’...I always think of missing bits to the jigsaw... 

 

Robert used his experience to develop this aspect of his craft knowledge and applied 

it wherever he went. Another story, in a secondary setting, described how he had 

helped a school dramatically improve its core subject scores at GCSE (‘there were 

certain fixes, really easy things [to implement]’). In a typically honest fashion, Robert 

then described how the improvements in that instance had not been sustained. He 

felt he ‘should have asked a few more questions’ in the year following the success, 

demonstrating once again, the need, as he perceived it, to know schools inside out. 

 

It was clear that Robert was able to talk in detail about the different elements of his 

craft knowledge, and it was also clear that his story was really a story of how he had 

amassed this corpus of knowledge. From Robert’s perspective, what was this 

knowledge for? To what purpose was he continuing to build, and deploy this 

knowledge? Francesca talked about the potential of helping to improve the outcomes 

of thousands of pupils across the region, and Graham, as noted above, positioned 

his professional activity within a broader vision of effective teaching and learning 

practice. Robert may well have had an overarching teleology for his craft knowledge, 

but it did not feature as part of his narrative. He talked about helping schools move 
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into higher evaluation categories, as noted above, but this was not linked necessarily 

to any talk of helping to create better schools in a wider sense. It was simply a 

required part of his job. Yet Robert clearly identified with the outcomes for his 

schools on at least one level. He talked about the fears of senior leaders in the 

consortium that challenge advisors might become too close to their schools to be 

able to hold them to account, to ‘go native’ as he put it: 

 

I can understand that, and to be honest sometimes I may be 

accused of going native [as well], but as long as my schools 

are seen to improve, no one can say anything... 

 

He remarked that he countered this possible tendency to become a ‘cheerleader of 

the school’ by making sure he frequently took other challenge advisors with him on 

school visits to verify his findings, ‘people who I trust’. 

 

It was when he was recounting his experiences of helping schools recover from 

significantly negative Estyn inspections that Robert came closest to revealing a 

compelling ethic of care in his line of work. He described a situation where 

 

...a school goes into say Special Measures, or Significant 

Improvement...they’ve had the report, they’ve got to produce a 

plan in...four or six weeks...complete and utter disaster, and 

they just want help. Therefore, you go in and say, ‘Do you know 

what, I’ve been here, I’ve done it before, let me take control’, 

and you work with the head, and you try and have a bespoke 

answer for them... 

 

He repeated this story with slight variations, but the subtext was the same; taking 

control, not because of a desire to assert power, but because of a desire to ease 

someone else’s burden, a task Robert could perform with his craft knowledge. He 

recounted the words he had used with a head in this situation: 

 

‘Leave me to be sitting on this side of the table working this out 

on what we’re going to do’. We talked about certain things, we 

changed the format [of the Post Inspection Action Plan]…[it 

was] the experience of me knowing what Estyn want... 

 

Robert may not have been mapping his work onto grand narratives of educational 

progress, but he did present a clear and convincing portrayal of his own function 



 

 
 

56 

within the complex accountability structures in play. When asked to describe a time 

when he felt under particular accountability pressure he talked about ‘writing the pre-

inspection report’, but this perception of pressure it seemed was really derived from 

the difficulty of the task in hand, something he had talked about at length, rather than 

being derived from the burden of helping to improve the system. In short, Robert 

seemingly had resolved his working practices as a challenge advisor into a set of 

routines and knowledges which he deployed effectively. He did not have an 

immediate identification with being a part of a broader school improvement process. 

He did have a very detailed understanding of the skills and knowledges that he used 

in his role. 

 

This particular point of emphasis and focus was crystallised towards the end of the 

interview when he was asked about the new performance indicators that were 

potentially coming into operation. This would be a key concern for Robert, and those 

in a similar role, because a deep and detailed understanding of school performance 

indicators was an essential part of his craft knowledge. It was not surprising that 

Robert had already thought carefully about the implications of these changes. 

Although at the time of the interview, some of the details surrounding the proposals 

were unknown, Robert had already ‘asked the data team’ to apply the known metrics 

to his schools to give him ‘scores for last year’. Already he was adding to his craft 

knowledge. He commented on some potential difficulties, but these were generally 

referenced back to the potential impact on his role. For example, he noted that some 

schools that had previously been seen to be doing well might now ‘require 

improvement’, thus returning to a previous waymark in their journey with him. He 

also noted that cross comparisons between schools might become more difficult in 

the future, a point of interest because he had used comparability in terms of data 

outcome to ‘match’ schools in school to school working. Finally, he noted that a 

change in performance measures would be likely to alter the focus of schools’ 

efforts: 

 

I think we’d all agree that to have English and maths is 

important, but the system [as proposed], it doesn’t give the true 

importance to maths and English, so it’s interesting. What a lot 

of schools do, they become very good at getting the measure 
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you’re measuring…so it could be that English and maths loses 

its importance, and that would be an error… 

 

One curiosity here is that he chose not to acknowledge his own part in helping 

schools quickly meet performance measures, despite the fact that he played an 

integral role in this. In this closing section of the interview his own agency in this 

process was elided. This perhaps was another expression of Robert’s mainly 

technical relationship with his role, a relationship in which larger questions about the 

policy or philosophy of school improvement and accountability were neither posed 

nor answered.  

 

Robert’s story was the story of the crafty technician, not the story of the values-

driven school improvement crusader. This is not to diminish his responses, but to 

point out that he had developed a consistent and coherent narrative which focused 

on successfully overcoming the technical challenges of his job, and did not engage 

with its political or moral framework in the way others did. Trust was clearly important 

to him in helping him to be a successful challenge advisor, but he did not share any 

explicit views on the trustworthiness of the system. He felt accountability pressures, 

for example when he was asked to write pre-inspection reports, but he did not 

explore the wider ramifications of accountability in the system as a whole. He 

enjoyed the relative autonomy afforded to him by his current job, but he did not offer 

any views about the role autonomy had to play in the system at large. Francesca, 

Graham and Robert were asked the same questions. For Francesca and Graham 

seemingly the very nature of their role as challenge advisor invited them to broaden 

out their responses from the personal, to the institutional, to the systemic. Robert 

offered a very different vision. 
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4.4 Wendy: Trust regained 
 

At the time of the interview, Wendy had been working as a challenge advisor for the 

past five years, having completed a long, school-based career which itself 

culminated in fifteen years of headship, spread over two schools. When asked to 

describe a time in her career when she had felt particularly trusted, Wendy tracked 

back to the time before she had become a head teacher: 

 

I think possibly as head of department...and then deputy head, 

I felt most trusted because I got a reputation for taking 

action...[people] knew something would be done. 

 

This in essence was a brief preface to a much more detailed story about not being 

trusted subsequently as a head teacher. In her first (shorter) headship, Wendy 

described how she continued her proactive, responsive approach to leadership. She 

commented that initially she ‘fought lots of battles’ and was ‘very frontline’, but as her 

tenure progressed she noticed that sometimes after she had taken ‘immediate 

action’ over an incident, she then ‘discovered that things hadn’t been quite as clear’ 

as she thought. As she moved into her second headship, she modified her approach 

and ‘[held] fire a bit, mull[ed] things over’ before responding. She became ‘more 

salutary about things...a little more careful about reaction time, and speed, and being 

unseemly...and things like that’. In retrospect she felt that this very deliberate 

injection of a reflective space into her working practices served to make her 

colleagues trust her less. Whereas, earlier in her career, Wendy’s swift responses to 

situations had, she felt, acted as guarantors of competence and capability and had 

therefore built her trustworthiness, placing a gap between stimulus and response 

made her seem less competent, more guarded and therefore less trustworthy. This 

erosion of her sense of herself as the object of others’ trust led inexorably, in the way 

that she told the story, to the unsatisfactory conclusion of her career as a head 

teacher: 

 

That’s how I remember my teaching career. It’s a bit sad really, 

but...I felt I was no longer trusted as leader, which was one of 

the reasons I decided to leave. 

 

There is an echo here of the distance that Francesca described, although in a 

different context. In fact, Wendy’s recent experience as a challenge advisor had 
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completely restored her sense of being trusted and if she experienced any of the 

difficulties described by Francesca in this role, they were clearly not worth 

mentioning for Wendy when compared with her time in her final headship. When she 

was asked about being trusted in her current role, Wendy was very clear: 

 

I absolutely love my job, I’ll be honest about that. It’s the best 

job I’ve ever had...because my relationship with my heads, 

particularly my primary heads is absolutely rock-solid... 

 

Her role as a challenge advisor, and in particular, the close and trusting relationships 

that she had been able to develop over the previous five years, needs to be viewed 

in the context of what went before, and Wendy herself emphasised the comparative 

sequencing here. To be able to understand then Wendy’s perceptions of her current 

role, it is important to complete the story she told of her departure from headship. 

 

The gap of circumspection which, as she said, she deliberately started to employ, 

she could see in retrospect had opened up a space for lack of trust to develop. This 

space was then dramatically expanded by her school’s involvement in a much larger 

political and educational change. This was a story she told briefly, but with a recount 

skill that emphasised just the right details. In this sense, it was almost certainly a 

story she had told frequently, a practised element of her narrative of self.  

 

This embedded narrative started with her being absent from work for a few weeks, 

and then returning and having a conversation with other members of her leadership 

team about the possibility of altering the governance and statutory status of the 

school, as ‘a way of separating us out from the rest of the [local] secondary schools’. 

This conversation was continued ‘a bit idly’ with the schools’ governors who thought 

it was ‘a superb idea’: 

 

They charged me with moving forward doing the 

consultation...but were very clear about wanting [the change]. 

[But] I’d completely underestimated the staff’s strength of 

feeling about not going for it... 

 

As the process continued and the change of status was effected, Wendy found that 

her sense of being trusted by her staff further unravelled: 
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I think I did it badly, if I’m brutally honest and I think I didn’t 

spend enough time talking and listening to concerns, so it got 

very unpleasant...it was an unpleasant time in my career... 

 

In this recount of events, Wendy perceived that she had already started to lose the 

trust of staff by opening up a reflective gap between thought and action, and this was 

compounded by the fact that she was then obliged to push through changes that 

they did not like, thus losing their trust in her capability to develop the school in ways 

they thought were appropriate.  

 

Of course, this was also a story about autonomy. It was clear that Wendy had used 

her agency and autonomy to push the changes through, aided by the enthusiastic 

support of her governors (‘[they] thought it was brilliant – very business 

orientated...they were all businessmen’). Yet this exercise in professional, 

autonomous self-determination had only served, she believed, to loosen the bonds 

of trust she had once enjoyed in schools, leading to a position of mistrusted isolation. 

The rest of her narrative was effectively spent describing how her current role as 

challenge advisor had given her the opportunity to reconfigure her professional life 

around a series of trusting relationships, within a certain iteration of professional 

autonomy, that she found extremely satisfying. 

 

After her decision to leave her final headship, Wendy had moved to take up a job as 

a challenge advisor in a completely different location and educational context. She 

implied that the move had the sense of being a fresh start and an opportunity for 

renewal: 

 

[the previous school] became a very unhappy place and I didn’t 

want to stay anymore, so moved to become a challenge 

advisor in Wales...I had no family back in _____ and therefore 

decided I would move to where my closest friend was. She told 

me about the job, as it was called systems leader then, so I 

applied and got it and moved... 

 

This air of happy serendipity pervaded the rest of her story, as Wendy quickly 

discovered she was in a much happier working context: ‘I was stunned at first about 

how welcomed you were into the schools’. These initial positive, trusting 

relationships had continued over the intervening five years, up to the time of the 
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interview. Wendy described how she had ‘very good, two-way trust’ with her 

immediate line managers and how she had ‘built up really strong relationships...with 

some of [her] heads’. She repeatedly referred to her fellow challenge advisors as ‘my 

trusted colleagues’, in a sense that implied that they were nearly all trusted 

colleagues. Although Wendy did not go into detail about the exact nature of this trust, 

she did describe its operational effects: 

 

I work exceptionally hard. Very quickly, I do a really fast 

turnaround if they [line managers] need information, 

straightaway. They repay that by being always available to me, 

and if I’ve got something slightly wrong or whatever, they will 

cover. 

 

Wendy clearly enjoyed the high-trust relationships she had developed with her linked 

head teachers, her fellow challenge advisors and her immediate line managers, but 

this did not extend to the senior leadership team of the organisation. This lack of 

trust that Wendy had in the senior tier stemmed in part from her suspicions that they 

did not have a positive perspective on the work of challenge advisors: 

 

There is less of that [trust] with the very top senior leadership 

tier. In fact, there are lots of stories flying around at the moment 

about complete and utter lack of confidence in challenge 

advisors generally, and the attitude that we’re all incredibly 

lazy, and aren’t doing our jobs effectively, which I find very 

difficult… 

 

Wendy perceived a lack of trust from the senior leadership team, which meant that 

she found it more difficult to trust them, in turn. 

 

She spoke of a culture shift in the organisation that had also contributed to this 

reduction in trust: a movement away from the ‘charismatic and ground-breaking’ 

leadership of a previous chief executive which had been focused on strong 

‘relationships’, to a leadership team that was ‘much more about processes and 

structures’. It was perhaps not surprising that for Wendy, as someone who linked the 

quality of her current relationships so firmly to her enjoyment of her job, this shift in 

the upper tier of the organisation would be viewed negatively.  
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This was not her only criticism of the culture of the senior leadership team. Indeed, 

there was another respect in which she felt there was an attitudinal dissonance 

between challenge advisors and consortium senior leaders, implicitly leading to a 

reduction in trust. Here, Wendy echoed comments made by Graham and Robert 

when she suggested that her own perception of the most effective balancing point 

between challenge and support, would probably be different to the attitudes of her 

senior leaders. Graham, Robert and Wendy all indicated through stories that they 

preferred a model in which the concept of support was given slightly more emphasis 

than the concept of challenge. They also all indicated that the, for them, less 

effective emphasis on challenge over support, was a preference for those towards 

the top of the consortium organisational hierarchy. As Wendy put it, 

 

I am uncomfortable with the level of challenge…I feel that to be 

most effective you always start from the support side and say, 

‘Right, I can help you do this, what do you want?’…and I don’t 

know that our lords and masters think that’s always 

appropriate. I think they feel we should go in much more heavy-

handed, but that doesn’t work in my view… 

 

Wendy was quick to point out that people did not ‘have to have been a challenge 

advisor to get higher up in the organisation’, leading in her view to a potential 

discontinuity in experience. It was this discontinuity which led she felt to the 

attitudinal differences she had described. For her, this was ‘an absolute flaw’. The 

idea that professionals should have recent craft knowledge of the realm that that 

they sought to lead or advise was important for Wendy. Head teachers needed ‘to 

have been there, in that classroom, five lessons a day with x sets of books to mark’, 

and ‘to be a senior [challenge advisor], you need to have worked as a challenge 

advisor’. Wendy did not think that you needed to have been a head teacher to 

become a challenge advisor, but people ‘should have perhaps been in senior 

leadership so [they have had] that oversight of other people’. In other words, there 

needed to be a considerable overlap of authentic, commensurate experience, as a 

way, essentially, of cementing bonds of professional trust. 

 

Wendy also stressed that this practical knowledge base had to be refreshed 

frequently: 
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They don’t make us do that, and I think they should, because 

it’s really important. Who the hell are we to go in to advise 

schools when we can’t cut the mustard in a school ourselves. 

Well, it shouldn’t happen… 

 

She told the story of how she had taken a secondment in a ‘tough’ secondary school, 

a posting she had taken ‘deliberately, for two terms, to make sure [she] could still do 

the job’. Here she worked as a deputy head alongside the head teacher, and 

although, given her own extensive headship experience, this might have been a 

difficult working relationship, in fact she found the experience to be almost entirely 

positive: 

 

He [the head] was pretty good. He’d say to me, ‘A lot of my 

friends said, ‘Ohh, how will you feel about having another head 

in?’’ and he said, ‘Actually it’s worked really well’, and it did, 

ninety-nine percent of the time it worked exceptionally well. 

 

Not only did this story work as a positive exemplar of the power of in-school 

sabbaticals for challenge advisors, it also functioned as a story of a productive, 

complementary, trusting, working relationship, a thing-in-itself that was important to 

Wendy. 

 

Wendy did not talk about accountability in terms of feeling subject to its pressures in 

her current job; this was something that she felt she had left behind by leaving her 

headship (‘I think probably the high accountability combined with parents…[they] 

were the negatives [there]’). Unlike Robert, who spoke about the pressures of his 

schools’ exam results days, or Francesca, who admitted to a responsibility for the 

grades of thousands of pupils, Wendy did not talk about accountability in this way. If 

she felt under accountability pressure as a challenge advisor, she did not talk about 

it, and it seems likely that, as indicated above, this was a kind of pressure that she 

associated with previous phases of her career.  

 

She did, however, have clear views on the accountability system that framed her 

current job. Wendy thought that the system as it currently operated imposed different 

pressures on secondary schools and primary schools, with the former held to 

account ‘by and large’ through the external examination system, whilst the latter 

were being dealt ‘quite a light touch’. For her, this meant that the accountability 
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system was not working as effectively as it might (‘we’re not great at holding schools 

to account really I don’t think’), because one sector of schools could not be 

scrutinised as consistently as the other. Like so many of the stories told by the 

challenge advisor participants, this narrative was presented as a hypothetical 

archetype: 

 

I think primaries can amend their data as they see fit…there’s 

nothing to stop them going back to school [after moderation] 

and playing their own game really. Whilst you can ask to see 

the levels awarded, and then the children’s books etc., we don’t 

have that sort of time… 

 

Here there was a clear acceptance that monitoring and scrutiny need to be 

comprehensive for accountability to work; there was little room for a model in which 

systemic trust might make up any shortfall. On the level of personal, professional 

relationships, trust was clearly important to Wendy, but on a systemic, more abstract 

level, she did not really trust primary schools as a sector to be left to their own 

accountability devices. 

 

There were other aspects of the current accountability system that Wendy disagreed 

with. She described the categorisation system as ‘ghastly’, not because of her 

perceptions of its intent (to take a range of evaluations of a school and convert this 

into a measure of required external support). This intent, in her eyes, was fair. 

Rather, she objected to the system’s reductive application in practice, effectively its 

simplistic interpretation by the media and the wider public. Here, Wendy voiced a 

familiar criticism of quantitative performance measures, as she described their 

inability, as she perceived it, to adequately describe the breadth and depth of 

schools’ strengths and weaknesses. 

 

When asked about her views on the possibility that system-wide accountability 

structures might be relaxed slightly, Wendy gave a nuanced response. She had 

already described challenge advisors as the ‘soldiers’ of the Welsh Government, 

emphasising her perception of the links between their role and national policy (‘what 

they pronounce, we then have to put into action’). In this respect, she voiced some 

concerns over the ways that future changes might make this job more difficult: 
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There will always be schools that do it the right way…but 

there’ll be other schools that don’t do that because they aren’t 

as effective, not necessarily deliberately but they just don’t 

know how. I think sometimes when the foot is off the pedal for 

accountability, it undermines our position a little bit because 

we’ve got nothing to wield if you like, for want of a better word, 

to enable schools to still do what they should be doing. If we 

haven’t got any type of lever, it rather leaves us a bit 

powerless… 

 

Yet these were not selfish concerns focused specifically on her job being made more 

difficult. The concerns were placed within a larger framework of the system not, in 

her view, being as effective as it might be: 

 

[we are]…a bit powerless to help ensure that schools do do the 

right thing, and do give parents the right information, and are 

doing the best for pupils… 

 

In this respect, Wendy consistently worked in a broader interpretive frame of 

reference than Robert. 

 

These concerns, however, only worried her ‘slightly’. She thought that the new 

system ‘for most schools’ would be ‘cracking’, and she praised in very warm terms 

the creativity and innovative practices that such a system might encourage. She 

emphasized this through a counter-narrative: 

 

I just think that’s so hard for schools when they want to do 

something creative…I’ve got three that are waiting for the 

[Estyn] phonecall at the moment…it’s very imminent, so I say, 

‘What are your plans for Curriculum for Wales, what are…?’ 

[and they say], ‘Well, we have to wait until [the inspection]’, and 

you just think, ‘Oh…’ 

 

This aligned with another set of narratives from Wendy that celebrated flexibility, 

autonomy and creativity. As previously noted, she loved the flexibility and relative 

autonomy of her current role (‘fabulous’), and she described how she personalised 

her responsibilities: 

 

[we have] guidance, [but] I know for a fact that if I see one of 

my school’s that’s having a wobble, and it’s green, I will double 
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it. I don’t stick rigidly, and I don’t think any of us do, and I think 

that’s absolutely right and proper… 

 

She also described how much she enjoyed working with her primary schools, despite 

her secondary background, ‘because of the amount of creativity’.  

 

There was then for Wendy, an attraction towards flexible, creative and self-managed 

ways of working which ran through her interview. Despite some minor misgivings 

about the new, more relaxed accountability possibilities, discussed above, Wendy 

was broadly positive about the future. The potential of a less exacting accountability 

framework would ultimately reconfigure the working relationships between the senior 

leadership team of the organisation and the challenge advisors: 

 

Over the next two years I think the job will become less clear-

cut, because categorisation’s going, because it’s quite likely 

they’ll do something with Estyn so that schools have some 

freedom to innovate, and because nobody really knows what 

the new curriculum is going to look like. I think it’s going to be 

very difficult to give us a rigid structure to work in. I think there’s 

going to have to be greater flexibility, and more trust, to enable 

us to function at all… 

 

Although Wendy seemed positive about her ability to work in these conditions, she 

doubted it would be a smooth transition for her senior leadership team, people she 

had already noted who were focused on ‘processes and structures’. Did she think 

they would cope with such a shift? ‘Not at all’, she replied, ‘because they’re built on a 

rigid accountability structure, and they enjoy that, I think’. 

 

What is to be made of Wendy’s narrative of the professional self? She talked 

positively about the high-trust relationships she enjoyed with her colleagues, her 

head teachers and her line managers, and most of these stories seemed to 

emphasise the power of such relationships in comparison to a rigid adherence to 

structure and process. She appeared also to be actively looking forward to a 

professional future where her mode of working might be characterised by ‘greater 

flexibility, and more trust’. In this respect, her emphasis of support, over challenge, 

seemed entirely consistent, since in this view, support itself could be seen as 

relationship-driven, bespoke and reinforced by trust, whereas challenge could be 
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seen as the invariant application of a process or a structure where trust is less 

important.  Wendy herself, by giving it such narrative emphasis, implied that her 

experience of feeling less and less trusted as a head teacher had helped her move 

in such a direction. 

 

Yet she still presented vestiges of a narrative that did not necessarily trust schools to 

improve without clear accountability structures and processes. This less flexible way 

of viewing the educational world was undoubtedly present, but never became a 

strong or insistent theme within the interview. (For example, Wendy only had 

concerns about how a ‘minority’ of schools might react to more flexible accountability 

structures). Nevertheless, there were contexts where Wendy clearly believed that 

rigid approaches were appropriate. Both modes of working co-existed in her 

professional frames of reference. Ultimately, Wendy’s narrative is a reminder that 

professionals will themselves set their own boundaries for when a flexible, trust-

based approach might be effective, and when the application of a rigid structure 

might work better. There is no inconsistency here. What is important to note is that 

the boundaries that challenge advisors negotiate and set become the boundaries for 

the system in its lived reality: as Wendy identified ‘we’re…the soldiers…of Welsh 

Government’. 
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4.5 Iolo: Journeying 
 

Like Graham and Robert, Iolo had spent the early part of his career in schools, 

before joining a local authority advisory service. Like Robert, he had then transferred 

to working for one of the consortia as a systems leader, and subsequently as a 

challenge advisor. He had been with the organisation, therefore, ‘since its formation’, 

something which he felt enhanced his trusted status as a colleague: 

 

I’ve been here since the start…so, it is often the case where 

senior leaders will turn to people like myself who perhaps know 

the ropes, and will rely on us in terms of what the processes 

might be… 

 

Within a time period in which there had been ‘a big turnover’ of staff, at all levels, his 

own continuity of tenure ensured that he was one of the ‘very few’ people who had a 

practical understanding of the way the organisation’s approach had evolved over 

time. In this sense, he felt he was a trusted keeper of organisational memory.  

 

Iolo continually framed his experiences as a challenge advisor within a much larger 

narrative, as he saw it, of the progress and development of education in Wales over 

the last few years. Throughout the interview he moved back and forth between his 

individual work as a challenge advisor (micro-level), through his observations about 

organisational culture (meso-level), to comments about government policy (macro-

level). Iolo linked these narratives together, and so, for example, related changes in 

his own ways of dealing with schools, to changes in the approach of the consortium, 

to changes at ministerial level within the Welsh Government. As will be noted below, 

this propensity to link his own working experiences into a much larger systemic 

‘journey’ became a key feature of Iolo’s narrative. 

 

Like Robert, Iolo emphasised that the quality of his relationships with schools had 

been built up ‘over time’, and he gave examples of how the time invested created 

bonds of trust that supported effective working practices. He talked about being in a 

‘fortunate position’ because he had worked with his schools over an extended 

period: 
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Obviously when you work with a school over a period of time 

you begin to form relationships, but another key thing for any 

sort of relationship, they’ve got to have some sort of trust in 

you, they’ve got to have some faith in the advice you’re 

giving…that you’re being honest and open with them… 

 

For Iolo, the time required here was the key, and to emphasise this he described the 

difficulties he experienced in initial meetings with schools, before effective 

relationships had matured: 

 

Once or twice I went into a school and I think I was correct in 

what I was saying, but it was a bit of a sudden message 

because it was my first visit to the school…if it’s a first 

relationship, it’s not based on great depth, it’s based on data 

[and] a brief discussion with the head… 

 

Not only was Iolo emphasising the importance of trusting relationships built over time 

here (echoing Robert, and to a lesser extent, Wendy), he was also setting up a 

narrative that challenge advisor work, when conducted mainly through the medium of 

data, without the richer, contextual information that could be developed over time 

(‘[data is] probably not acknowledging lots of other good things going on in [a] 

school’), was much less effective. Although he maintained a general adherence to 

this narrative over the course of the interview, he did depart from it occasionally, as 

will be discussed below. The occasions when he did depart from it help to build up a 

more complex picture of Iolo’s distinct construction of the challenge advisor role. 

 

Nevertheless, in the main, Iolo described a six-year career working for the 

consortium where he had been able to build these kinds of relationships. This was 

linked, as he presented it, to the gradual adoption, over the six-year period, of ways 

of working which came more naturally to him. When the consortium started, Iolo felt 

that it was positioned as an ‘agent’ of pressure, and orientated, as an organisation, 

around exerting that pressure on schools. He admitted that in his interview for the job 

as a systems leader he had ‘had to show that I had a slightly harder side than 

perhaps I’d shown previously’, and that in his initial dealings with schools he got into 

‘difficult conversations’, because he ‘felt part of [his] role was to have difficult 

conversations’. He described how, in those early days, there was a tension between 

wanting to ‘form a positive relationship’ and pursuing those ‘difficult 
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conversations…based around data [and] pupil outcomes’. Ultimately, for Iolo, ‘there 

was a lot of mistrust’. Over time, as the culture of the organisation had shifted 

slightly, Iolo was able to develop ‘very good, strong relationships’ with schools, but 

yet again, the implication of this development for Iolo, was a movement away from 

the negative experience of ‘making judgements about a school’ before any kind of 

trusting relationship had been able to develop. For Iolo, it appeared that judgements 

could only really be comfortably delivered once that relationship had developed:  

 

over time, schools came to understand what the new rules 

were, what the new game was…I think you began to form a 

relationship with the heads [and so] they’d say ‘ok, right, you’re 

being honest…’ 

 

As noted above, Iolo proceeded to develop a version of the challenge advisor role in 

which the deep, contextual knowledge and understanding of a school were central. 

His interpretation of the role had grown closer and closer to this version over the 

previous six years. In this respect, in a similar way to Graham, he was living out 

many of his beliefs about effective professional working through his interpretation of 

his job. It is perhaps the case that the role of challenge advisor, because of its more 

fluid and flexible constitution, and its relative novelty, invites this kind of self-

fashioning.  

 

Within the broad realms of this kind of interpretation of the job, one that prioritised 

detailed, qualitative knowledge, it is not surprising that Iolo frequently questioned the 

utility of quantitative performance measures and evaluation tools. He was not alone 

here. Wendy, and to a lesser extent Robert, also demonstrated a degree of 

scepticism in this respect, but Iolo’s critiques were more frequent and detailed. He 

repeatedly referred to performance indicators as a ‘game’ (see above), a set of 

routines and processes which schools could master over time. Iolo never went quite 

as far as saying that schools could get better at the metrics without actually 

improving in real terms, although he did come close to implying this: 

 

The data we use certainly in primary schools, to be honest for 

the last two or three years, I’d lost faith in it totally...when you’re 

making judgements across schools where in order to be in 

what was a standards group one or two, you had to virtually get 
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one hundred percent of your children into Level 4...lots of 

schools did somehow. You just lost faith in it... 

 

Iolo was also not very positive about a previous system that assigned schools to 

performance bands (‘[schools] went up and down like yo-yos...[the system was] not 

very cleverly thought out in that respect’), and, essentially, he maintained a general 

scepticism about the use of hard data as a proxy measure for educational quality: 

 

We certainly know where schools have been providing a pretty 

good education in many subjects, but maybe they’ve had a 

weak English department, or relatively weak maths 

department...Suddenly they’re being judged as being a poor 

school based on very narrow criteria, where there might be lots 

of really good things going on in that school. 

 

In this view, knowledge of the ‘really good things’ could not come from data alone, 

and would presumably be drawn from the kind of longer-term relationships that Iolo 

had described. 

 

Iolo’s scepticism about the power and efficacy of data on its own as an accountability 

tool was, he felt, mirrored by shifts in policy: 

 

Welsh Government are now saying, ‘Ok, maybe we’ll be 

moving away from categorisation’. Estyn have got a new 

framework in place where they hardly look at data in terms of 

performance measures. 

 

For Iolo, there was a narrative here, once again, of the broader system beginning to 

align more closely to his own core views. Policy here was beginning to listen to 

‘arguments within the consortium [that] we’ve been making for a long time’. 

 

As noted above, Iolo had described the tension, as he saw it, between making 

judgements about schools and trying to build productive relationships with them. 

Although this tension had decreased as the relationships had strengthened (the 

schools were more likely over time to be receptive to judgements from him), it was 

interesting to note that in his detailed account of how he performed his job now, and 

his description of what it would become (his future story), the role of judgement 

maker was virtually absent. Like Graham, Iolo described himself as ‘an influencer, to 
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some extent’, occupying a position that was ‘more of a coaching role on occasions’. 

In the school-to-school, self-improving networks that the consortium had established 

over the last few years, Iolo was there ‘just to give an external perspective’, and to 

‘more or less quality-assure' the systems the schools would be using to make their 

own judgements. He saw his job as that of a facilitator or an introducer (‘my role is 

joining things up, pointing schools in the right direction’) and as a reframer of 

priorities for schools who might need some help ‘to understand where the country is 

going’. In all these descriptions of the scope and remit of his job, Iolo was keen to 

emphasise that this shift in the role was consistent with the organisation ‘very much 

moving from top-down, to letting the schools lead on the process [of school 

improvement] much more’. Here, undoubtedly, he echoed Graham. Although this 

had not been a ‘smooth journey’, it was a transition that, for Iolo, could have been 

foretold from the start: 

 

Even when the consortia were set up, to some extent, it was 

like turkeys at Christmas...part of your role [as a challenge 

advisor] was to try to get to a position where you wouldn’t be 

needed in the future. 

 

In this respect, Iolo’s repeated use of distancing modifiers (‘just’, ‘more or less’, ‘to 

some extent’), seen above, as he described his present and future role, suggested 

that this erasure of need for the job of challenge advisor had been partially effected. 

Christmas was perhaps getting close for the turkeys. Yet, when Iolo returned to 

discuss the future, towards the end of the interview, he stopped short of providing 

the narrative closure of redundancy for challenge advisors. In fact, as shall be seen, 

Iolo began to launch a counter-story which unpicked some of the views he had been 

expressing up to that point. 

 

Where did this counter-narrative begin? At one point, early in the interview, Iolo 

briefly indicated a positive use for externally-set accountability criteria when applied 

in a deliberately indiscriminate manner. As a strand within the conversation, this was 

something of an outlier since, as discussed above, his general tendency was to 

suggest that data-driven judgements by themselves were inadequate. He said that in 

the earliest meetings with schools, ‘transparency’ had been ‘really, really important’: 
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So, it wasn’t a case of saying to a school up-front, ‘Oh, you’re 

doing very well’, and behind their backs saying they’re not 

doing very well. You’d meet them and say, ‘Well, according to 

these criteria, this is something that the school is doing well in, 

these are the areas you are not performing well in…’ 

 

In these early days, before Iolo had had a chance to build relationships with his head 

teachers, the application of an external metric allowed him to make judgements in a 

de-personalised and self-consciously objective manner. It provided a useful distance 

here, a way of taking judgements out of the realm of the personal, and placing them 

in the domain of the abstract, as something impersonal, to be applied. This distance 

opened up a gap for Iolo to build trusting relationships with his head teachers, rather 

than compromising them, in his view, right from the outset. 

 

This progression, from initial ‘difficult conversations’, through the development of 

trusting relationships, to the vision of the challenge advisor as a facilitator, introducer 

and influencer, was a path that Iolo had followed in his own career, as noted. It was 

also, in an idea he repeated, a necessary journey for the whole system: 

 

They [schools] probably needed to go through that phase 

where they understood, they became better at self-evaluating, 

and the whole self-evaluation process is now much stronger 

within schools… 

 

They probably needed to go through that process, and Wales 

as a country probably needed to go through that process, even 

though there were probably schools that went through an 

unnecessarily hard time at that stage… 

 

As a journey, we probably needed to get there, we’re now in a 

position, I’m now in a position with my schools where I’ve got 

leadership teams and leaders, all of whom I’ve got faith in… 

 

In this sense, Iolo provided a linear, staged narrative, within which school 

improvement passed from one phase to another. It was a narrative of progress. 

 

Yet, as noted above, Iolo was unwilling to erase the role of challenge advisor 

completely from the future of this narrative. At the close of the interview, he indicated 

that there was ‘a danger of going too much towards schools leading everything’. He 
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worried that school-to-school based improvement models might ‘fall down’, because 

schools might become ‘too cosy working together’. In a fleeting way, Iolo began to 

portray a mistrust of the power of the relationships between schools. He even 

became concerned that, in the new facilitator role that he had just sketched out for 

challenge advisors, there might be additional problems: 

 

I’ll be purely looking at their [schools’] processes from a 

distance. If I’m not involved directly, it’s very difficult. I think 

there’s a danger…if you don’t get past the head teacher’s 

room…there’s a danger you won’t have a clear view. I’ll be 

relying on them and what they’re presenting to me… 

 

It seemed as if, right at the end, Iolo was questioning the very trusting relationships 

that he had spent much of the rest of the time praising. Here, briefly, there was a hint 

that more direct monitoring might be needed, although Iolo thought this would only 

be required for ‘certain schools’: ‘on balance’ he noted, lighter touch accountability 

would be a ‘good thing’ and would ‘benefit more schools and more pupils’. 

 

For Iolo, then, these were abstract, minor concerns, and an acknowledgement 

perhaps of the need to balance his narrative. As a response (to himself), he clarified 

that the abstract problem outlined above, would not be a practical problem for him. 

Even when he disclosed doubts about data, about accountability, about relative 

school network autonomy from the consortium, Iolo was clear that relationships he 

had developed with his schools would ensure that they functioned perfectly well. For 

example, when he worried about the reliability of primary school data, he quickly 

noted that: 

 

[it] was easier for me, I knew my schools, I knew my schools 

were doing things properly, I knew they were putting the 

challenge in…and I knew the standards were good in those 

schools… 

 

When he spoke of the inherent difficulty in aligning challenge advisor judgments with 

Estyn judgements when schools were in trouble (echoing a theme that Robert had 

developed at length), he noted that ‘maybe I haven’t got those schools, so I feel that 

less’. When he identified a gap between the political rhetoric of encouraging 
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challenge advisors to be ‘risk takers’, and the practical reality of ‘a fairly rigid 

agenda’, he also noted that he had 

 

quite a bit of autonomy within my schools…because I’ve 

worked with my schools for some time. I think I’ve got more 

freedom to make decisions about [the things] that my particular 

schools need to do to develop. 

 

Iolo consistently indicated that he was fortunate to be working in a niche, localised 

network of secure, trusting relationships, built upon detailed knowledge. 

 

Iolo had a clear, progressive narrative of Wales’s school improvement journey, a 

narrative that worked through many stages, some initially quite ‘difficult’, but one that 

was approaching a position where there was less of a reliance on top-down 

structures, and less of a focus on a reductive use of quantitative data as proxy 

measures of quality. In terms of his own working arrangements, Iolo had already 

arrived at this destination, yet he was hesitant about when, or if, the whole system 

would arrive at same point. He seemed to be convinced about the future, overall 

story for the system, but encountered a measure of doubt when he moved on to 

imagining it system-wide, school by school. Here he fell back on concerns about the 

plausibility and sustainability of self-improving schools: 

 

The danger is, within those schools, either relationships fall 

down…[or] they can suddenly lose track of an external 

view…they will go down the wrong direction and nobody will 

ask them those questions, because they don’t know. 

 

He seemed unsure as to whether the relationships which were the foundations of his 

own working network would be replicated across the system. In the end, Iolo was 

reluctant to provide an entirely positive ending to the story that he had spent most of 

the interview setting up. 
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4.6 Nick: Clarity and complexity 
 

At the time of the interview, Nick, like Robert, had also, relatively recently, moved 

regions. He had had a long and successful career which encompassed a variety of 

senior roles in consortia and local authorities, and prior to this, a range of headships 

in different primary schools. Nick had clearly been successful in both his school-

based and his advisory work, although his references to his own successes were 

always recounted in a matter-of-fact, understated way, like many of the other 

challenge advisor participants. Nick did not use the interview to emphasise his own 

professional prowess and yet it was the unmistakable platform upon which his 

narratives were built. 

 

Like Robert, when Nick talked about his work as a challenge advisor, he emphasised 

a kind of craft knowledge. He went further than Robert, in fact, by suggesting that 

different challenge advisors developed different specialisms within this craft 

knowledge: 

 

lots of my work has been in getting [schools] from 

unsatisfactory, to good, and knowing the stages that you have 

to go through to get there…I think [my specialism] is particularly 

that. Other people’s are developing particular types of systems 

with schools… 

 

Nick retold exemplar stories of working as a challenge advisor to manage a school’s 

transition through these stages, and he quickly communicated his clear sense of how 

he ensured these stages were navigated successfully (‘schools become quite 

overwhelmed by the amount of support they’ve got…people start giving them 

conflicting advice…[so] you get everybody out, and then bring the support in when its 

needed’). His narratives here of taking charge and helping schools move on from a 

potentially bewildering and demoralising ‘Unsatisfactory’ judgement were similar to 

those recounted by Robert, although they were extensions of these, in terms of 

depth and detail. 

 

For Nick, this aspect of his job was explicitly linked to trust at many levels. First, 

there was the trust placed in him by the local authority or consortium to oversee 

these transitions (‘the local authority puts complete trust in a challenge advisor’). 
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Second, there was the ‘open and honest relationship and dialogue’ he would be 

building with schools in these circumstances (‘relationships between a challenge 

advisor and a head teacher have to be strong so that people will trust in the work 

that you’re doing’). Clarity and transparency of communication were key here for 

Nick, especially when he was ‘having difficult conversations delivering difficult 

messages’, and as a brief narrative aside here, he recounted a story of how he, as a 

challenge advisor, had had to bring in this transparency to a particular school where 

it had not existed before: 

 

One of the things we did particularly with [that] school was we 

told that staff exactly where the schools was, ‘last chance 

saloon…’…staff asked, ‘why has nobody ever told us this 

before?’… 

 

In another illuminating aside, Nick deftly indicated how he balanced this commitment 

to clarity and transparency, with a sense of compassion: 

 

One of the things I always try and do is to make sure that when 

I deliver difficult message to schools, I make sure you leave 

people with dignity… 

 

Strong, trusting relationships were clearly important to Nick, as they were to Wendy 

and Iolo. However, for Wendy and Iolo there was a recurring sense that these 

relationships were also something to be enjoyed in their own right, whereas, for Nick, 

they were an essential element of a larger process. They were a vehicle through 

which the ‘difficult’ work of being a challenge advisor was achieved. For Nick, they 

functioned more as essential tools, required to move efficiently through an 

uncompromising, and rather harsh reality of school improvement. This was 

symbolised by his choice of scenario for his opening narrative example of being 

trusted by the local authority/consortium. The ending of a head teacher’s career, and 

the sudden promotion of a novice deputy head, presumably significant life events for 

the protagonists, provided a dramatic backdrop to a story about trust: 

 

[the] school was categorised as red, and the head teacher was 

taken through a capability process, [and] halfway through that 

process the head teacher decided that she was going to 

resign…in the middle of August…and she was not coming back 

in September. So, this school had a new deputy [coming] in, 
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[starting] on 1st September, and one of the things that I said to 

the local authority was, ‘The person who is coming in can be 

the acting head teacher…’…that’s quite a risk on the part of the 

local authority…but there was complete trust [in me, to make 

that decision]… 

 

In a professional context that frequently involved events of this significance and 

magnitude, Nick clearly felt that strong ‘partnership working’, underpinned by trust, 

was essential. 

 

The third way that Nick conceptualised the issue of trust in his work as a challenge 

advisor signalled an additional, quite distinctive way of talking about the role itself. 

Nick, as noted above, recounted a story about a school in difficulties being flooded 

with support and advisors. In his view, this generally made matters worse, creating a 

multiplicity of advisor viewpoints which the school found difficult to synthesise: 

 

I started working with this school in [town A]...there were 

literacy advisors involved, numeracy advisors, there was 

somebody giving them support for assessment and 

tracking…there were two schools working with them… 

 

Nick had moved these people out again, with the intention of overseeing the advisory 

process (‘how it [was] commissioned, how it [was] brokered’) in a more systematic 

and clearer way. The initial point of this story was to demonstrate how, for Nick, 

challenge advisors needed to trust in themselves and their own judgement: 

 

I think it is important that if you’re doing that [overseeing the 

supply of advice to a school] you have the belief in yourself that 

you broker the support at the right time, and that you build 

those relationships with people to say, ‘Now is the time for us to 

look at this, and do this’, and you have that open dialogue… 

 

But this was part of a broader narrative in which he saw challenge advisors as 

relatively self-contained, autonomous agents. Nick tended to talk about working with 

local authorities and consortia, rather than working for them, and his vision of the 

challenge advisor role had a substantial element of self-determination. He spoke in 

negative terms about the culture of advisory work in a different consortium that was 

‘very much a compliance model...[trying] to second-guess everything that Estyn 

might be looking for’. His version of the challenge advisor was more muscular, more 
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self-contained than, for example, Robert’s. He commented that ‘the important thing 

[is] autonomy from the consortium, and the local authority’, to be allowed ‘to get on 

with it’. Elsewhere Nick emphasised the need for challenge advisors to follow this 

‘strong model’, because only such a model would allow them ‘to be able to argue 

with schools, and argue with the Welsh Government, and argue with Estyn...’. Rather 

like Graham, Nick often theorised about system level structures throughout the 

interview, and often talked about the ‘models’ that he had for describing how different 

parts of the system related to each other. Like Graham, this propensity for theorising 

the system, and his sense of working with, rather than working for, the organisations 

within it, allowed Nick to voice a certain suspicion of top-down structures and 

cultures which produced schools that ‘still say to you, ‘Tell me what I’ve got to do’’, 

even when given the opportunity themselves of more autonomy. 

 

Autonomy was clearly an important concept for Nick, and he linked it firmly to his 

understanding of both trust and accountability. He linked autonomy and trust when 

he moved on to talking about trusting others. In his current role, trusting others was a 

particularly important feature of his work: ‘I have to trust the challenge advisors and 

the senior challenge advisors that I have to make improvements with schools’. 

Because these were both roles he had performed before, he said he now had to 

resist the temptation to get directly involved and be ‘quite operational’: 

 

In the beginning it was hard, in that you see people make 

operational decisions, and you think, ‘I wouldn’t have made that 

decision...’. So, in terms of that role...it’s about getting your 

head around the fact that the people will get you to the same 

outcome, but they might do it in a different way... 

 

By his own admission, this had been ‘a journey’ for Nick, and one which he had 

consciously forced himself to follow, to allow others to work with more autonomy: 

 

In the beginning I was doing things like sitting in on progress 

reviews with schools and making sure [they]…were presenting 

the right sort of information. I did that for about 6 to 9 months, 

and I don’t get involved in any of that now. 

 

In this current role then, over the last few years, Nick had begun to feel more 

comfortable extending autonomy and relinquishing control: 
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[I had] that realisation that just because you can do something, 

you don’t have to do it…then you get to realise that other 

people can do [it] as well as you, and so you start backing 

away. 

 

Although Nick was talking about recent experiences here, he made an implicit link to 

a much earlier episode in his professional life when he had not been given sufficient 

autonomy and had not been trusted. He recounted a detailed story of one of his own, 

previous headships where the governors of the school had involved themselves in 

‘operational detail’ and became ‘over-meddlesome’. The situation had worsened 

over his first year in the job, leaving Nick with a sense of not being trusted and 

having insufficient autonomy. After ten months, Nick gave the governing body an 

ultimatum, and they became less intrusive. ‘Having been through that experience’, 

he said, he had ‘used it since’, and although this story came directly after his account 

of his more recent commitment to the autonomy of others, there was only an implicit 

link here. Nick’s explicit link was instead focused on the strategies he now used to 

push-back against other people’s attempts to curtail his own autonomy: 

 

I’ve used it [the experience] in my current role, because the 

corporate management team in the local authority likes 

operational detail…and so sometimes…I just say to them, ‘Why 

do you need to know that?’…if I see it [lack of suitable 

autonomy] in operation now I challenge it much more readily. 

 

Although he related his earlier experience clearly to the way he now defended his 

own autonomy, the close arrangement of the three stories (his dealings with those 

he now line managed, his previous experience with the ‘meddlesome’ governors, 

and his robust responses to those he now reported to) and their consistent attitude to 

autonomy, suggested that Nick had clear views on the need to preserve his own 

autonomy, and now, the need to extend it to others. 

 

The links to accountability were clear as well. Of all the participants, Nick was the 

one who most closely identified with the idea that autonomy and accountability travel 

inevitably as a pair. At the very moment that ‘operational’ autonomy would be 

extended to another, they would be simultaneously bound by obligations of 

accountability. The freedom and latitude to make decisions would necessarily be 
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attended by an acceptance that there would be an ensuing accountability for 

outcomes. Freedom at an operational level would be licensed only by obligation 

further down the line. Nick was very clear on this point: 

 

I think [it’s] important that not everybody will do things in the 

way that you would do them, and you have to understand that 

there are many ways to the end goal. The important thing there 

is having the trust in people and holding them to account for the 

decisions that they’re making… 

 

Where things don’t go well, you don’t have that transfer from 

the autonomy into the accountability, and if you don’t get that 

right, things start to go wrong, and you don’t get the outcomes 

you expect without the two. So, there is a danger in that if 

somebody is autonomous then they’re not accountable, and I 

think it’s having both ends of that… 

 

In such a conceptual system, where operational trust and autonomy are only 

licensed by a greater accountability, the nature and definition of this accountability 

system becomes crucially important. It was no surprise, therefore, that Nick spent a 

considerable portion of the interview refining his vision of an appropriate 

accountability structure for Welsh education. If the accountability system is seen to 

be the framing device that allows trust and autonomy to function, the very nature of 

that accountability system becomes highly significant. 

 

Nick’s approach to discussing accountability structures was, like Wendy and Iolo, 

through a critique of some aspects of the use of performance measures. These 

came from varied angles, and the general effect within the context of the interview, 

was one of Nick problematising some of the ways in which he had experienced 

performance measures being applied. For example, he recounted a story of an Estyn 

inspection of one of the schools where he had been a head teacher himself. The 

eventual judgements from the inspection were rather better than the school had 

expected: 

 

When the inspection came we had five Grade 1’s, which was 

‘Outstanding’ then, and two Grade 2’s, and the staff in my 

school then became like the untouchables and said, ‘Why do 

we need to change? Why do we need to do other things now, 

because we are ‘Outstanding’...’ 
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For Nick, the purpose of this story was self-evident; the judgement made it more 

difficult to push the school forward. He did not stay in that headship for much longer.  

 

Nick also noted that performativity pressures often came from elected members in 

local authorities, again problematising an aspect of the accountability system as he 

experienced it. He felt that ‘in the political world…everybody wants to be able to 

show improvement’. He was doubtful about whether councils and governments could 

always show quantifiable improvement (‘I think there are ceilings’), and he recounted 

a situation in his current role where elected members were making comparisons 

between schools’ performances that he felt were fundamentally unrealistic: 

 

They [elected members] want _____ School which covers 

[town B] and [town C] to be exactly the same in terms of 

outcomes as Ysgol _____ which…has very little deprivation, 

[and] probably lots of the children in that school are tutored and 

get very high outcomes, whereas in [towns B and C] there’s 

significant deprivation, low aspirations…[but] members still 

want the same outcomes… 

 

Nick suggested that the system for categorising schools had not been as effective as 

it might have been because the framework was ‘open to significant interpretation’, 

and so was not necessarily a reliable tool, and was potentially focused on the wrong 

aspects of school performance (‘they don’t take enough account of progress of 

children’), and so was not necessarily, in his view, a valid one either. He thought the 

system was ‘oversimplified’. Similarly, he felt that the use of the percentage of pupils 

eligible for free school meals as a proxy for social and economic challenge was ‘raw’ 

and not able to give ‘the full picture’. Current proposed use of progress data needed 

to be ‘fine-tuned’, and current performance measures were not, in his view, the ‘right’ 

progress measures, having an unacceptably ‘narrow focus’. 

 

It is perhaps precisely because the concept of accountability had such an important 

role for Nick in his conceptualisation of trust and autonomy that he spent a 

considerable portion of the interview discussing the limitations and difficulties of the 

current system. As noted above, Nick suggested that many aspects of the current 
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system were not complex enough. He was also certain that clarity over the terms of 

accountability were crucial: 

 

People generally want to know what they’re going to be 

accountable for, and if you like, how they’re going to have to 

prove what they’re going to be accountable for, and how they’re 

going to have to prove in those terms that they are a good 

school. 

 

Thus, Nick was gesturing towards an accountability system that would be both 

nuanced and complex, and at the same time, clear and unambiguous. There is an 

obvious tension in this vision for the future: the impulse to clarify is often supported 

by a movement to simplify. Nick’s interview clearly articulated a desire to move 

beyond this tension by imagining an accountability system that avoided being 

reductive, by incorporating a broad range of factors and indicators, but which also 

could be clearly understood by all participants and stakeholders. For Nick, if the 

system could move towards such accountability structures, the foundations for trust 

and autonomous activity could be secured. He had a sustaining belief, it seemed, 

that such a system could be built. 

 

There was one further slightly unresolved tension towards the close of the interview. 

On the one hand, Nick was clear that there were some ceilings to school 

performance, dictated by in part by economic context, and he was suspicious of 

some political posturing that suggested otherwise: 

 

It’s very difficult for [School C] to put a 9 in front of their Level 2 

inclusive measure at GCSE. It’s in the very high 80’s, the top 

performing state school, but very difficult for them to get a 9 in 

front of that... 

 

These absolute upper limits, it seemed, were a system-wide reality for Nick, a reality 

that was under-acknowledged by others. Yet in his closing comments, he 

emphasised that schools needed to have ‘the highest expectations and standards for 

themselves’, and he gave a detailed account of how he had taken a school that had 

effectively set its own ceiling on potential attainment, and, through re-framing 

‘conversations’, got the leadership team to advance dramatically beyond their 

previous expectations. As he put it, it was ‘quite a significant journey for that school’.  
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Superficially there might have appeared to be a contradiction here between the ideas 

of absolute ceilings, and his own experiences of getting schools to move beyond 

their set expectations. However, there need be no absolute contradiction here. It is 

certainly a complex vision, a vision in which schools, working with challenge 

advisors, set ambitious targets, whilst still acknowledging that there are ultimate 

ceiling and limits to outcomes. In this complex interplay the question centres upon 

who gets to decide where those ceilings might be. How do interested parties reach a 

consensus on where these limits might be, on where, for example, reasonable 

ambition becomes unreasonable political rhetoric? Nick explored both of these 

positions in his narratives, and he clearly had his own sense of where these 

boundaries might lie. Of course, this would be important for Nick because, as 

previously noted, clarity over accountability expectations was also so important for 

him. Without clarity over the boundaries for reasonable ambition, there could be no 

clarity over accountability expectations. However, as Nick’s narrative begins to 

indicate, each individual participant in the system is likely to set their boundaries in 

different places. The ability to impose one’s boundaries upon others then becomes 

an expression of will and power. 
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Chapter 5: Reflections and Discussion 
 
Having explored the individual challenge advisor narratives, it is now time to examine 

the ‘resonant threads’ (Clandinin, 2016) that run through them. Before doing this, it is 

worth recalling the contextual background for these threads. Chapter 1 presented the 

idea that challenge advisors work at key boundary points in the education system, 

and that their location at these points would be likely to add a certain complexity to 

their narratives about trust, accountability and autonomy. Chapter 2 explored the 

history of the challenge advisor role in Wales, noting the effects of the changing 

policy context, and the complexities built into the role itself. Chapter 4 re-presented 

the participants’ narrative reflections on trust, accountability and autonomy, and 

noted the nuanced, complex nature of these individuals’ reflections.  

Complexity is, it is being argued, a defining condition for the challenge advisor role. 

This complexity can be seen in the structural positioning of the job and in the 

demands made of the job politically. It can also be seen in the participants’ narratives 

themselves. If the complex nature of the role is accepted, it has an impact on the 

way in which one might approach any attempt to summarise the participants’ views. 

The task at this stage should clearly not be to engage in a kind of ‘narrative 

smoothing’ (Clandinin, 2016) that reduces diversity and complexity into univocal 

truths about trust, accountability and autonomy that are shared across challenge 

advisors. Clandinin argues that this is unhelpfully reductive in narrative inquiry 

generally, a point discussed in Chapter 3, and here it would seem doubly so. It is not 

just that diversity and complexity are perhaps inherent in any collection of narratives. 

In the case of challenge advisors, these qualities are foundational, and they preclude 

simple resolution into a set of narrative themes or responses. There is an obvious 

diversity evident in the narratives as they are presented in the previous chapter; 

Francesca clearly thinks quite differently about the terms of her job when compared 

to Graham. They do not share anything as straightforward as a challenge advisor 

view on trust or accountability, and their narratives should not be moulded in order to 

present one. Chapters 1 and 3 noted the natural desire to find out what a group of 

professionals might think about a topic or concept, but also noted the difficulties that 

this task presents. In the case of challenge advisors especially, this objective should 

be approached with caution. 
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Distilling their responses into a simplistic challenge advisor perspective might risk 

overriding (and over-writing) a diversity that the role itself generates. This difference, 

this diversity and complexity, occurs in part because that is how individuals re-

interpret their experiences (Goodson, 2013), but as has been argued above, in this 

instance, it is also a reflex of the complex composition of the job itself. It can also be 

further argued that it is a response conditioned by the three concepts themselves. 

Trust, accountability and autonomy are complex and nuanced constructions in the 

world of state education. Their narrative explorations defy closure because of this 

complexity. Challenge advisors, because their own role is itself a very complex blend 

of different discourses surrounding trust, accountability and autonomy, are uniquely 

exposed to this. Their role invites them, forces them even, to articulate these 

complexities. To put it another way, it is perhaps particularly difficult for challenge 

advisors to ignore these tensions. The challenge advisor narratives are voiced by 

people whose job is a complex construction, and these narratives have been created 

by asking the same people to reflect on concepts (trust, accountability and 

autonomy) that are easy perhaps for them to problematise and difficult for them to 

smooth over. 

The narratives of challenge advisors then are well-placed to explore the complexities 

of trust, accountability and autonomy, but this exploration must take place in a way 

that respects and acknowledges the diversity of their responses. This is not an 

irreconcilable analytical position. There is another way of viewing the resonant 

threads, seeing them less as overarching similarities across the accounts, and more 

as the ur-stories about trust, accountability and autonomy that can be re-constructed 

only from the fragments available in the participants’ narratives. These threads are 

nowhere present entirely. No single participant captures or owns any individual 

thread, although some participants wind their narratives closer to some threads than 

they do to others. Instead these threads animate and help shape the challenge 

advisors' narratives, but they are not re-presented in the same way by each of the 

participants. They are, in themselves, open-ended. Rather the challenge advisors 

take these threads about trust, accountability and autonomy and re-work and re-

construct them in different ways. Whatever their individual responses, they are re-

processing the same set of threads, and through their stories about trust, 

accountability and autonomy, these threads can now be explored in further detail. 
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This chapter, then, will examine these complex narrative threads through their 

various, sometimes contradictory, sometimes complementary, ‘smaller articulations’ 

(Gubrium and Holstein, 2009). These threads are grouped according to whether their 

primary focus can be related to trust, accountability or autonomy, although the 

concepts themselves are inter-related and reference each other. Here the nature of 

the links between the concepts will be explored. 

 

 

5.1 Trust: The power of relationships 
 

There is a thread which revolves around the relationships that challenge advisors are 

able to build with senior leaders in schools. For Robert, Wendy and Iolo, the strength 

of the relationships that they have been able to form contributes significantly to their 

enjoyment of the job (Wendy), and/or their ability to do the job (Robert and Iolo). 

Francesca’s story is structured around her disappointment that the relationships that 

she is building in her new consortium role are yet to attain the quality of the ones she 

once enjoyed in her school-based career. Stories about developing trusting 

relationships with colleagues occur frequently, and this can be seen as a narrative 

that is available for challenge advisors to use when taking about trust. By extension, 

by exploring this thread, participants are also referencing the autonomy they have to 

form and sustain these relationships. There is a narrative here about relationships; 

about knowing when to apply focused attention, when to leave matters to settle, how 

to deliver difficult messages and how to offer support. There is also a link to the 

relative autonomy needed to make these differentiated decisions. There is a sense 

of trust here conferred on the challenge advisor by the consortium to pursue the 

construction and maintenance of these relationships in ways that the challenge 

advisor alone should determine. This is not an activity that can be set out by central, 

top-down prescription. The evocations of the relationships themselves become 

expressions of trust and autonomy. 

This thread, about the importance of relationships, is significant because it acts as 

an anchor, a set of stable structures perhaps, in a job that does not naturally contain 

many of them. Iolo, in particular, exemplifies this when he describes the security of 

knowing that his schools are not gaming the system. Robert talks at length about the 

work he is now able to do, having established secure relationships in his new region, 

and Wendy refers frequently to how much she enjoys working with her primary head 
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teacher colleagues. The relationships function as secure touchstones, secure, in 

part, because they offer a haven of trust. 

Of course, two of the participants make only limited use of this thread. Graham and 

Nick do not talk particularly about their relationships with head teachers. What they 

have in common is their self-perception as relatively autonomous operators within 

the challenge advisor role. Nick and Graham both, in slightly differing ways, pursue a 

narrative where autonomy figures quite highly. In this construction, there is nothing 

noteworthy, and nothing perhaps worth narrating, in the formation of trusting 

relationships with head teachers, autonomously organised beyond the control of the 

consortia. There is nothing noteworthy here precisely because their sense of 

professional autonomy is so well grounded. Where it is less clearly anchored, 

perhaps in the other participants, it becomes a more significant narrative feature. 

 

 

5.2 Trust: The balance of challenge and support 
 

There is a thread here that explores that nature of the balance between support and 

challenge. Although there is nothing like a consensus about how this relationship 

should be re-balanced, the narrative that there is a greater need for support for 

schools is expressed more frequently (Wendy, Robert, Iolo). This can be linked to a 

larger narrative that suggests that the system has passed through a necessary 

period of increased challenge, and is progressing towards a more mature, self-

improving model, where external challenge is partially replaced by peer-based, 

school-to-school challenge (Iolo). Where challenge advisors choose to place the 

system on this journey differs. Francesca situates it in a place where significant 

external challenge is still necessary, whereas Iolo indicates that this developmental 

stage has passed.  

The link to trust sits in the readiness to believe that schools will reliably challenge 

themselves, and therefore, will be self-improving. As a thread, this is explored by all 

the participants, but consistently unravels at some point. There is then an outer limit 

to this narrative that prevents external challenge from being erased completely. This, 

in itself, is not problematic. Complete eradication of any external challenge from the 

system would be a radical step. The interest, rather, lies in the variation in the points 

at which the participants step back from this radical vision. Attitudes to the need for 

external challenge, and trusting that schools can effectively challenge each other, 
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are, it seems, part of a personal way of viewing the challenge and support balance. 

They are not easily systematised or standardised from a central platform. Instead, 

the challenge advisors set their own boundaries here. They have their own 

expectations about the feasibility of a model where challenge is located substantially 

within school-to-school frameworks. 

It is generally not the schools that are known to the challenge advisors that cause 

hesitation. Iolo and Wendy both indicate that the schools they currently work with 

could operate in this system perfectly well. Instead this thread is anxious about an 

other, a minority, an unknown set of schools that could not function effectively in 

these conditions. This other, this set of schools incapable of operating in an arena 

defined by self-improving structures, exerts an influence on this thread: it imposes a 

boundary on the perceived credibility of self-improving, self-challenge at scale. 

 

 

5.3 Trust: The deployment of judgment 
 

The challenge advisor narratives emphasise judgement-making in different ways. 

Sometimes it is the perceived poor judgement of others (Francesca), and sometimes 

it is exploration of the good judgement one needs as a challenge advisor to broker, 

for example, the best support (Nick). Sometimes it is a description of the skill needed 

to make judgements, in the sense of evaluations, that will align with the judgements 

of others (Robert). However it is framed, this thread surrounding the importance of 

good judgement draws in notions of trust, in the sense that one must be trusted to 

deploy judgement, and by extension, one must be given the autonomy to deploy 

judgement. Narratives of judgement come into play when challenge advisors are 

asked about trust and autonomy precisely because being given the latitude to make 

judgements is linked to perceptions of being trusted and also linked to an 

understanding that the frames of reference for these judgements can be and should 

be interpreted autonomously.  

In effect, this thread explores the power of individuals to own decisions and 

judgements. They are trusted to be given this ownership and there is an implicit 

acknowledgement of the responsibility that comes with this. For example, Robert 

talks of the pressure he feels from the responsibility to produce accurate pre-

inspection reports, and Nick describes the responsibility he shoulders when he must 

take charge of organising support for schools in Special Measures. There is also the 
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responsibility of judging when to stick rigidly to the centrally agreed level of support 

for schools, and deciding when to depart from this (Wendy, Iolo, Robert). This is a 

slightly different part of the thread, since it is perceived to be a covert application of 

judgement, one which is deployed beyond the gaze of the central authority of the 

consortium. Here challenge advisors are assuming an ownership which has not been 

precisely marked out by, or warranted by, the consortium. Judgement here is also an 

expression of an individual will to autonomy, whether the consortium trusts the 

challenge advisor to do so or not. 

 

 

5.4 Autonomy: Claims to autonomy 
 

The thread explored above (5.3) is part of a larger narrative surrounding expressions 

of autonomy, and the extent to which challenge advisors consider themselves to be 

integral to the consortium. Some participants, like Nick and Graham, positively 

distance themselves from the consortium, emphasise their consultant status, and 

position themselves as autonomous units in their performance of the challenge 

advisor role. The use of the third person plural to describe the consortium is often 

found here. Some see themselves as very much a part of the organisation and an 

example here can be found in Iolo, the keeper of some organisational memories 

about the history of the consortium, although being a part of the organisation can 

lead to frustrations (Wendy, Francesca). The first-person plural is generally used to 

describe the consortium in these narratives.  

The thread then that lurks in the background explores this autonomous iteration of 

the challenge advisor role, either positively, by narratively prizing this autonomy, or 

negatively, by narratively criticising the way others limit and control this autonomy. 

Nick theorizes the link between autonomy and accountability, noting that with 

autonomy comes accountability, and he stresses the need for tight coupling between 

the two. Nick also describes how professionals who are given autonomy need to 

understand clearly their accountability responsibilities. This idea, that autonomy 

paves the way for accountability, is clearly theorised elsewhere (Grass, 2017; 

Weiner and Woulfin, 2017). In terms of lived experience, it might be expected that 

the personal thread of felt autonomy might then be interwoven with the thread of felt 

accountability. However, the challenge advisor narratives do not bear this out. 

Interestingly, in terms of its narrative treatment by the participants, the accountability 
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counterpoint to the thread of autonomy is not explored as in as much detail as the 

autonomy element. This is an almost absent story. Some of the participants mention 

briefly their experience of feeling under accountability pressure, but this remains 

under-developed. It lags behind explorations of autonomy and exists only in brief 

asides. It is a distant story. 

 

 

5.5 Autonomy: Rejection of top-down transmission 
 
Within this thread, autonomy works on different levels. In part, it draws on the notion 

of the challenge advisor as autonomous practitioner, described above, but it also 

refers to relationships between schools and central authorities. In effect, this thread 

asks the question, ‘How autonomous should schools (be allowed to) be?’ In their 

intermediary position, between schools and other organisations, this is an apposite 

question for challenge advisors to explore. 

Graham provides the narrative that binds itself to this thread most closely. There is a 

well-worked rejection of the ‘top-down transmission model’ (a phrase he uses more 

than once), and, for Graham, over-control from the centre is a denial of trust at scale. 

Nick recalls his ‘meddlesome’ governing body, and Wendy’s narrative critiques 

senior leaders at the centre of her organisation who are overly prescriptive and rely 

rigidly on structure and process. Iolo imagines a school improvement future that 

incrementally erases challenge advisors as top-down instruments of challenge and 

control.  

This thread is linked to the one above (5.2) that explores the balance of challenge 

and support, although they arrive at a similar destination via different routes. As 

noted above, re-balancing the job of challenge advisor away from challenge in favour 

of support seems to be about the trust one has that schools are able to cope in a 

self-improving system. It is a pragmatic judgement about readiness. The thread 

which rejects top-down transmission is, by contrast, more philosophically driven, 

more an expression of an ideal. Where this ideal runs through the narrative strongly 

(Graham), there is less chance of the thread unravelling. Graham, as noted in 

Chapter 4, provides a coherent vision of collective, collegiate working, with strengths 

blended across a team of people. Where there is a well-developed identification with 

this kind of philosophy, the thread maintains its coherence. Elsewhere (Iolo, Wendy, 

Nick) this thread becomes unpicked by a series of practical doubts. The rejection of 
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top-down transmission can be seen then as a thread which resonates well, but 

unravels at some point, unless it is bound by a strong sense of its own value and 

worth as a self-grounding and self-evident philosophy. 

 

 

5.6 Accountability: Craft knowledge and technical ability 
 
Here is a thread that presents the role of challenge advisor as a highly crafted set of 

routines and practices. Robert explores this thread in a detailed and quite extensive 

way, but elements of it can be seen in the narratives of Nick, Wendy and, to a lesser 

extent, Iolo. The routines, as presented by the participants, are certainly complex 

and require a high degree of technical know-how. A good example here, on a more 

focused level, is the construction of the pre-inspection report, whilst the job of 

helping schools to get out of an Estyn category can be seen in the same way, but 

this time as a broader set of inter-locked practices.  

There is a sense in which this craft knowledge is bounded and defined by the 

accountability system, insofar as it is the structure and mechanics of that system that 

provide the success criteria for the application of this craft knowledge. The 

individual’s ability as a challenge advisor to provide accurate pre-inspection reports 

can be measured by the number of reports that go on to match Estyn’s eventual 

judgements. Robert presents a report-card on his own performance here. Similarly, 

the individual’s ability to help schools move out of Estyn categories can be measured 

by the speed at which they do so. Nick describes his success here.  

This thread is interesting in a number of ways. First, it shows how it does not take 

long for jobs to start to develop their own informal performance metrics. As noted in 

Chapter 2, the challenge advisor role is a relatively recent construction, yet this 

thread suggests that unofficial and informal ways of codifying success as a challenge 

advisor are emerging rapidly. Working as they do in such a performance metric rich 

environment, perhaps this should be no surprise. Second, it suggests a way of 

earning trust as a challenge advisor, through demonstrable craft knowledge 

validated by the accountability system. There are links to professional autonomy 

here as well, since those challenge advisors who have a track record of success in 

these technical routines will be left alone to perform them. Robert, Nick and Iolo all 

explore this aspect. Third, it indicates how focussing on this craft knowledge, and its 

successful application, can become a thing-in-itself, relatively abstracted from a 
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larger school improvement narrative. Thus, Robert concentrates on the craft itself 

and barely mentions the greater aims it is meant to be pursuing. This leads onto the 

fourth interesting aspect. There are other elements of this craft knowledge that are 

less easy to quantify and measure. For example, Graham talks about his role as an 

influencer, an aspect of craft knowledge that is surely as skilful and highly 

developed, but one which, precisely because it is more difficult to quantify, becomes 

a nebulous, half-narrative, barely explored. It seems that the detail that one can give 

to narratives about movement between colour-coded categories, or about pre-

inspection reports, threatens to drown out other aspects of the role that do not map 

clearly onto a performativity framework. These latter stories become hidden 

narratives, only briefly and barely told. 

 

 

5.7 Accountability: Gaming the system 
 
Many of the narratives point towards a thread focused on schools gaming the 

system. Wendy, Iolo and Robert all directly explore the notion that schools can 

manipulate external performance criteria to their advantage. None of the participants 

include themselves in these stories. Although much of their craft knowledge is 

explicitly mobilised to help schools appear positively in performance frameworks, 

and thus could be seen as gaming the system in its broadest sense, boundaries are 

erected to protect the authenticity of their own enterprise. The idea of gaming the 

system is reserved for other schools over-awarding key stage 2 levels, for example, 

(Iolo), or ‘amending their data as they see fit’ (Wendy). A clear conceptual division is 

being erected here to place some accountability-driven behaviours beyond the 

bounds of acceptability (and thus to be eradicated by the system through the efforts 

of challenge advisors), whilst still maintaining acceptability for much other ‘window-

dressing’ activity. But these boundaries are not stable or consistent. One challenge 

advisor (Iolo) describes losing ‘faith’ in key stage 2 teacher assessments, whilst 

another (Robert) explains how he makes sure his primary schools were all ‘in the top 

quarter for Level 5’. Challenge advisors set their boundaries at different places. 

There is no consensus here. There is only a consensus that some activities, 

somewhere, are inauthentic and untrustworthy. Retaining the possibility that some 

behaviours are unacceptable preserves perhaps the notion that large portions of the 

accountability system are authentic and valid. 
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5.8 Accountability: Imperfect metrics 
 
That challenge advisors spend much of their time working within the accountability 

system is clear. It is not surprising then that they have detailed narratives about the 

efficacy of the whole system, alongside narratives centred on gaming parts of the 

system (5.7, above). As explored in Chapter 4, Iolo, Wendy and Nick all offer 

critiques of the current system and therefore point towards a thread of imperfect 

accountability metrics. Challenge advisors are well placed to understand the 

nuances of the accountability system. They help schools negotiate it on the one 

hand, and they are part of its machinery, when categorising schools, on the other.  

The thread that sits behind the narratives is one that points out the failure of many 

performance measures to attend to the detail and complexity of school provision. 

Proxy measures can only ever stand for something, can only ever represent 

something larger and more complex, and, as they develop detailed relationships with 

schools, challenge advisors note when these proxy measures do not do justice to the 

totality (Wendy, Iolo, Nick, Graham). In the most detailed and developed exploration 

of this thread, Nick advocates performance measures that are more complex, and 

therefore more likely to attend to the complex, contextual detail of school provision. 

Of course, Nick also argues for greater clarity from performance measures. Here he 

is joined by Wendy. There is an acknowledgement here, voiced particularly strongly 

by Wendy, that without very clear performance measures, the role of challenge 

advisor is made more difficult. This thread then articulates the tension between a 

desire for clarity (which may result in simplified proxy measures that are easy to 

understand and communicate), and a desire for complexity (which may result in 

proxy measures that are detailed and nuanced, but which are not easy to understand 

and communicate). It is the narratives of the challenge advisors, working through the 

accountability system, that explore this unstable, and potentially paradoxical thread. 

These are narratives working at the outer edges of the logic of accountability. 

 

 

5.9 Outlier: Having impact and being effective 
 
Francesca’s narrative is the one that makes the most frequent references to the 

ideals of school improvement and to the notion of making a difference. The other 
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participants, being further into their careers and having done the job for longer, 

perhaps take these ideals as read and confirmed. For whatever reason, their 

narratives are much less likely to explore these ideals, referencing instead their 

comments about trust, accountability and autonomy more to the domains of 

professional collaboration, rather than outcomes for pupils. Observing this is not to 

criticise the other participants; pupil outcomes may well be very important to them. It 

is not just a case of pointing out a difference between narratives either. What is more 

important is the sense that Francesca’s narrative is also the most anxious, and the 

least settled. She is the only participant to talk about not knowing whether the job 

suits her, and whether she might leave. The others do not develop these ideas at all.  

Francesca’s narrative is closely wedded then to the moral cause of school 

improvement, and it is simultaneously the most anxious. 4.1 explored these 

anxieties, focused as they were on distance, on uncertainty and on lack of closure, 

and this thread expresses the idea that the role of challenge advisor places 

additional strain on straightforward school improvement narratives. It problematizes 

and disrupts them. To be successful in the role, or at least to build a long career 

within it, perhaps requires the individual to step away from this narrative to a certain 

extent. This is what Graham, Iolo, Wendy, Nick and Robert appear to have done. 

Only time will tell whether Francesca’s narrative remains at the frustrated, anxious 

stage, or whether it moves on.
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5.10 Implications 
 
As argued repeatedly so far, the role of challenge advisor is a complex construction, 

and one that is significantly positioned to generate knowledge about trust, 

accountability and autonomy in this particular, Welsh educational context. In 

addition, as explored in Chapter 2, challenge advisors have a unique role in 

reforming the school system in Wales, placed as they are at key intersections 

between different tiers of operations, and functioning as they do as key elements of 

the system’s accountability and evaluation structures. The resonant threads, 

described in 5.1 to 5.9, above, therefore offer implications for the system as it moves 

forward.

 

5.10.1 
 
The first important implication is focused on inconsistency. As 5.2 indicates, there is 

no consistent narrative about the readiness of the system as a whole to embrace 

self-improving accountability and evaluation structures. Similarly, in 5.5, it is noted 

that whilst there is a generalised and pervasive acceptance that the system should 

be moving away from ‘top-down’ improvement structures, there is an instability 

surrounding the detail of how this narrative might actually develop in the future. 

These two elements are clearly linked. They also indicate an inconsistency about the 

way in which a key element of Welsh education reform (see 2.2) is being understood 

by a key cohort of professionals. In a time of change, inconsistency in terms of 

perception can be expected of course, yet once highlighted, should be addressed. 

This research indicates that there is work still to be done at a system level to build a 

greater degree of consensus in this area.

 

5.10.2 
 
The second significant implication is focused more specifically on accountability. It is 

the participants’ close relationship to the accountability systems currently in place 

that, it can be argued, allows them to develop a particular and important insightful 

narrative thread, explored above in 5.8. The insight that emerges is the desire to 

achieve an accountability system that is, at one and the same time, nuanced and 

fine-grained, and which is also, clear and straightforward. In a sense, the challenge 
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advisors’ narratives point towards an absolute idealised form of accountability; 

perfectly clear and able, simultaneously, to capture many details of performance. 

The significance here, as the entire Welsh system moves forward, is that such a 

system, balancing two quite distinct demands, may be very difficult to construct in 

terms of policy and process, and yet the narrative wish for it to be built is likely to 

remain in a strong form. This research suggests that a successful way forward 

perhaps will only be found when the complexities of producing a clear and nuanced 

accountability system are being discussed and debated explicitly at all levels of the 

education system, rather than existing as individual narratives.  
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Appendix 1 – Ethics form 
 

Overview of Proposed Study  
  

Name:  Matt Hutt  
  

Staff or 
student:   
  

Both  

Programme of 
Study:  
(if applicable)  
  

PhD by portfolio  
  

Name of 
Supervisor:  
(if applicable)  
  

Dr Nicky Lewis  
Dr Shirley Egley  
  

Proposed 
Project Title:  

Narratives of trust, accountability, professional autonomy, rigour and consistency: 
the views of secondary head teachers and challenge advisers.  
  

Start date:  01.06.18  
  

Code(s) of 
conduct to be 
followed or 
the guidelines 
appropriate to 
your area of 
study or 
discipline:  
  

BERA  

Brief outline of your Research Study (500-750 words) to include:  
1. Rationale, research aims and/or questions   
2. Research setting,   
3. Your professional role (if appropriate)   
4. Your relationship to participants (if any)  
5. Details of sample and sampling strategy   
6. Methods of data collection1  
7. Data analysis   

  

Rationale  
The rationale for this research is derived from the fact that over the last twenty years there have 
been repeated calls for school leadership practices to pursue strategies that promote relational 
trust (Fullan 2003, Tschannen-Moran 2014). Alongside the frequency of these polemic 
interventions, it should be acknowledged that the concept of relational trust as a positive 
contextual ingredient for school success is not contested. In the face of this overwhelming 
support for trust building strategies (Day et al. 2011), this research aims to explore the different 
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ways in which the concept is constructed and perceived by head teachers and challenge advisers, 
individuals whose professional position places them at the heart of Welsh education. The very 
fact that the case for pursuing trust-supporting and trust-nurturing strategies keeps needing to 
be made suggests that its practical interpretation and application by professionals is rather more 
complex and nuanced.   
This project aims to explore these nuances, and in particular the way that trust in schools 
interacts with other key related concepts: accountability, autonomy, consistency and rigour. This 
project will be written up as two separate elements of the doctoral portfolio, one focusing upon 
the perspectives of head teachers, and one concentrating on the perceptions of challenge 
advisers. It builds upon the first part of the portfolio, which has already been completed, which 
looked at narratives of trust constructed by teachers in South Wales.  
  
Research setting  
As indicated above, this research will form the second and third part of an interlinked doctoral 
portfolio. Issues raised in the first project will be considered in these two new, different contexts. 
The participants will be drawn from secondary schools in South Wales and the two local 
consortia, the Education Achievement Service and the Central South Consortium.  
  
My professional role  
In keeping with narrative inquiry methodology (Clandinin and Connelly 2000) (see below), the 
research will use my recent, previous experience as a senior leader in secondary schools as a 
contributory narrative and this will be reflected upon and acknowledged.  
  
My relationship to participants  
I have no personal or professional relationship with any potential participants.  
  
Approach to sampling  
In terms of the head teachers, the intention will be to approach the eight head teachers who 
took part in an earlier study on perceptions of distributed leadership in 2015-6. The reasons for 
this are twofold. First, the substantive content of these earlier interviews is conceptually related 
to the areas discussed above. Returning to these participants will create a deeper and richer data 
set. Second, proponents of narrative inquiry often advocate a reiterative approach to participant 
interviews, in order to obtain a more detailed narrative construction (Clandinin 2016). Returning 
to the head teachers from an earlier study will add a longitudinal perspective to the portfolio.  
  
In terms of the challenge advisers, the sampling approach will follow Riessman (2008) and 
Webster and Mertova (2007) and engage in purposeful sampling of a small number of 
participants who are likely to provide rich narratives from the perspective of the key concepts 
(Patton 2002). Gatekeeper contacts (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995) will be used in both local 
consortia to suggest potential participants and these will be invited to take part, four from each 
consortium to provide a balance with the head teachers.  
  
Data collection and analysis  
The data will be collected through loosely structured interviews which will be recorded and 
transcribed. The over-arching interpretivist paradigm for analysis will follow a Narrative Inquiry 
approach (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, Czarniawska 2004, Riessman 2008) and will focus on the 
construction and representation of the key concepts by the participants. Each narrative will be 
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analysed separately to ensure that the integrity of each individual’s perspective is maintained. 
The collected, analytical interpretations will then be compared to identify common themes.  
  
References:  
Clandinin, D.J. (2016) Engaging in Narrative Inquiry. Abingdon: Routledge.  
  
Clandinin, D.J., and Connelly, F. M. (2000) Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative 
Research. San Francisco: Jossey Bass.  
  
Czarniawska, B. (2004) Narratives in Social Sciences. Thousand Oaks: Sage.  
  
Fullan, M. (2003) The Moral Imperative for School Leadership. Thousand Oaks: Corwin.  
  
Patton, M. (2002) Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks: Sage.  
Riessman, C. (2008) Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences. London: Sage.  
Tschannen-Moran, M. (2014) Trust Matters: Leadership for Successful Schools. San Francisco: 
Jossey – Bass.  
Webster, W. and Mertova, P. (2007) Using Narrative Inquiry as a Research Method. Abingdon: 
Routledge.  

Responsibilities to Participants  
  

  
1. Voluntary Informed Consent  

  
How will you gain access to the participants?  

As described above, the head teachers will be approached directly and invited to take part (I have 
already worked with them in a previous project). I will use three gatekeeper contacts in EAS/ CSC 
(local consortia) to suggest potential challenge adviser participants. Those identified will be 
contacted directly and invited to take part.  
  

How will you provide participants with the information they need about the study?  Please 
attach a copy of the information that will be provided to the participants where appropriate  

Information Sheet A (Head Teachers), and Information Sheet B (Challenge Advisers) are 
attached.  
  

How will you ensure that you have informed consent from the participants?  Please attach a 
copy of the consent form(s) that will be provided to the participants where appropriate  

Consent form attached.  
  

How will you inform participants of their right to withdraw from the study?  

This is included on the information sheets.  
  

How will you inform participants of the complaints procedure?  

This is included on the information sheets.  
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Checklist for managing Voluntary Informed Consent  
Tick all that apply  

All respondents will be given an appropriate level of information about and be 
given adequate time to think about the information before being asked to agree 
to participate  
  

Yes  
  
  

All participants taking part in an interview, focus group, observation (or other 
activity which is not questionnaire based) will be asked to sign a consent form  

Yes  

All participants completing a questionnaire will be informed on the Information 
Sheet that returning the completed questionnaire implies   
consent to participate  
  

N/A  

All participants being asked to provide sensitive personal data will have the 
following statement on the consent form or on the bottom of their   
questionnaire ’I consent to the processing of my personal information for the 
purposes of this research study. I understand that such information will be 
treated as confidential and handled in accordance with the Data Protection Act 
1998’  

Yes  

All respondents will be told that they can withdraw at any time, ask for their data 
to be removed from the project until it is no longer practical to do so (e.g. 
when a report has been written and submitted)  

  

Yes  

Duty of Care to the Participants  

How will you ensure the participants’ well-being during the research?   

Interviews will take place at a time and in a location that has been agreed with the participants. It 
is not envisaged that sensitive/ potentially distressing topics will be covered within the 
interviews.  
  

What information will you provide to the participants at the end of their involvement in the 
study (if appropriate)?  
  

The participants will have an opportunity to comment on the overall findings.  
  
  

Researcher Safety   

Are there any issues around researcher safety and if so how will you address those? Please 
attach a researcher safety protocol if appropriate.  

The anticipated contexts do not suggest additional researcher-safety implications beyond 
standard, common-sense, health and safety working environment procedures which I will 
observe. Since I will be visiting some of the locations by car I will also take sensible precautions 
for personal safety, e.g. I will leave plenty of time for travel/ parking etc. If visiting by public 
transport I will ensure plenty of time is built in before the appointment to minimise stress etc. in 
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the event of late services. Many of the locations have been visited before, so I am familiar with 
safe routes/ parking etc. Since some of the interviews will involve me interviewing 
female participants in private, I will ensure that sensible precautions are taken to ensure the 
wellbeing and safety of both parties; e.g. due regard for personal space, suitably professional 
interpersonal skills etc. I will follow the USW Lone Worker Policy.  
  

  
2. Managing Data  

  
How will you ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the research participants?   
  

Participants will be identified by a pseudonym in the study, and all transcripts and recordings will 
be stored in a secure, password protected environment. Additional care will be taken in the re-
presentation of narrative details to ensure that participants are unlikely to be identified by 
narrative details that they share and explore.  

  
Checklist for managing issues of confidentiality and anonymity   
Tick all that apply  
  

Questionnaires will be returned anonymously and indirectly   
  

N/A  

Questionnaires and/or interview transcripts will only be identifiable by a unique 
identifier (e.g. code/pseudonym)  

  

Yes  

Lists of identity numbers or pseudonyms linked to names and/or addresses will 
be stored securely and separately from the research data  
  

Yes  

All name of people, places or organisations which could lead to the identification 
of individuals or organisations will be changed  

Yes  

I confirm that my research records will be held securely at USW according to the 
Data Protection Act 1998 and in accordance with USW guidelines  
  

Yes  

I confirm that I will not use the research data for any other purpose or that I have 
attached the use, retention and re-use form   
  

Yes  

Data will be stored on a personal computer and, as well as the computer being 
password protected, so will the documents  
  

Yes  

If confidentiality is limited a Confidentiality Protocol is attached which describes 
how this will be managed  

N/A  
  

How will research findings be fed back to the research participants? (if appropriate)  
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The participants will receive a copy of interim findings (for comment), and a copy of the final 
study.  

How will the research be disseminated to the wider community?  

The two pieces of research will form two additional elements of my PhD by portfolio. I will use 
them individually as sources for conference papers (e.g. BERA).  
  
  

Attachments  
  
  

Tick all that are included   

Information Sheet  Yes  

Consent Form  Yes  

Confidentiality Protocol  N/A  

Researcher Safety Protocol  N/A  

Other approvals, for example approval of external organisations allowing you 
access to their participants.  
  

N/A  

Applicant’s Declaration  
  

If your project is approved you must follow the process and documents you have submitted. If 
your application is not approved you will need to refer to this version of your application when 
preparing your re-submission. Please note if you intend on deviating from the approved protocol 
or documentation you will need to request approval for any changes.  
  

I have read and agree to abide by the Code(s) of 
Conduct identified at the start of this form  
  

  

I understand that failure to follow my approved protocol 
constitutes research misconduct and the policy for such 
offences will be followed in such an instance  

  

I confirm that the USW is responsible for this study and 
that I am not receiving any funding for this project other 
than that provided by myself or through my course  
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I confirm that all procedures that will occur within the 
research will adhere to USW Policy on Health and Safety 
and that where applicable, a thorough risk assessment 
will be completed prior to the research taking place  
    

Print name:     
Matt Hutt  
  

Please sign:  

  

Date:  
  
  
  

Supervisor’s Declaration (for students)  

If the student’s project is approved they must follow the process and documents they have 
submitted. If their application is not approved they will need to refer to this version of their 
application when preparing their re-submission. Please note if you intend on deviating from the 
approved protocol or documentation you will need to request approval for any changes.  
  

I have read and agree to abide by the Code(s) of 
Conduct identified at the start of this form  

Yes  

I have read the guidelines accompanying this application 
form and understand that failure to follow these and the 
approved protocol constitutes research misconduct and 
the policy for such offences will be followed in such an 
instance  

Yes  

Print name:     
Dr Nicky Lewis  
  

Please sign    
  

Date:  17/4/18  
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Appendix 2 – Participant information sheet 
 
Participant information sheet  

Study title: Narratives of trust, autonomy and accountability in secondary education in South 

Wales: Challenge Advisers  

Researcher: Matt Hutt  

Institution: University of South Wales  

Project supervisor: Nicky Lewis  

Qualification project is part of: PhD, School of Education, Faculty of Life Sciences and 

Education, University of South Wales  

Information sheet version no: 1  

Date: 06.06.18  

I would like to invite you to take part in a research study. Please read this information sheet 

to help you decide if you would like to take part or not. Please ask any questions if any part is 

unclear, or if you would like further detail.  

What is the purpose of this study?  

The study has been designed to find out more about the different ways challenge advisers in 

South Wales think about professional trust, autonomy and accountability. Its main focus will 

be to explore your perceptions of how these concepts are interrelated in your professional 

life. Various pieces of research have already been conducted on trust in practice in different 

educational settings and sectors, and this research aims to add this body of knowledge by 

focusing on:  

a. one particular sector in one geographical location; and   
b. the specific relationships between trust and accountability, and trust and professional 

autonomy.  
  

Why have I been invited?  

You have been invited to take part because you are currently working as a challenge adviser 

in Wales.  

Do I have to take part?  

Your participation is entirely voluntary and it is up to you to decide if you want to take part. 

Even if you agree to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time. If, at any time prior to its 

completion, you do decide to withdraw from the study, you may do so, and data relating to 

you will be removed and destroyed.  

What will it involve?  

In terms of your potential involvement as a participant, I would like to interview you to find 

out more about your experiences of trusting others, and being trusted yourself, in your role as 

challenge adviser. I also want to find out more about the different ways in which 

accountability impacts on your professional life and your identity, as a leader and as an 

educationist. Finally, I want to explore the various ways that you are able to express your 

sense of professional autonomy; the occasions and contexts where you feel you have a high 

degree of professional control.   

The interview will not be based rigidly on a series of set questions. Instead it will be flexibly 

structured around some prompts to allow the discussion to focus on the individual areas that 

are important to you. In this study I will only interview you once, although I may want to 

contact you again at a later date (see below). Interviews should last for around 45 to 60 

minutes and they will be recorded and transcribed.  

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?  

All data will be anonymised to protect confidentiality, and it will be stored in a secure 

manner, according to the rules of the Data Protection Act 1998. The transcripts will be 



 

 
 

110 

assigned a code and all names, addresses and related identifiers will be removed. A separate 

file with your name and contact details will be kept securely so that you can be contacted for 

any follow up activity, for example, to send you a copy of the findings. The information you 

provide will be used for research purposes only.   

Will I be contacted after the interview?  

Once the interviews have been analysed, I would like to be able to contact you again, through 

email or through another face-to-face meeting. This will be to ensure I have captured as 

accurately as possible your thoughts and ideas.   

What will the study be used for?  

I am intending to interview 8 challenge advisers and this research will be formally written up 

as a dissertation to fulfil the requirements of PhD in the School of Education, Early Years and 

Social Work at University of South Wales. I will share both a summary of the findings, and 

the completed study with you.   

Which ethical guidelines will be used?  

The research will be conducted following the ethical guidelines of BERA. The links to these 

guidelines can be found here:  

• British Educational Research Association ethical 

guidance: https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-

Guidelines-2011.pdf  
  

What are the advantages and/ or disadvantages of taking part?  

There are no individual benefits associated with taking part in this study, although you will be 

helping to contribute to this area of academic research. There are no obvious risks or 

disadvantages associated with taking part in this study. However, having read the intended 

subject matter above, you may wish to reflect on whether these interview topics are likely to 

cause you anxiety or distress. If you think they are, you may choose not to participate.  

I hope you feel able to take part in this research and, in anticipation, I would like to thank you 

for your time and commitment.  

Further information and contact details:  

I work in the School of Education, Early Years and Social Work at USW, Usk Way, 

Newport, NP20 2BP. My contact details are as follows:  

Matt Hutt  

01633 432191  

matthew.hutt@southwales.ac.uk  

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you can contact me and I will do my 

best to answer your questions or resolve the problem. In the event of a more formal 

complaint, please contact the Research Governance Officer at the University of South Wales, 

Jonathan Sinfield on 01443 484518.  

  

 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-2011.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-2011.pdf
mailto:matthew.hutt@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix 3 – Participant consent form 
Participants’ consent form:  

Title of Project: Narratives of trust, autonomy and accountability in secondary education in 

South Wales: Challenge Advisers  

  
Name of Researcher: Matt Hutt  
  
Name of supervisor: Nicky Lewis  

Please (initial/tick) all boxes   
  

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet 
dated 06.06.18 (version1) for the above study.  I have had the opportunity to consider the 
information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.  

  
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 
time without giving any reason, without any consequence to myself.    
  
3. I agree to my anonymised data being used in study specific reports and subsequent 
articles that will appear in academic journals.   
  
4. I agree to take part in the above study.  

  
5. I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes of this 
research study. I understand that such information will be treated as confidential and 
handled in accordance with the GDPR 2018.  

  
6. I am over 18.  
  
7. I agree to my interview responses being audio-recorded.  
  

  
Name of Participant   Date    Signature  
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Appendix 4 – Indicative prompt interview questions 
 
Tell me about a time when you felt trusted?  
Tell me about a time when did not feel trusted?  
When, in your career, have you particularly felt a part of a professional community where 
people trusted each other?  
Tell me about a time when you found it difficult to trust others professionally?  
When do you feel particularly accountable for your professional work? How does that affect 
you?  
Tell me about a time when you felt your sense of professional autonomy was particularly 
strong? How did this make you feel?  
What role did others play in this event?  
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Appendix 5 – Education Achievement Service (EAS) Job Specification 
for Senior Systems Leader (2014) 

Senior Systems Leader East                                
 
 
JOB DESCRIPTION 
 

POST IDENTIFICATION 

 

Post Title: Senior Systems Leader 

Salary: Soulbury Range 20 – 26  (inclusive of SPAs) 
Currently £53,554 - £59,749 
 

Organisation: South East Wales Education Achievement Service (EAS) 

Location To be determined. 

Responsible To: Principal Systems Leader. 

 

 
To lead on the Consortium’s work relating to the management of school intervention 
programmes in specific areas and on key aspects of strategic development across the 
region.   
 

 
1. Leading and supporting the work of Systems Leaders in developing, implementing, 

monitoring and evaluating strategies for intervention in schools causing concern. 

2. Supporting and challenging schools through the development of individuals and teams to 
be able to provide advice, guidance, support and effective challenge. 

3. Ensuring the effective impact of interventions from a range of providers to improve 
identified schools. 

4. Leading on key strategies for raising standards and improving school performance across 
the region. 

 

 

JOB PURPOSE 

KEY RESULT AREAS 

DETAILED TASK PROFILE 

South East Wales 
Education Achievement Service 
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Principal Accountabilities 
 
▪ The Senior Systems Leader is accountable to the Principal Systems Leader.  

Principal Activities 

▪ Ensuring schools understand and carry out their duties to safeguard children and young 
people in all aspects of their work. 

▪ Ensuring the provision of evidence and information to enable LAs to receive prompt and 
timely feedback and reporting on the work, performance and progress of their schools. 

▪ Building close working relationships with schools, the Heads of Inclusion in the home 
authorities and other providers and LA officers within the region to ensure effective and 
coherent intervention in schools. 

▪ Providing targeted support following ESTYN inspections. 

▪ Delivery of activity to meet statutory and local requirements in relation to school 
performance and intervention.  

▪ Monitoring, challenge and intervention at levels determined by the Consortium in all 
schools within their region. 

▪ Ensuring the provision of effective strategies and expert advice and support in key 
aspects of school improvement and EAS delivery.  The areas of focus will be determined 
by negotiation but could include: 

 

▪ Closing the Gap 
▪ Effective delivery of grant funded school plans including SEG and WEG. 
▪ Strategy for Leadership Development 
▪ Strategy for improving Governance  
▪ More Able and Talented provision. 
▪ Effective use of assessment, data and tracking of pupil progress 

 

▪ Identification of good practice for dissemination to Consortium staff and schools.  

▪ Delivering the Systems Leader role to a group of schools. 

. 

 

Internal 
▪ Directors of home authorities 
▪ Consortium members 
▪ Elected members 
▪ Corporate directors 
▪ Heads of service and staff 
▪ Trade Union officers and stewards 
▪ Headteachers 
▪ Governing Bodies 
▪ Pupils/Students 

KEY WORKING RELATIONSHIPS 
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▪ Parents 
 
External 

▪ Welsh Government 
▪ ESTYN 
▪ School Forum 
▪ SSU 

 

The successful post holder will be required to have a current Criminal Records 
Bureau Disclosure 
 
 

 

PERSON SPECIFICATION  

 

 ESSENTIAL DESIRABLE 

QUALIFICATION 

• Qualified Teacher Status or 
equivalent 

• Degree or equivalent 

• Management Qualification 
 

 

KNOWLEDGE 

• Excellent knowledge in 
specified subject, phase or 
aspect 

• Excellent knowledge of current 
trends in teaching 

• Evidence of further 
professional development 

 

 

SKILLS 

• Excellent leadership, 
motivational and management 
skills 

• Balancing complex and 
competing resource demands 

• Excellent communicator in 
speech and writing 

• Ability to effectively deliver 
and present to a range of 
audiences 

• Ability to work effectively 
across Councils and with all 
identified stakeholders 

• High level of ICT literacy 
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EXPERIENCE 

• Proven experience of 
appropriately supporting and 
challenging schools 

• Proven experience of 
supporting the management 
and developing of a successful 
school improvement team 

• Significant experience of 
working in both primary and 
secondary schools to raise 
standards  

 

OTHER 

• The ability to work flexibly 
across all authorities within the 
Service area. 

• Ability to travel across and 
throughout the 5 Councils and 
other locations as required. 

• The ability to work to deadlines 
in a pressurised and political 
environment 

• The personal capacity to 
deliver rigour in all aspects of 
service delivery in the interests 
of securing better outcomes for 
learners 

• The resilience to sustain the 
focus on improvement in the 
event of disengagement or 
resistance 
 

 

 
 

Job  
Description  

 

  

Systems Leaders in South East Wales  
  
Organisation:  The Integrated Service of the South East Wales 

Consortium (SEWC) 

  

Core Purpose of the Job:  To support and challenge the leadership in schools and 
act as a catalyst for change to secure better outcomes 
for all learners, this to include promotion of the SEWC 
transformation agenda, by undertaking the following roles 
and tasks:-  
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1. Support & Challenge Schools, and Monitor and Manage 
Interventions by:-  

  
1.1 Ensuring schools understand and carry out their duties to safeguard 

children and young people in all aspects of their work.  
  
1.2 Analysing and reporting on the performance of schools through an 

agreed core information set which is accessible and transparent, this to 
include a broad range of leadership and management information 
including benchmarking data, based on the Annex to this job 
description, and other data as required from time to time.  

  
1.3 Analysing and challenging the school’s management & allocation of 

resources in terms of securing value for money and improved pupil 
outcomes.  

  
1.4 Reporting in a timely manner into the core information set to ensure 

that all have access to current information available to contribute to the 
single conversation with each school, and to give an up to date profile 
across the IAS.  

  
1.5 Understanding what the analysis in 2.1 and 3.1 imply for the leadership 

and change management of the school in sustaining excellent 
performance or otherwise improving performance by:-  

  
 • using best practice to inform & improve the work of others; 

• working with all schools displaying aspects of underperformance 
to secure progress and improvement; 

• working to transform performance for all, but with an emphasis 
on those in greatest need, identified as schools in Bands 4 & 5. 

  
1.6 Engaging with the school’s leadership at every level, governing body, 

headteacher, senior leader and middle leader levels to support and 
challenge their understanding of the school’s performance.  

  
1.7 Ensuring that all schools set challenging targets early in the academic 

year, and, where necessary as part of this process, impose appropriate 
targets under statutory duty.  
 

  
1.8 Supporting and challenging the school’s development of its action plan 

ensuring that it prioritises concerns, and plans detailed, specific action 
to address these in an improvement plan, to monitor progress towards 
achieving key milestones, and ensure that there are appropriate 
responses from schools where they have gone off-track.  

  
1.9 Broker and commission services on behalf of schools to meet the 

needs emerging from monitoring, support and challenge activities.  
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2. Working with Schools on Target Setting, Tracking Pupil Progress 
and Assessment by:-  

  
2.1 Supporting and challenging the leadership and management in all 

schools to ensure that they:-  
  
 • Track all pupils’ performance using an agreed scheme 

• Frequently report pupils’ progress;  

• Intervene effectively with learners whose progress dips or 
falters;  

• Comprehensively and transparently report schools’ performance 
through agreed overview and scrutiny processes.  

  
2.2 Undertaking statutory visits to schools, and ensure that schools are 

undertaking appropriate statutory and other assessment, and rigorous 
moderation of all assessment across the consortium area.  

  
3. Engage in the Promotion and Implementation of new National and 

Local Initiatives through:-  
  
3.1 Supporting and challenging schools in delivering prevailing national 

and local priorities currently:-  
  
 • Improving literacy 

• Improving numeracy  

• Overcoming the impact of poverty on achievement 
  
 Recognising that these are the responsibility of the whole school. 
  
3.2 Promoting the consortium’s transformation agenda which includes:-  
  
 • The new pedagogy 

• The personalisation of learning 

• The development of digital, work and life skills 

• The acquisition of global employment skills  
  
3.3 Responding to Estyn Inspection outcomes by undertaking targeted 

support and challenge to the schools, and when necessary deliver the 
LA’s intervention with a school failing to respond effectively to an 
inspection.  (This applies to schools who fail to respond to Systems 
Leaders intensive support and challenge).  
 

  
4. Supporting Headteacher and Others by Involvement in 

Appointments, CPD and Performance Management Processes by:-  
  
4.1 Engaging in the recruitment, appointment and induction of 

headteachers and deputy headteachers through appropriately rigorous 
and fair processes, and through agreed national and local 
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programmes, including participation in appraisal and performance 
management.  

  
4.2 Promoting the development of professional learning communities that 

focus rigorously upon securing improved outcomes for learners and to 
ensure their effectiveness through monitoring and challenge.  

  
4.3 Developing higher order expertise on behalf of the Systems Leaders 

team in order to be able to provide specialist advice, guidance and 
support to colleagues drawing upon best practice and research to 
improve practice.  

  
4.4 Contributing to leadership development programmes at school 

governor, headteacher, senior & middle leader levels, and also within 
the System Leader Team.  

  
5. System Leader Operating Principles 
  
 In pursuit of all of the above System Leaders must at all times 

recognise that it is the governing body’s and headteacher’s duty to 
secure improved outcomes in a school’s performance and the Systems 
Leaders task, resolutely to challenge and support performance, never 
compromising the lines of accountability. 

  
 Systems Leaders will use appropriate good management practices and 

support of line management to ensure that they retain an objective 
support and challenge position at all times in their contact with schools.  
They will work as effective members of a team, including headteachers 
and others working as System Leaders, and playing a variety of roles 
as the needs of the team require.  

  
 They will be responsive and flexible, and able to change and adapt as 

new challenges emerge and different tasks are required.  
 
 
 ANNEX  
  
 The following are examples of the data sets to be used in analyses and 

reports on schools’ performance, but are a guide and will vary from 
time to time.  

  
 • teacher assessment 

• reading and numeracy assessments 

• examination outcomes 

• pupil attendance 

• staff attendance and structure 

• financial management 

• resource deployment 

• staffing structure and organisational issues 

• inclusion 



 

 
 

120 

• socio economic composition of community 

• premises and estate condition 

• parent and community linkage.  
  
  
  
  
  

Person Specification for Systems Leader - EAS 
 
 

   

 

Essential 
 
Strategic Qualities 
 
1. To have a sustained commitment to securing the very best outcomes for children 

and young people and to recognise the need to respond to the learning needs of 
vulnerable groups 

 
2. An understanding of  education legislation and practice and of the school as a  
           single coherent system functioning within the  context of its community 
 
3. Be data aware, analytically capable and competent to undertake leadership              
 challenges and organisational analyses in schools, Record these and agree 
 responses to issues. 
 
4. Able to apply learning from experience, to understand how leadership and 

management in schools can improve outcomes 
 
5.      To have an understanding of national, SEWC, local authority and school                 
         priorities and what these imply for leadership and management of schools at       

    every level 
 

6. The expertise to provide advice, guidance and support to leaders at all levels in 
schools.  The capacity to do so without losing the position from which to challenge 
performance and without blurring the lines of accountability 

 
7. To participate fully in a range of teams and be prepared to fulfil a range of roles                 
            to ensure each team’s needs are met and that they perform effectively 
 
8. To be able to demonstrate and sustain a commitment to promoting inclusion in 

every context. 
 
Personal Qualities 
 
9. A personal commitment to making all children and young people safe 
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. 
10. Highly self evaluative, self aware with a demonstrable commitment to enhancing 

skills and knowledge and addressing areas of need 
 
11 To demonstrate political awareness and sensitivity and the personal skills to           
 influence and shape the performance of individuals, groups, teams and formal 

meetings  
 
12. The ability and personal resilience to work in depth with a school as an organisation 

on a regular and sustained bases with a clear focus on supporting and challenging 
the leadership and management to secure improvement 

 
Qualifications & Professional Development 
 
13. Qualified Teacher status  
 
14. A commitment to, and evidence of, professional development particularly in   
           areas of leadership, management and organisational consultancy skills 
 
15. A developing professional, still keen to learn, particularly about leadership and 

management skills from a range of organisations that have relevance and 
application to schools as organisations 

 
 

Desirable 
 
 
Strategic Qualities 
1. Knowledge and understanding of the education system in Wales 
 
.                          
Qualifications & Professional Development 
2. Higher level qualifications such as NPQH, Master’s Degree or equivalent, including 

vocational and professional qualification 
 

 
Underpinning all of these is a commitment to ensure every child and young 
person’s right to learn and to experience high quality teaching and learning in their 
classroom.         
 
Note – the EAS reserves the right to waive aspects of this specification where specific 
expertise; not falling within the skill set described are required. 
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Appendix 6 - Education Achievement Service (EAS) Challenge Advisor 
Job Description (extract) - May 2019. 
 

JOB PURPOSE 
To lead on the Consortium’s work relating to the implementation of the National Model for 

Categorisation. 

KEY RESULT AREAS 

13. Meeting the National Standards for Challenge Advisers. 

14. Effectively implementing the National Model for Categorisation. 

15. Supporting school self-evaluation and improvement. 

16. Brokering effective support and intervention for schools. 

17. Developing school leadership across the region. 

18. Building school to school capacity. 
19. Supporting and challenging schools through the development of individuals and teams 

to be able to provide advice, guidance, support and effective challenge. 

20. Delivering high quality data and management information to LA Directors, middle 

leaders and Elected Members. 

21. Implementing the agreed Quality Assurances protocols within a designated LA and 

contributing to the self-evaluation systems within each LA linked to school 

improvement outcomes. 

22. Ensuring the effective evaluation of all aspects of leadership in schools. 

23. Securing improved standards of education and pupil outcomes across the schools in 

the region by providing effective engagement, support and challenge to schools. 

24. Identify the development needs of leaders in schools, including Governors, at all 

levels, and across all phases, to enable effective commissioning of leadership training 

and support. 

DETAILED TASK PROFILE 

Principal Activities 

• ▪  Deliver the Challenge Adviser function within the National Model, including 

effective categorisation. 

• ▪  Delivering the Challenge Adviser role to a group of schools within their region. 

• ▪  Ensuring schools understand and carry out their duties to safeguard children 

and 

• young people in all aspects of their work. 

• ▪  Building close working relationships with the Heads of Inclusion in the home 

authorities within the region to ensure Improvement Service personnel take full 

account of the achievement needs of children and young people with ALN. 

• ▪  Providing targeted support following ESTYN inspections. 

• ▪  Building capacity through alternative structures such as federations. 

• ▪  Delivery of activity to meet statutory and local requirements for performance 

management. 

• ▪  Monitoring, challenge and intervention at levels determined by the Consortium 

in all schools within their region. 

• ▪  Identification of good practice for dissemination to Consortium staff and 

schools. 



 

 
 

124 

• ▪  Providing Leadership to the service’s work with School Improvement Forums 

• and Leadership programmes for school staff and governors. 

• ▪  Securing effective engagement of BIS services, aligned to the needs of 

individuals and groups. 

• KEY WORKING RELATIONSHIPS 

• Internal 

• ▪ Directors’ of home authorities▪ Consortium members 
▪ Elected members 
▪ Corporate directors 

• ▪ Heads of service and staff▪ Trade Union officers 
▪ Headteachers 
▪ Governing Bodies 

• ▪ Pupils/Students▪ Parents 

• External 

• ▪ Welsh Government 
▪ ESTYN 
▪ Senior staff in other consortia 

• GENERAL 

• ▪  Will be required to work out of different office locations, to suit the 

requirements of the business. 

• ▪  Will be required to work flexibly and vary working hours, to suit the 

requirements of the business. 

• ▪  To carry out duties placed on employees by the Health and Safety at Work Act 

1974. 

• ▪  To comply with relevant aspects of the Welsh Language Measure (2011) and 

Equality Impact Measures. 

• ▪  Ensure compliance with the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). 

• ▪  To work within the Company’s policy and procedures in respect of equal 

• opportunity and anti-discriminatory practices. 

• ▪  To observe confidentiality in all aspects of work. 

• ▪  To have a ‘can do’ attitude and to demonstrate a willingness to undertake 

training and development opportunities to improve skills. 

• ▪  To react positively and flexibly to change. 

• ▪  To undertake any other duties and/or times of work as may be reasonably 

required of you, commensurate with your grade or general level of responsibility 

within the organisation, at your place of work or based in any other establishment.
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Appendix 7 – Interview data 
 
 

Participant Date Interview Length 
Francesca 17.07.18 61:38 

Graham 24.07.18 67:24 

Robert 26.07.18 57:40 

Wendy 25.07.18 40:41 

Iolo 25.07.19 53:34 

Nick 31.07.18 60:21 
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Appendix 8 – Sample interview transcript (Robert – 26.07.18) 
 
(Complete set of transcripts available on request). 
 
(I = Interviewer; R = Respondent) 
I: Okay Robert, if you could just put your career into context for me just briefly, 

that would be great, thank you. 
R: I taught in City X for about 10 years as a Subject C teacher/Subject D, as Head 

of Subject C in two comprehensives, and I had a period when I was in charge 
of the District G Behavioural Unit, which is like a small PRU. Well, it’s not a 
small PRU, it’s like a PRU, but it wasn’t called that in those days. 

 I moved down to a special school in Town K where I taught for about four 
years. Entered a special school in County F, and then got a job with Advisory 
Service Q and I was the Subject L advisory teacher for special schools. I was 
soon dragged into the primary and then the secondary phases to provide 
support. After a couple of years, I kept on being asked to be an advisor as the 
other advisor was ill, so I’ve been an advisor, while at the same time I got 
promoted to associate advisor as a permanent role. 

 In about 2004 I moved to City V as a school improvement advisor, with 
responsibility for Subject L, but looking after a group of 15 schools. In 
2007’ish I cut the number of schools down to about 10, but I was put in 
charge of the Consortium K which is now _____. When that was set up I 
decided to work for ___ , basically because of travel, and I became a 
Challenge Advisor with them, so that started in 2012. Now I’m working four 
days a week with County J. 

I: Doing a similar kind of role? 
R: Yes. All things in negotiation with them. We started off with two days, they 

were asking me to do lots of different things, but at the moment basically if I 
say Challenge Advisor, in different guises, sort of thing. 

I: Yes, okay. Great, thanks so much with that, that will help me as I’ve said, put 
into context the things you’ll now talk about. 

 So, can you tell me about a time in your professional role where you felt 
particularly trusted? 

R: [Pause] A particular time? 
I: Yeah. 
R: Cor, dear me. I think to be fair, I’ve got one of those personalities where 

people have trusted me from the early days, when I was a sort of apprentice 
School Improvement Adviser. Because my record had been a record of 
success all the way through, so therefore they appreciated that I would most 
probably be successful in this job. I think as I’ve had more experience you get 
a wider range of answers to questions. So, when you start off, you start off 
with one answer, the one answer you’ve experienced; after a few years 
you’ve got 15 because you… 

I: Portfolio grows? 
R: Yeah, and then you just work out from there, so you have lots more answers. 

I think that’s in short one of the answers to the question. I suppose Fir Vale 
many years ago were having difficulty, and I wrote a report that said, ‘Look, 
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you really need to sort this out, your Key Stage 3 is not very good’, they said, 
‘Well, yeah, but Key Stage 4 is fine’, and I said, ‘You will find the inspectors 
will look at Key Stage 3’. Of course, they came and put the school into 
requiring significant improvement, because of Key Stage 3. I was then given 
the job to get them out of that situation, of course – I say of course, we 
produced a plan together with the school, they disagreed with certain 
aspects, but they went along with it anyway, because the authority is saying 
through me, ‘This is what you’re going to do’. They came out with a ‘near’, 
which is a bit unusual. 

 Since that time of course all the other heads here, from the one head it’s 
been successful, and since that time I’ve been given lots of – I’m going to call 
them red and amber - schools to get them out of trouble, and always been 
successful getting them out within the time they’re meant, and are just 
getting them out… if I said flying them out, so when the report comes its very, 
very positive about things. 

 I specialised in, I’m going to say red and amber schools, although I got some 
green schools in my portfolio, and what’s been quite nice is that City V High is 
one of those, and City V High improved from, I’m going to say being 84 
percent every year, they’ve been above 85 percent for all years, except for 
one in the last, I’m going to say 10-years, we went up to 93 in one year. So, 
we’ve been able to maintain improvement, even in arguably the best school 
in Wales. 

 So, head teachers talk, and therefore when I went down to County J they 
knew about me before I even got there. 

I: My next question is, tell me about a time you haven’t felt trusted. Have you 
ever in your thoughts, ‘There’s a group of people here/a person here, they 
don’t trust me’? 

R: I think in the early stages perhaps if they hadn’t heard about my background, 
it was, ‘Well, who is this guy?’ because I haven’t got headteacher experience, 
so therefore there is this argument of, do you need headteachers to do the 
job, or don’t you need headteachers to do the job? And I suppose there is 
that, I use the word ‘thought’ in people’s minds, and if they didn’t know my 
background, perhaps they may have come to that conclusion, they didn’t 
trust me. 

 Did I feel it? I’m most probably, I’m going to use the word ‘cocky’ enough, and 
assured enough to believe that they trusted me anyway. I always feel very 
positive about things, so that helps. 

I: So, you were saying, theoretically it might have been, but it’s not something 
that weighed down on you, or something that you felt? 

R: No, the only problem I have in my job is I’m dyslexic, so I find reading tomes 
very quickly difficult sometimes which can be a problem, depending on how 
many visits you do in a period of time. Also, writing reports, I’ve got to write 
them and if I leave them let’s say a couple of weeks, and then read them 
again, and get people to proof-read, and then I still make mistakes of course. 
All the words are spelt right, but they may be in the wrong position, but 
they’re spelt right, but I just don’t see it. I’ve even got software which reads it 
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to me, well I just click that its right… I can’t remember what the question was 
now. 

I: You started off by saying it’s a difficulty or a challenge. 
R: Yes, I find that’s a challenge, and of course some people will initially at the 

very beginning will… if you’re not very good at written English you can’t be 
any good. That’s a possibility. 

I: But its not something that’s ever…? 
R: No, because I’ve lived with it for, I’m going to say 60-odd years now [laughs]. I 

know it’s not very good, someone telling me going ‘yeah, well we can’t do 
much about it’, but it does sometimes drag me down, that’s one of the things 
that drags me down. 

I: Is that something you’re wary of? 
R: Yes. 
I: What about your trusting the people around you? Rather than feeling trusted 

yourself, how easy do you find it to trust the people you work with? Because 
obviously in your role you’ve worked with lots of different people, you’ve 
worked with colleagues who are Challenge Advisors, you’ve worked with… 

R: If we talk about headteachers, if they’re honest I generally get on well with 
them very quickly, you can normally tell if someone’s honest in our job, 
because it’s how defensive are they about their…  say results, I know it’s more 
than results but if they’re making excuses or blaming other people, I tell 
them. So, there’s that, and I’ve got on well with them, I’m not saying 95 
percent, I can only think of two people that I didn’t get on well with, and the 
problem was there they didn’t like blunt talking, and they took it personally. 

 With Challenge Advisers, I think I take time to get to know them, especially at 
the moment, Consortium O is changing Challenge Advisers willy-nilly, it seems 
to be they’re there for a year, and then they’ve gone. I think it takes about 
18-months to get to know the job, because it’s no good having the one 
answer, you need lots of answers because one answer is not necessarily going 
to fit the needs of a particular school. Lots of Challenge Advisers will say, 
‘Well, this is what we did in our school’. Well yeah, that’s okay but…’ 

I: It’s only one context. 
R: Yes. And if I put it into a context, say Our Lady who’s got 80-odd percent Level 

2+, they’ve got 12 percent free school meals, so not only are they top of their 
free school meal bands, but I think they’re about fifth in the other one as 
well. So, they’ve beaten everyone except for City V High, Saint Stephen's and 
one or two others. So, the Challenge Adviser from there might go in and say, 
‘Ah right, you’ve actually got to do what I’ve done’, and they might say, ‘Well, 
actually we got better results than you’.  

 So, I think I could take time to get to know people, and I quite often talk with 
them and find out, because if I’m going to ask them to do a job for me in say 
doing the review, I want to make sure that they’re spot-on. So, that does take 
time for me to get used to them. The trouble is that we don’t mix very much 
together as Challenge Advisers, because we work a lot from home, so 
therefore we don’t have that many meetings, so you don’t get to trust people 
because you don’t get to meet them.  
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 Then we have I’m going to call them consultants, I’ve forgotten what their 
actual title is called, maths, English, science, etc. again, it takes a little bit of 
time to get to know them, and then I trust people like Barbara who I’ve 
worked with since City V days, I trust their opinion. So. if they say someone is 
good then they’re most probably going to be good, so, I will only use them if 
they’re backed by someone I know who says, ‘Yes, he did a good job’, they 
will help in a certain circumstance. 

 Then when I’m organising school-to-school working, again I will use my 
schools. So, I learn the strengths, the weakness of my schools, and I have… I 
say ‘always’, I have made a mistake, for instance we got Fir Vale to work with 
Broadacre, and then it wasn’t that successful. Then Broadacre had lower 
scores than Fir Vale that year, and of course, that backfired on the whole 
staff. Now, why that happened with Broadacre because the record of 
Broadacre is… 

I: It’s very successful, yeah. 
R: [Laughs] But it was one of those things that I suppose if it was going to go 

wrong, it would have gone wrong, and luckily the head at the time was 
saying, ‘Well, I would have picked Broadacre at the time, you can’t predict 
that they were going to have their worst year ever!’ [Laughs] So, I do set up 
links between my schools and that allows me to trust what they’re going to 
do and what they’re going to say. 

I: So that kind of detailed almost… well, it can’t be inside monitoring, but 
almost like insider knowledge of a certain group of colleagues, but also a 
certain set of schools, that it sounds like it’s crucial. 

R: That’s the way it works, its crucial. Now, I’ve got quite a wide set of people I 
can go to, but it took time to set that up. Now I’m using colleagues from here 
to help colleagues in County J. 

I: Yes, I was going to ask actually. 
R: So, they’ve got an organisation called Consortium W, and they’re saying, ‘Use 

schools are in our area’, and I said, ‘No, I don’t know how good they are’, ‘You 
can trust us’. ‘I don’t know who you are’, I’m just slightly…  

I: Yes, yes. 
R: But I’ve already put my primary schools in contact with two primary schools 

in City V, significant impacts, it’s totally changed them. Then I put some of my 
secondaries in contact with people like Fir Vale, Our Lady to show the 
journey, because there’s no point sharing City V High yet. It’s like they’re 
driving a Morris Minor, and there’s a Rolls Royce, there’s not a lot of 
commonality, so you need to show them the steps in-between. Then on the 
other hand, there’s a school in Port Town whose second language Welsh, is 
out of this world, and have helped my schools in City V. 

I: Working both ways. 
R: Yes. So, it took me the year to get to know the forensic knowledge if you like, 

of the different schools. But, I think time, too often we’re required to make a 
significant improvement quickly, and I can do that but if it’s going to be 
sustained now that’s the different thing. One moment in time you may need 
to have improvement to get them out of Estyn review, or Estyn monitoring, 
but then you’ve got to say, ‘Hang on a second, we’ve had the review now, 
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we’re six-years away from an inspection, it’s got to be sustained 
improvement from now on’. That seems to be the way I work, and seems to 
be successful. When I went to the consortium, all my schools except for City V 
High, would have been, if we had the colour scheme, amber and red, and 
now all those schools are now green or yellow. So, over time it’s had an 
impact. 

 The other thing is, I’ve been allowed to keep most of my schools, and not 
change them, whereas the others have had different challenge advisors every 
other year, and although there has been improvement, I don’t think it’s been 
sustained, or as much improvement as… 

I: So, why have they done that swapping around as much? Is it just personnel 
changes, or…? 

R: Personnel changes, I think there’s a problem in getting Challenge Advisors. 
I: Right, why do you think that is? 
R: Because they’ve decided to go for retired headteachers, so headteachers say, 

‘Oh, this is going to be a good job, I could do this for a year or two’, and then 
they retire fully. And quite often they are the ones who go in and say, ‘Right, 
you must do it my way’, and then of course the other head says, ‘Go away’, of 
course there’s a lot of friction developed. Most headteachers aren’t used to 
the friction because there may have been friction when they were deputy 
heads, because they had to implement what the head wanted! [Laughs] But 
they’ve got used to less challenge… 

I: Well, they’ve got used to calling the tune, haven’t they? 
R: Yes. So, they don’t call the tune. We don’t call the tune, we make 

suggestions, we challenge schools, but we don’t call the tune, but it’s a 
different job. 

I: Tell me about where your role sits in terms of accountability, and school’s 
accountability, and how you see that developing in the future? 

R: Head teachers and governing bodies are accountable for the standards of 
their schools. The local authority is accountable for standards within the 
region, or the local authority. So, we’ve got to make sure that schools make 
as much progress as possible, and I think as a Challenge Adviser I’m 
accountable for writing honest and accurate reports, and I suppose that’s 
tested in that if I’m predicting results that are going to improve, and they 
actually do improve, when I do a pre-inspection report for Estyn, that’s 
considered accurate. 

 Now, there’s a little bit of luck in that, because you could say standards are 
good, and in your mind you’re saying they’re just above the ‘good’ bottom 
line. The inspection team will say they’re adequate, just below the ‘good’ line. 
So, there is a little bit of luck that you’re not going to be… 

I: Yes, but actually not much [inaudible 20:44] thing, you can be on the other 
side of that, yeah, I see that.  

R: Fortunately, I’ve written 52 of these reports, and have been totally accurate 
on 51 of them, and if I said slightly at one judgement out, and one thing on 
another, and I would argue that was the cusp. But some people say, ‘How do 
you do it?’ Well, 1) knowing the schools, but, 2) being lucky as well, because 
of that judgement. 



 

 
 

131 

I: Yes, yes. 
R: Also, inspection teams get to know the Challenge Advisers, we go on the 

inspections anyway, so certain teams will trust if I use my signature, and will 
say, ‘he’s most probably right, he’s been right all the other times’, so if there 
was a thought they would move the school up or down into the right 
category. 

I: When you’re doing those reports, how much are you having to rely on proxy 
judgements of other people within the school, or do you not rely on that at 
all? 

R: No, I wouldn’t rely on the school… no, that’s not right. I do rely on the school 
most of the time, because most of the time my schools are totally accurate 
on their reports now. If they weren’t accurate, or I didn’t feel they were 
accurate, then I would say so. For example, one of my primary schools this 
year said, they said teaching was outstanding… 

I: I was going to say, because you must be reliant to a certain extend on their 
lesson observation, data and stuff. 

R: Yeah. I watched, if I say, three or four lessons over the last two years, when 
I’ve compared my lesson observations to theirs, they’ve had outstanding, I’ve 
had good; they’ve had good, I say more adequate. So, I was saying that I was 
not confident with them. Now, they told me that none of the teaching was 
adequate, but then, it turned out some people I hadn’t seen teach had 
unsatisfactory lessons, but they’d given them adequate, so the judgement 
wasn’t right. Now, luckily the way I’ve written the report says the judgements 
can be one out, which in a way made me accurate. But I said teaching was 
good overall, they were actually not good overall, they were adequate 
overall, because of that.  

 So, generally speaking I do trust the head, unless I’ve got information. But I 
think that the relationship I develop, because I’ve been with most of the 
schools all the time, has meant that it is me and them working as a team, 
rather than me working for the local authority. Which, I obviously work for 
the local authority, but I’m there to help them, I know that I’m there to 
challenge them, but I’m there to help them as well. I believe in high 
challenge, but high support as well. When we first started in the consortium 
they wanted high challenge, low support, a few of us more experienced 
people said, ‘That’s not going to work’. It’s never worked anywhere in the 
world.  

 When they did that in England it was disaster for a few years, ‘We don’t mind 
high challenge, but we want high support to go with it’. So, in a way we 
carried on as normal, because when you’re in a room, no one is going to say, 
‘You were far too supportive’.  

I: Once again, it sounds to me as if that kind of long-term relationship which 
you built up with the schools and headteachers, again it’s crucial in terms of 
trusting them to help you build up those reports. 

R: Yes, its number one. In many ways without that you’re not going to be 
successful in your job. But most probably it’s the same about every job, you 
need to have good relationships with the kids as a teacher. So, if you haven’t 
developed that, it’s not going to work, and I think developing good 
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relationships with, I’m going to say the senior leadership team because that’s 
the people you work with, is the number one, and I would say developing 
good relationships with the Director of Education is also there. I think without 
those relationships you’re doomed. 

 And I think it’s more important. You might be able to get away without an 
education background, if you know what I mean? Because basically you’re 
just asking questions on what the headteacher is saying, therefore you’re 
making the person think rather than giving them ideas most of the time. 

I: Almost like coaching, yes. 
R: Yes. Again, depending on the experience of the person, it can be more 

mentoring than telling them what to do. If a school goes into say special 
measures, or significant improvement, I think sometimes you’ve got to take 
control. They’ve had the report, they’ve got to produce a plan in – I’m not 
sure if its four or six weeks now, complete and utter disaster and they just 
want some help. Therefore, you go in and say, ‘Do you know what, I’ve been 
here, I’ve done it before, let me take control’, and you work with the head, 
and you try and have a bespoke answer for them.  

 I’ll give you an example, a school in Port Town was put into significant 
improvement and they decided they were going to get themselves out of 
trouble with their Challenge Advisor. The Challenge Advisor I would say had 
been a Challenge Advisor for a couple of years, but wasn’t experienced, and 
used the post-inspection plan on another school, but the recommendations 
weren’t that similar. 

I: It’s doomed to failure, I would have thought! 
R: Then the report, because you’ve got to do the equivalent post-inspection 

action plan, for the local authority, so if the school plan was – I’m going to say 
25 pages, and the local authority plan was three pages, when it went to Estyn 
they go, ‘Well, this doesn’t seem to be the same recommendations, and 
secondly this plan has three pages and that has 25, how are you going to 
marry… they don’t seem to be joined up’. So, I was put in charge of it, and 
luckily the new head was starting, so I said basically, ‘Leave me to be sitting 
on the side of the table working this out on what we’re going to do, and I 
know that’s not going to happen, but we need to be talking all the way 
through’.  

 We talked about certain things, we changed the format, experience of me 
knowing what Estyn want, and of course it turned out that their plan ended 
up being about 15 pages long, not that the pages are important, and our plan 
was 15 pages. What a surprise. The only thing Estyn could criticise was that 
the school had put three targets for improving attendance, which was slightly 
different from mine because I put the decimal point in the wrong place, so 
when I rounded it up it was a little bit out. That was because of time limits, 
when they send them back you’re given a week!  

 So that was working with someone, you’re taking charge, she hadn’t been in 
that situation before, I have, ‘This is what we need to do’. 

I: Thinking about the role of Challenge Advisor then, not the way it’s played out 
for you, but if you’re a Challenge Advisor who does keep getting moved 
around schools, that must make it quite difficult? 
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R: I would find it impossible. 
I: Right, with the way you were talking, I can’t… 
R: I can’t see how it works. It may because I’m thick, and it takes me 18-months 

to 2-years to get to know a school, and get to know the senior leadership 
team. Or, on the other hand, they could be right! [Laughs] It takes me a long 
time. 

I: Well, schools are complex organisations, especially secondary schools, aren’t 
they? 

R: Well, all schools are, it doesn’t matter, they are complex. You might have in 
primary schools only 10 teachers, or less. If it’s a four teacher school, you’ve 
got four people in charge of lots more things than there used to be doing. 
You’ve got to work out what’s wrong in the organisation as well as what’s 
right, and what is the best way of changing that organisation around, because 
it’s not so straightforward. In the City V area I could say, ‘Right, we’re going to 
do lesson observations once a term, and do reviews. Anyone got a problem?’ 
Most schools go, ‘Yeah, fine’, most teachers, ‘Yeah, yeah, we’re used to that. 
No problem’.  

 In County J, ‘Not doing any of reviews, you don’t have a right to do reviews’, 
‘Well actually I do’, ‘Well, we don’t want you to do reviews’. So, it’s different, 
so I’ll do book reviews instead, I’m getting more information out of it than 
perhaps you do by watching a load of teachers. I don’t think you can do the 
job if they’re moving people around a lot, yet what they’re afraid of is people 
going native. I can understand that, and to be honest sometimes I may be 
accused of going native, but as long as my schools are seen to improve, no 
one can say anything.  

 But I suppose, the danger is if someone’s been with a school for say three 
years, then they may become acclimatised, and almost become the 
cheerleader of the school. I can’t really comment because I’m not there with 
them. 

I: But presumably from your own professional perspective, if your 
understanding of the role is high-challenge, high-support, no matter how long 
you’ve been working with a school, you’re constantly going to be double-
checking with yourself, ‘Am I challenging, am I doing those things in equal 
measure?’ whether you’re doing it for one, two, five years, you’ll constantly 
be checking your own professional… 

R: I think I’d keep checking myself, I like doing visits with other people who I 
trust, I do inspections which we’re checked on inspections, so there’s a sort of 
check there, and of course when Estyn inspect the school, hopefully as I said, 
they come up with the same judgement as you, or you come up with the 
same as them, then there’s that check there. I think we need more checks 
and balances to support Challenge Advisors, not necessarily to performance 
manage them, but I joined City V at the right time when we would work more 
in teams and do reviews together, so you would work with people, you’d do a 
review of say three days, and you’d learn three things… 

I: From working with other people, yeah. 
R: Yeah, that’s a fantastic…, and if you learn three things in three days, that’s 

not bad going. You do that constantly, and I think when I work with HMI, I 
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learn something, ‘I’ll have to remember that’. It happened on an inspection 
many years ago, the inspectors looked at the school, it was a primary school 
Level 4, 100 percent; I then in my mind thought either this is a very good 
school, or its cheating, or they haven’t got any special needs kids. The 
inspection team ignored the 100 percent, and just looked at the Level 5s, 
because they said, ‘Well, how many of those have they got?’ They were 
looking at the benchmark quartiles, I’m thinking, ‘all my primary schools now 
are going to be in the top quarter for Level 5s’. 

 When I told my heads they were, ‘Oh, we can’t do that, it’s impossible, you 
can’t ask us to do that’, two years down the line of course, they were all 
doing it. And it’s working, getting that little bit of knowledge, and you think 
‘How can I apply it to these schools? What do we need to do?’ I always think 
of missing bits to the jigsaw, so with them I said, ‘Look, with the Level 5s, 
you’re teaching most of Level 5, yeah?’ ‘Yeah, but we’re not teaching this, this 
and this’, ‘Well those are the missing bits to the jigsaw, teach it’. 

I: Yes, those are the things to incorporate. 
R: So, it’s then finding what do you need to get to that level, and the same thing 

with, ‘Right, if that works with the Key Stage 2, does it work with Key Stage 3? 
Yes, it does, but if it works with Key Stage 3 will it work with GCSE’s, what’s 
the missing bit of the jigsaw?’ The analysis, things that schools don’t do well 
enough is analysing past papers on what questions do people not do well at, 
in which classes. Because in your class it might be something, and in my class 
it might be something else, but if it’s a common thing with most of the kids in 
the class, let’s put it right next year.  

 City V High do that superbly well, Our Lady does it superbly well, I would have 
thought Saint Stephen's does, do you know what I mean? Blankmeadow does 
it, so if they do it really well, that’s not a hard thing to do. 

I: No, it’s widespread, yeah. 
R: I think that does improve the results so to speak. 
I: What about accountability pressures on you? When do you feel that 

particularly? 
R: Writing the pre-inspection report! 
I: Because you’re really putting your money where your mouth is there, aren’t 

you? 
R: It normally goes in two weeks before the inspection, so the report goes in and 

then there’s that week – two weeks before the inspection, and in the 
inspection week where the head’s texting me how it’s going. Day one is 
always a bad news, ‘Oh, it doesn’t seem to be going very well’! Day two, ‘It 
seems to be a bit better than yesterday’, so you go from, this school is going 
into special measures, requires significant improvement, oh, ‘We’ve Estyn 
monitoring now!’ and then the last day its good or whatever. So that’s one 
thing. 

 Then there’s exams days, results days. One school, the old Valleytown Boys, 
their highest performers were 23 percent, I went in there and this was in the 
first year, they were in requiring significant improvement, and the head said, 
‘Oh, well we haven’t started on the post-inspection plan’, and I said, ‘We’re 
six-months…?’ ‘Yes, but we’ve had lots of problems’, I said, ‘Well, if we don’t 
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get out, your head is on the line, and my head is on the line. So, let’s start 
working’. And do you know, I can’t even remember what they were, but there 
were certain fixes, really easy things, well the school went from 21 highest 
previous score, to I think it was 47 percent, which is quite a big jump. I 
thought, ‘This job is easy, if every job was…’ So, we were very pleased. 

 The next year it was going to join with another two schools. What I hadn’t 
accounted for, they were taking people out of the English department quite 
regularly, to prepare for this new move. Because every time I went they were 
there, and of course they would not be focussing, so maths got 60-odd 
percent, and English got 23 percent. So, Level 2+ was out, 23 percent. You’re 
thinking, ‘What happened?’ and its only after you find out what went wrong. 
Then nearly all those pupils who failed were within one or two marks of C, 
and as you know, it takes three marks to get one percent, so they were within 
one percent. All we had to do is find, or when they got them re-marked, so 
they re-marked all those kids and none of them passed. You’re thinking, ‘Oh-
oh’, it’s so close, success and failure can be close on C’s of course. 

 So, that was quite stressful at the time because I couldn’t work out what 
went wrong 

I: No, because it’s that partnership thing isn’t it? You’re reliant on the other. 
R: And the thing is, he didn’t think he should be telling me about his English 

teacher, because the English teams were working with the new head… fine. Is 
it interfering with?… no. But they weren’t doing the afterschool activities, it’s 
when you start digging down, perhaps I should have asked a few more 
questions, but they’d learned how to do it last year, they had so much 
success, why wouldn’t they do it this year? 

 Of course, English in that school had been the most successful, all we had to 
do was to get the maths up. 

I: It’s ironic. 
R: But it is one of those things that at the exam results days, 24th August, I panic 

a little. 
I: What about having enough autonomy to work in the way you feel is 

appropriate. Do you find a lot of direction from above? 
R: No not really. [Sigh] We had Hannah, forgotten her surname now, Hannah 

was a director who said, ‘You all work in different ways, as long as you’re 
successful I don’t care’. Some people like a set of questions laid out to them, 
and if they gave them to me I would just ignore them. I would most probably 
use lots of questions in my mind, I’ve got my own way. Quite often I would go 
to say question 3, then I’d go off, because I think you’ve got to have a sort of 
sixth sense to know where to dig, to find the… if I said the, not the, the 
opposite of gold.  

 Down in County J now, I’ve been give Port Town area which has been a low 
performing area for the county for years, and the director said, ‘I don’t care 
what you do, just sort them out’. So, we’ve called it a Democratic Multi-
Academy Trust, where the headteachers of all the primaries, the PRU and the 
secondary school are on like a board, and they’re all challenging and working 
together, sharing budgets to do different things. They all thought I was 
crackers but it’s worked, and a little bit of success has got them going, and 
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now their improvement plans are the same, and things like that. So, if I said 
there was no actual title to it, what we sort of unofficially call it, and it’s 
already having success. That’s a different way, because the director said, ‘Just 
get on with it. You could reorganise schools, you could work with the Welsh 
Assembly to get a new governance model in’.  

I: So, you’ve got a lot of latitude to do what you think would be appropriate. 
R: Yes, yes it’s great. 
I: Is that an attractive part of the job for you? 
R: Yes. The thing is I enjoy thinking outside the box, so I’ve always done things 

slightly different than other Challenge Advisors. I suppose if you look at it the 
core is exactly the same, but I will sometimes visit green schools more than I 
should do. I definitely visit yellow schools more than I should do, but some 
people do day visits or half-day visits, and I prefer one hour or two-hour visits 
but very focussed on certain things. I suppose I could do that because like the 
headteachers will say, ‘Oh, just come into school whenever you want. You 
can come in and I might be having meetings, or we’ll have a coffee together’. 
Nine times out of ten I will book time. The other thing with my schools, I will 
always say to the head, ‘If I come in and I’m half-an-hour early I’ll walk 
around the school’, and they give me full power to do that. 

I: Is there anything about your job you would change, if you could? Do you ever 
think, ‘It would be better if I was able to do that/didn’t have to do that’? 

R: The thing is, I don’t know what I don’t know. 
I: There’s obviously nothing burning where you think, ‘Oh, yeah definitely’. 
R: No. Sometimes I think I would like the power to tell people what to do 

sometimes, but I think that’s because I want to be in charge of this Multi-
Academy Trust. But when I think about it, the relationship wouldn’t be there 
perhaps, and I think the strength is, by working with people and getting them 
on your side, you will get the trust. I think when we started challenging 
schools in 2012, lots of schools backed away for two reasons, well more than 
two reasons, but, reason number one was the Challenge Advisors were too 
challenging, and didn’t realise there’s a balance between challenge and 
support, and that if you keep on knocking people eventually they’re not going 
to stand up again. 

 I think that still happens to a certain extent. You’ve got to challenge but 
provide the support, and realising sometimes you’re not the best person to 
provide the support, or the challenge sometimes. Sometimes I’ll go in and 
say… this won’t happen now because she’s not with us, but I’ll take Barbara in 
and I will start a conversation, and Barbara would do the challenge or the 
support part, because you want the best person there to do the job, not 
worry about it yourself. I’m not very good at the Foundation Phase, that’s my 
weak area, so if I need someone, I’ll take someone in with me. I will always 
say, ‘Don’t worry about the Foundation Phase, get the standards right, and 
then there’s a balance’, because Estyn will want a lot of the through-play. So, 
there’s a balance there somewhere, and I try to get the balance sorted out, 
and sometimes that means getting other people in.  

 I think one of the weaknesses within the systems, I don’t think the training of 
Challenge Advisors is sufficient. In Estyn you’re not allowed to go out on your 
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own for three to five months, I think it is, well, why do they allow Challenge 
Advisors to be literally given the job say January 1st, and 10 days later they’re 
going around schools? They’re going around schools doing the national 
categorisation meetings, which can be the most stressful meetings if you 
don’t know the school. So, that part of the training, and I think they need to 
be given far more arrows if you like, so they can go around schools to see 
different schools working, and get the senior leadership teams to talk to them 
on how they improve schools; because lots of the new Challenge Advisors 
have only got the experience of one or two schools, not a whole range of 
weapons if you like. 

 So, I think it’s in that area we should be buddying up a lot more, working with 
other people. 

I: Yes, you talked about that earlier, about there being relatively infrequent 
contact, unless obviously you’ve got a core of people that you know, and you 
can call on. 

R: Yeah. 
I: Final question, obviously the Welsh Government signal that they’re going to 

change their approach to accountability, what are your views on that? 
R: To be honest, I don’t know what they’re actually suggesting. 
I: No, it’s still up in the air isn’t it, but. 
R: The trouble is, if schools managed themselves like the Welsh Government 

sometimes, then they would be in special measures all the time. I think we’re 
working more towards Every Pupil Counts rather than Level 2+. It’s going to 
be on a point score difference where, we don’t know this for certain, but 
reading between the lines, they’re going to take the bottom third of pupils, 
middle third, top third, and compare them with similar schools. Now, similar 
schools, I think it’s going to be using something like free school meals as one 
of the main things, isn’t it? So, we’ll see what performance the school is doing 
at each level, as well as the total level. That’s going to make it more 
interesting because the bottom third is going to be significantly more 
important as… 

I: In the past, yeah. 
R: Now for schools like City V High, Our Lady, they’ve had to dig into this bottom 

third to get to the top, and their bottom third is different to Coaltown for 
instance. So, we’re going to have to make sure that that is important, so if I 
said whereas the headteacher has perhaps focussed on the top two thirds, 
and then the bottom third is what the ALENCO does, and that is actually 
there, it’s certainly going to be everybody’s responsibility, for every single 
pupil. That’s going to be interesting. 

I: Do you think that’s a good thing? 
R: Yes, I think it’s good, I think it’s especially good for all pupils. I just wish that 

they had a selection of results, so I’d go for 5 A*, A/A*. I’ll go for the Level 2+, 
and then I would also go for the points score, so that you can balance it up. 
Because it’s going from one system to another, so for instance results in 
English and maths could drop, but your points score could increase. I think 
we’d all agree that to have English and maths is important, but with the 
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system they’re measuring it doesn’t give the true importance to maths and 
English.  

 So, it’s interesting. What a lot of schools do, they become very good at 
getting the measure you’re measuring. So, back in 2007 we were doing Level 
2, and every school is getting better and better at Level 2, and then suddenly 
they move to Level 2+ where it took the schools about two or three years to 
get on board that journey. Now, they’re going to move towards this, so it 
could be that English and maths loses its importance, and that would be an 
error. Our present minister likes to make an announcement once a week, and 
perhaps she will change the plan. 

I: I think you’re right, it’s not quite clear what the details are going to be is it? I 
wasn’t at the thing in February, but I have seen the slides and stuff. 

R: I think this September we’ll be reporting on, as Challenge Advisers, Level 2+ 
and points score. But we don’t know what the points score is, is it just going 
to be one points score, or broken into three, or whatever? Reading emails 
that have gone back and forth between the directors, I don’t think they 
worked out how they’re going to do it. I’ve asked the data team down there 
to give me the scores for last year, and that’s been quite interesting because 
the really good schools have done really well at the top two-thirds, and then 
you’ve got some schools have done really well at the bottom two-thirds. 

 Now, we haven’t got the range of free school meals, or the range of schools 
to make a judgement, but it could be that some of our judgements on some 
of our schools could change. Well, actually it can’t change in a way because 
nearly all of them have been into required improvement [laughs], yeah! 
County J is a bit of a disaster at the moment, but you don’t [Inaudible] it. 
We’re looking at this going, ‘Oh, who has seen this data?’ 

I: Yeah, it changed the way it might appear in the thing, yeah. 
R: So, it’s going to be interesting. 
I: But then there’s a general drift I think, when the Welsh Government say, ‘To 

a certain extent we are going to relax some of the accountability measures, 
and trust schools to get on with it’, do you agree with that? Because that was 
certainly the headline on the slides. 

R: Yes. So, it’s going to be hard to compare different schools. 
I: Mm. 
R: So, if you’ve got say three schools like City V High who could use the whole 

full range of measures that we’ve used in the past, plus the points score. You 
could have City V High, Saint Stephen's saying, ‘Well we’re on the edge of the 
points score’, and then you’ve got Our Lady just doing say just three. You’d be 
very hard to draw conclusions. 

I: So, that cross-comparability is key. 
R: Yes, and we wouldn’t be able to get the data because at the moment we can 

only measure the data with what they’re saying that we can measure. So, 
how do we draw comparisons? How do schools compare themselves with 
other schools? I think it’s far better to have something that we all agree with, 
even if it’s up to the local authorities to say, ‘Let’s all agree on these three 
things’, which measures everything, and then we most probably could make 
sure that every pupil improves, even if it’s just Level 2+ and points score. 
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Because that could mean at least 10 with measuring English and maths. I 
don’t know. 

I: Well, we’ll find out as it unfolds. Brilliant, great, thanks very much. 
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Appendix 9 – Samples of analytical notes 
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a) Extracts from analysis of ‘Robert’ – numbers indicate page of transcript
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b) Analysis of narrative themes in ‘Robert’
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Abstract 
This overview draws together the findings, in the form of resonant narrative threads, 
from three projects. Each of these three projects explored the narratives of trust, 
accountability and autonomy, constructed by a particular cohort of educational 
professionals in Wales; secondary teachers in the first, secondary head teachers in 
the second, and challenge advisors in the third. The overview combines the findings 
to explore the relationships between resonant threads from the different projects, 
and to build a more comprehensive understanding of the three concepts in this 
particular context. 
  
The contribution that this overview makes, in conjunction with the three projects 
themselves, is that there are no direct empirical explorations of perceptions of trust, 
accountability and autonomy in the contemporary Welsh education system. Since 
the three concepts are intimately connected to many aspects of educational reform, 
it should be important for policy makers, leaders and practitioners at different levels 
within the system, to have detailed evidence of the ways the concepts are 
understood in this context. This overview, and its constituent projects, begins to build 
this understanding. 
  
The overview uses an existing critique of the discourse of accountability, and a more 
general discussion of the nature of discourse itself, to provide further means for 
understanding the significance of the resonant narrative threads. The threads from 
the three projects are used to build six overarching clusters: collegiality; value and 
validation; difference; atmosphere and environment; impact and measurement; the 
public and the private. Each cluster is explored to examine its varied iterations within 
the three projects, and to note differences here in terms of emphasis, extent and 
scope. In this way the clusters provide a more detailed and more comprehensive 
picture of trust, accountability and autonomy in the Welsh system. In addition, each 
cluster is considered and explored in relation to the discourse of accountability, and 
its associated implications for trust and professional autonomy. Potential policy 
implications for the Welsh system are identified. 
  
Finally, the overview uses the material from the narratives themselves, and the 
concept of narrative itself, to explore school improvement as narrative. Here the 
overview returns to the twenty-four narratives from the three projects and 
demonstrates how they can be read in relation to the concept of school 
improvement. The overview concludes that there are two particular aspects of the 
narrative of school improvement that may create distinctive effects in the individual 
narratives of educational professionals, and that may have a formative effect on 
these participants’ narratives of the professional self. The first aspect is the essential 
unpredictability of school improvement as narrative, whilst the second is its 
distinctive lack of closure. These two aspects, it is suggested, can produce effects of 
pessimism, scepticism and anxiety, or of optimism, trust and confidence. In some 
narratives, these effects are interwoven in complex ways. Thus, the overview 
provides an empirical basis for a new way of understanding the lived reality of school 
improvement in Wales, and suggests a practical way forward for developing 
professional dialogue at all levels of the system. 
  
narrative, school improvement, trust, accountability, autonomy, Wales, discourse 
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Referencing between projects 
 
The overview makes references to sections from the three projects that form the 
portfolio. Where this is the case it is clearly indicated.  
E.g. P2 – 2.1  = Project 2, chapter 2, section 1. 
The projects are numbered as follows: 
1 = Project 1 – Teachers 
2 = Project 2 – Head Teachers 
3 = Project 3 – Challenge Advisors 
 
Where the overview refers to a section within itself, it starts the reference with ‘Ov’ 
E.g. Ov - 4.4.3 = Overview, chapter 4, section 4, sub-section 3. 
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Ch.1 - Purpose and process 
 
The purpose of this text is to consider the importance of the three narrative projects 

when they are drawn together. Each one individually explores the stories and 

perceptions of distinctive cohorts of educational professionals, in terms of trust, 

accountability and autonomy, but there is clearly potential for the studies themselves 

to be juxtaposed and brought into fruitful dialogue with each other. There are two 

compelling reasons for doing this. First, it mirrors what happens in the real world of 

education systems; teachers, head teachers and challenge advisors work with each 

other on school improvement strategies and interventions. In this sense, the three 

cohorts are continously trading narratives about trust, accountability and autonomy. 

The three projects, individually, have only explored these narratives in separation, 

and this overview provides an opportunity to start considering the relationships 

between them. This is an important next step, because, as indicated above, in 

practical terms, the narratives are interacting with each other all the time. They 

spend little lived time in isolation. Drawing the resonant threads together from the 

three projects provides a basis for understanding these interactions.  

 

The second reason focuses on the idea that, when considered in isolation, the 

resonant threads explored in the three projects can only express aspects of the ways 

in which trust, accountability and autonomy are narratively constructed. Bringing 

them together, in one field of vision, allows an opportunity to create a more 

expansive picture in this particular context, a synthesis of existing narratives in 

Welsh education. Of course, this is still by no means a complete picture, since there 

are other cohorts of professionals to consider and explore, but this overview provides 

the starting point for a detailed understanding of the contemporary state of the three 

concepts in the current system. This understanding, in turn, creates a set of 

implications as the Welsh system continues to engage in reform and reconstruction. 

 

Chapter 2 starts this process by clarifying the reasons why narratives of trust, 

accountability and autonomy should be considered in detail, and why they should be 

considered in detail in this context and at this point in time. Chapter 3 goes on to 

explore the significant elements of discourse from this contemporary context that 
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have crucial relevance for the resonant threads from the three projects. Chapter 4 

then examines the resonant threads from the three projects, with the aim of exploring 

how they can be productively clustered together and identifying, in turn, the ways in 

which these clusters can provide a more detailed understanding of trust, 

accountability and autonomy in the here and now. The clusters are related to existing 

discourses, and implications for policy are identified. Chapter 4 then concludes by 

suggesting that the narratives themselves, as presented across the three projects, 

provide a compelling framing device for understanding the concept of school 

improvement itself. This final section goes on to consider the potential practical 

application of this understanding.
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Ch.2 - Why explore narratives of trust, accountability and 
autonomy? 
 
There is no shortage of literature arguing that a high-trust culture will bring benefits 

to schools (Fullan, 2003; Tschannen-Moran, 2014; Fink, 2016). There is a sense in 

which calls to re-build trust within schools can have a pragmatic impetus and a moral 

one. For example, Fink (2016) points out that ‘high trust countries produce higher 

student achievement’ (p. 4), using PISA rankings to substantiate this claim. This is a 

pragmatic, output-oriented motivation for pursuing policies which support higher trust 

cultures. He also makes a case for trust by invoking aspirational values when he 

suggests that 

 

powerful and efficacious concepts such as trust, respect, 
optimism, intentionality, commitment and compassion no longer 
permeate the education discourse (2016, p. 20). 
 

This is much less pragmatic, and much more of an attempt to re-balance the ways in 

which teaching, teachers and school leadership are discussed. It is, as Fink (2016) 

suggests, an attempt to step beyond a neo-liberal ‘production model’ 

conceptualisation of education (p.18). There is a fear, expressed here, that 

educational professionals, who feel trusted by colleagues, and who are able to trust 

those around them, are not being supported by the wider school system in quite the 

way they should. Indeed, it is suggested that teachers in many school systems have 

been placed at the centre of an output-focused, production model of education 

(Biesta, 2010). The corollary for Fink (2016) is that rather too much emphasis has 

been placed on building human capital, in terms of the expertise of individual 

teachers, with the aim of maximising individual output, and that too little emphasis 

has been placed on social capital, the quality of the relationships between those 

individual teachers. In this conceptualisation, trust is social capital, and its 

importance has been insufficiently highlighted. Furthermore, in this reading, teachers 

have been individualised by a model of teacher expertise, itself held in place by a 

heightened emphasis on personal, professional accountability. As discussed in P1 – 

2.4, meaningful discussions about trust in schools should therefore incorporate 

explorations of accountability because the two concepts are linked, in terms of 

teachers’ perceptions of being trusted (Tschannen-Moran, 2014). Some forms of 
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accountability have the capacity to erode these perceptions of being trusted, and, as 

accountability procedures call each individual to account for their professional efforts, 

they can tend to de-emphasise that same social capital which sustains, and is 

sustained by, trusting professional relationships, as noted above. Narratives of trust 

cannot, therefore, be explored in isolation from narratives of accountability. Similarly, 

there is a complex relationship between trust and perceptions of autonomy, between 

the notion of being trusted and the belief that one is being given a generous 

allowance of professional space and latitude (P1 – 2.7). Narratives of autonomy 

therefore must also be included, since trust, accountability and autonomy are held 

together in a web of theoretical and experiential relations. 

 

But why explore these narratives at all? If the case for re-building trust has been 

made many times, how can it be beneficial to undertake this kind of research again? 

There are four major justifications here, which synthesise and summarise points 

made elsewhere (P1 – 1; P2 – 1; P3 – 1). 

 

The first justification centres on the importance of context. As Fink (2016) notes, 

there are distinct variations in the way trust is constructed as a concept by 

practitioners, dictated by distinct national educational cultures. There is no reason 

why the Welsh system should not have its own particular narratives of trust, given its 

divergence from the rest of the United Kingdom, in terms of education and broader 

public-sector policy, over the last twenty years. Indeed, exploration of these 

narratives as they occur at different levels within the system is particularly important 

at this moment in time. The Welsh system has recently begun to stress that it will be 

taking a different approach to accountability, one that intends to avoid ‘unintended 

consequences’ (Wales 2019, p.3), and one that will seek to move away from a 

‘culture of compliance and bureaucracy’ (p.3). Simultaneously, influential reports into 

foundational aspects of the system have begun to stress a new working paradigm of 

collaboration between, and within, tiers of professionals and organisations 

(Donaldson, 2018; Waters et. al., 2018). This spirit of collaboration also infuses the 

current, central Welsh Government vision document, Our National Mission (Wales, 

2017). For example, here the Government sets out ‘a bold commitment to effective 

collaboration’ (Wales, 2017, p. 8). Of course, as Fink (2016) once again points out, 

‘collaboration in its truest form, cannot happen in the absence of trust’ (p.202). The 
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future vision of education in Wales is therefore intimately bound up with trust and its 

attendant concepts of accountability and autonomy. Trust, accountability and 

autonomy are particularly significant concepts in this place and at this time. 

 

The second justification focuses on the idea that it is only by understanding 

something in more detail that it can then be reformed. Cochran-Smith et. al. (2018) 

work from this presumption when they make the case for an alternative construction 

of ‘democratic accountability’ for teacher education in the US: 

 

One of the major arguments…is that at this uncertain time for 
education policies and politics, teacher education needs to 
reclaim accountability for the democratic project. We can’t even 
begin to do this, however, without in-depth understanding of the 
current accountability context… (p. 34). 
 

Similarly, any attempts to nurture trust within Welsh schools need to be informed by 

a detailed understanding of the state of trust, and the ways in which it described, 

understood and represented by teachers and leaders in this current context. 

Although the scale of these projects cannot support any claim to furnish a complete 

picture of trust in Welsh schools, their detailed narrative approach can begin to 

explore the architecture of trust, accountability and professional autonomy in their 

Welsh iterations. 

 

The third justification is generated by the need to give expression to the full range of 

narratives surrounding trust, accountability and autonomy in this context. There is a 

danger that analyses of the lived experience of education systems, emphasise those 

narratives that unequivocally support critiques of current accountability structures, 

narratives, in other words, that support a normative, re-forming position, relative to 

accountability or autonomy, or, alternatively, those that support the neoliberal status 

quo. Goodson (2013) reminds researchers that whilst narratives are social 

constructions, ‘located in time and space, social history and social geography’ (p.6), 

and are thus, partly determined by that same social and historical space, they will at 

times ‘clash, or harmonize, with - or decouple from - government agendas’ (p. 

7). Some narratives will support existing government policy, some will support 

imagined future government policy, and some will do neither. Assiduous attention to 

the variation between narratives allows research to respect these differences, to 
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delineate and explore them, and by so doing, to avoid an analytical smoothing of the 

understanding of experience. Exploration of narrative forces research to 

‘particularise’ (Goodson, 2013, p. 30) and to record diversity. It also affords a focus 

on the new forms of understanding, new knowledges effectively, that are forged by 

participants’ reflections on the world around them. Narratives themselves do not 

simply reproduce ‘externally prescribed content’ (Goodson et.al., 2010, p. 132), they 

build news ways of understanding phenomena; in this instance, trust, accountability 

and autonomy, as they are being (re-)understood in Wales. 

 

The fourth justification comes from the way in which the juxtaposition of different 

perspectives on trust, accountability and autonomy, held by different sets or cohorts 

of participants, can also be used to generate new knowledge. This overview provides 

a platform for these juxtapositions. By taking the resonant threads from each of the 

three contributing projects (explored extensively in P1 – 5; P2 – 5; P3 – 5), it is 

possible to arrange them in ways that explore and clarify the links between them. 

These links cannot be fully articulated, described or analysed when the projects, and 

the participants upon which they focus, are dealt with in isolation. This overview will 

explore these links and will map out how ways of talking about trust in one project, 

for example, carry echoes of narratives of trust from another, or how central aspects 

of accountability are developed differently by different groups of professionals. This 

discussion will be found in Chapter 4, but before embarking on this exploration, it is 

useful first to examine some of the other ways in which trust, accountability and 

autonomy are discursively presented. Chapter 3 will approach this task by 

considering in detail an existing, contemporary critique of the discourse of 

accountability. 
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Ch.3 – The discourse of accountability
 

3.1 Introduction 
 
Exploring narrative re-presentations of concepts such as trust, accountability and 

autonomy in a given context is a worthwhile and valuable task precisely because 

such explorations add granular, lived detail, and therefore, more precise ways of 

knowing (Goodson, 2013). It is made into an even more valuable and worthwhile 

exercise if these narratives can be related to the understanding of significant 

discourses, an understanding that might otherwise exist as a set of approximations 

and inferences. Exploration of narrative can sharpen these approximations, and can 

develop understanding in higher resolution.37 

 
Yet even if this is accepted to be a worthwhile and valuable research strategy, it still 

leaves questions regarding the selection of appropriate discourses. Which 

discourses should be invoked? This is a particularly important question in this case, 

since there are three concepts in play, although it is simplified to a certain extent by 

the ways they interrelate structurally. Undoubtedly there is a discourse of trust in 

schools built upon academic studies in education, academic studies in broader social 

sciences, popular political discussion and common-sense notions of everyday 

trustworthiness. The same could be argued for professional autonomy. These 

discourses have been explored within the three projects, and they provide important 

discursive context. 

 

Arguably, however, these two discourses have a less insistent policy presence and 

point of focus in this particular context, than the discourse of accountability. As an 

example, the Welsh Government’s vision statement, Our National Mission (Wales, 

2017), certainly invokes the discourses of trust and autonomy, but, on a simple level, 

the words are never used. Conversely, the term ‘accountability’ is referenced eight 

times. If there is then a more immediate, insistent policy dimension to the discourse 

of accountability, it makes sense to start here, noting that structural links to trust and 

autonomy will emerge. This discourse provides a more pressing, more tangible point 

 
37 The advantages and challenges of using narrative inquiry in this way are further explored 
in Appendix 1. 
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of entry than a discourse of school-based trust, or a discourse of professional 

autonomy in education. But even here, it could be asked, what is this discourse of 

accountability, and where can it be found? The following section will explore one 

particular construction of, and analysis of, the discourse of accountability (Ov - 3.2). 

This will be followed by a brief section which will re-consider what discourse is at all 

(Ov - 3.3). This will place the specific iteration of a discourse of accountability into a 

broader theoretical context.  

 
 

3.2 An exploration of the discourse of accountability 
 
Gert Biesta (2010) explores the discourse of accountability in a detailed and 

thorough fashion. In this sense, his critique is a important place to begin an 

exploration of the discourse of accountability, because his critique constructs such a 

nuanced and complex picture of the concept. The discourse is located firmly in his 

field of vision as a thing to be explored and examined; the discourse of accountability 

is a phrase he uses himself in his discussions. It is also a crucial place to start 

because Biesta links his critique to an additional set of concerns; he provides an 

expansive and comprehensive exploration. For Biesta, the discourse of 

accountability is an element of a ‘culture of perfomativity’, in which ‘means become 

ends in themselves so that targets and indicators become mistaken for quality itself’ 

(2010, p.13). At this point it may seem as if Biesta is using a familiar critique, built 

upon the oft-quoted notion that quantitative social indicators end up distorting the 

very thing they are designed to monitor (Campbell, 1979). In fact, as will be 

discussed below, Biesta’s critique is constructed upon more fundamental concerns 

about control and purpose. Indeed, for Biesta, this culture of performativity has been 

allowed to flourish because of a general reluctance to debate the ends and purposes 

of education. It is here that his critique of the discourse of accountability can be seen 

to be situated within a much larger philosophical context, and it is this breadth of 

vision that makes the critique so rich and valuable as an analytical lens. It is worth 

exploring in detail, precisely because it presents an expansive notion of the 

discourse of accountability, against which the clusters of narrative threads from the 

previous section can ultimately be arranged. 
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The discourse of accountability is, then, part of a larger problem for Biesta, a 

problem that for him is located in a marked, modern reluctance to debate and 

consider the ends or purposes of education. As the focus on the ends of education 

has dissolved, so it has been replaced by a more technical pre-occupation with the 

means of education. For Biesta (2006; 2010), this has also been accompanied by a 

rise to prominence of the language of learning, a discourse of learning, which has 

erased larger questions about what people should be learning, or why they should 

be learning at all. Learning has become an end in itself, detached from any wider 

philosophical or morally contextualised metanarrative, and a functional, 

managerialist approach to education has become its regulator. To learn anything, for 

any purpose, has, for Biesta, been turned into a thing of value, in and of itself. This 

development has opened up the space for the discourse of accountability. To be in 

education in some contexts in the twenty-first century, for Biesta (2010), is to be 

concerned less by why education is taking place, and to be absorbed more by the 

notion that any learning is good learning, and that the technical management and 

control of the learning process is the most important consideration. 

 

In turn, this emphasis on learning, at the exclusion of wider considerations, has been 

supplemented by an insistent focus on ‘evidence-based practice’ (2010, p. 32), 

which, in turn, has relied upon ‘a causal model of professional action’ (2010, p. 33).  

Again, Biesta questions whether the focus should really be solely on this level of 

process. He worries that, in such an arrangement, if we do not focus on the larger 

questions about what ‘good’ education might entail, ‘data statistics and league tables 

will do the decision making for us’ (2010, p.27). 

  

Furthermore, the reliability of this input–outcome model is something that Biesta 

specifically and explicitly doubts. He questions cause and effect in education in 

several ways, but the most significant of these rests on his assertion that education 

always involves the ‘risk’ that something different will be learned (2006, p.25). As 

soon as teachers try to delimit or control the educational emergence of their students 

(their emergence into a subjectivity that is their own), they close down its potential. 

As he puts it, ‘whether someone will be taught by what the teacher teaches lies 

beyond the control and power of the teacher’ (2014, p.55). This, for Biesta (2014), is 

not a point of failure for education; it is the ‘beautiful risk’ itself. 
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For Biesta then the discourse of accountability is woven into a discourse of learning 

and certain discourses of evidence-based practice and educational research. They 

all stem from a point of focus that is arguably too limited and too controlling, one that 

is detached from a debate about what education should be for.  Biesta’s critique of 

accountability then lies nested within critiques of these other discourses, and the 

links between them are important and self-reinforcing. For example, any logic of 

accountability rests upon links between cause and effect that are much stronger than 

Biesta allows for, and it also relies upon a concept of teacher control that Biesta 

deliberately problematizes. Alongside this philosophical issue, Biesta notes a change 

in the use of the term accountability in relation to education. For Biesta, the idea of 

accountability has moved over time away from a positive notion of being accountable 

to parents and pupils, towards a (more negative) notion of being accountable to the 

state. This movement has resulted in ‘the logic of financial auditing’ (2010, p.51) 

being misapplied to schools in the name of raising standards; misapplied precisely 

because, as noted above, it seems to pay no attention to the inherently 

unpredictable nature of education. Moreover, this new culture of accountability draws 

legitimate debate even further from considering  the ends of education: 

 
In the end we are left with a situation in which systems, 
institutions and individual people adapt themselves to the logic 
of accountability, so that accountability becomes an end in 
itself, rather than a means for achieving other ends…(2010, 
p.59) 
 

Biesta notes two further negative effects. First, this ‘discourse of accountability’ 

becomes ‘internalised by head teachers, radically changing their perception and self-

identity’ (2010, p.57). Second, the pervasive qualities of the accountability culture 

ensure that those who ‘raise their voice’ (p.70) against it are effectively rendered 

suspect, precisely because the language of accountability in schools has tied itself 

so closely to the language of quality assurance and the discourse of raising 

standards. For Biesta, compliance with the ‘logic of accountability’ becomes the only, 

publicly credible position. Doubts about its application in education are suppressed: 

 
The inevitable conclusion is that the culture of accountability has 
dramatically changed the relationships in the educational landscape and 
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changed the identities and self-perceptions of the parties involved…(2014, 
p.70) 
 

For Biesta, therefore, not only has the relevance of accountability to education been 

over-stated, its adoption as a significant discourse has supplanted and erased not 

just alternative discussion about the purposes of education, but also alternative ways 

of defining the quality of education. This indeed should be a fundamental concern, 

one that is arguably at a deeper level than the critique that accountability processes 

may distort the thing they purport to evaluate (Campbell, 1979), and at a more 

profound level than the concern that accountability erodes trust (Tschannen-Moran, 

2014; Fink, 2016). This does not mean that the discourse of accountability, as 

explored in this section, has no link to trust, or to autonomy. It implies positions on 

both, and these links will be clarified later (see Ov - 4.2 to 4.6), but first it is 

necessary to step back and establish what is meant by the term ‘discourse’.  

 

3.3 Clarifying the meaning of discourse 
 
Before considering the relationship between this construction of the discourse of 

accountability and the narratives themselves, it is worth clarifying what might be 

understood by the notion of discourse. Biesta explores the emergence of the 

discourse, its links and its effects, but what is meant by the term itself? Elsewhere, 

Biesta explicitly invokes a Foucauldian concept of power (2014), and references 

Foucault’s deconstruction of essentialist subjectivity (2006), so it is perhaps sensible 

to turn to Foucault to unpack just what is meant when Biesta refers to a ‘discourse of 

accountability’ (2010, p.57), since discourse is such an important term for Foucault. 

There are some essential points about the Foucauldian concept of discourse to 

consider at this point. To start, there is the idea that discourse establishes, at any 

given point in history, what is knowable, and the related point that discourses 

structure our understanding of the real (Mills, 1997). Furthermore, dominant 

discourses emerge and disappear over time, not in some progressive march towards 

truth and wisdom, but rather in a change process characterised by dislocation and 

discontinuity (O’Farrell, 2005). In this sense, the discourse of accountability, whilst 

promoting about itself a certain common-sense logic in the early twenty-first century, 

will likely be viewed in a strange and unfamiliar way in the future. In this 

understanding of discourse, the discourse of accountability marks out what can be 



 

17 
 

deemed to be true and valuable, and what can be deemed to be false and worthless, 

in certain domains of education, at this moment in time, but it will not do so for ever. 

Other discourses will become dominant in its place. 

 

Of course, what is so important here, especially in this context where the existence 

and importance of the narrative clusters is being explored, is the idea that 

discourses, no matter how dominant, do not simply and unequivocally repress: 

 
Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or 
raised up against it, any more than silences are. We must 
make allowances for the complex and unstable process 
whereby discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of 
power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of 
resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy. 
Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but 
also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it 
possible to thwart it (Foucault, 1998, pp.100-1). 

 
Foucault allows for a complexity here, such that there are ‘strategic exercises of 

power and resistance operating across a large range of discourses’ (O’Farrell, 2005, 

p.81). Just as dominant discourses set out what is true and knowable, so they 

simultaneously set in train the possibility of denial and resistance. The discourse of 

accountability cannot rule perceptions with an uncontested iron fist. 

 

If the discourse of accountability, as explored by Biesta, is now considered in this 

sense of discourse, it could be summarised in the following way: 

A way of thinking about education has become established, in which the broader 

ends and aims of education are either not discussed, or are discussed in terms of 

rational, economic nation-state benefit, or in terms of the creation of lifelong learners. 

The point of focus instead sits upon the act of learning itself, and this act of learning 

is subjected to controls, regulations and limitations through an evidence-based, ‘what 

works’ discourse, and, through an audit of outputs and outcomes, an accountability 

discourse. The dominance of these discourses restricts, but does not entirely 

extinguish, the voices and opinions of those who would choose a different reference 

point against which to discuss the quality or purpose of education. Biesta himself is 

part of this latter group. 
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But of course, this is just a summary, a meta-narrative. It is not the discourse itself. 

That exists in artefacts, policy documents, academic articles, job interviews, 

professional conversations and so on and so forth. It should be argued, crucially in 

this instance, that it exists also in the narratives of those who are asked to reflect 

upon trust, accountability and professional autonomy, the narratives explored in the 

three projects. 

.
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Ch.4 – Clusters of resonant threads and the narrative of school 
improvement
 

4.1 Creating clusters of resonant threads 

 
The value of the three projects’ explorations of narratives of trust, accountability and 

autonomy, then, is that they provide lived, grounded, contextual iterations of a 

significant educational discourse. Instead of writing about discourse in abstract and 

theoretical terms, it can be explored as lived experience in the here and now, in all 

its contextual, system specificity. This is discourse at its most granular level. Chapter 

1 set out the aim of combining the resonant narrative threads (Clandinin, 2016) from 

the three projects to create a more comprehensive understanding of trust, 

accountability and autonomy in the Welsh context. This has been created by taking 

the project-specific and project-grounded resonant threads, and exploring how they 

can be combined, searching for echos and links between projects. In this way, the 

resonant threads from each project have been clustered together, and the clusters 

are discussed below. By taking each cluster in turn, it is possible to see how the 

discourse of accountability is expressed in terms of compliance, and, potentially, in 

terms of resistance, and to see the discourse’s various narrative iterations. It is also 

be possible to explore the ways in which trust and autonomy weave in and out of this 

discourse, and to identify policy implications.

 

 

4.2 Collegiality 
 
This first cluster builds on positive narratives, noting that all three projects identify a 

resonant narrative thread which revolves around collegiality. For the head teachers, 

this is expressed, in P2, as warm narratives of collegiality, and it describes the 

various ways in which the participants’ narratives emphasise their positive 

experience of trusting, collegiate relationships. This is a theme that the participants 

are quick and willing to develop in detailed ways (P2 – 5.3). Where does this thread 

finds its natural partners in P1 and P3? For the challenge advisors in P3, it can be 

found in the thread that explores the power of relationships (P3 - 5.1). These threads 

carry similarities. For example, they both convey positive evocations not just of 
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collegiality, but of supportive, trusting relationships. For the head teachers, this is a 

fertile narrative vein, whereas for the challenge advisors it appears as something to 

be prized, enjoyed and celebrated, but, as noted in P3 – 5.1 not something that can 

be taken for granted. The threads from the two different projects explore the same 

content, but are re-told in slightly different ways; more assured in P2 (head 

teachers), and slightly more anxiously in P3 (challenge advisors). 

 

Where do these entwined threads of collegiality, of the positive power of professional 

relationships, find their equivalent in P1, the narratives of the teachers? Here there 

appears to be more anxiety, and the resonant thread itself is essentially an inversion. 

Rhodri’s narrative explores perceptions of a low-trust culture expressed through 

perceptions of a lack of empathy and collegiality. This forms a large part of his story, 

but it is an element that exists in aspects of many of the teachers’ narratives. The 

resonant threads from P1 do not evoke the sustaining bonds of professional trusting 

relationships with any power or conviction. Instead, as P1 points out, there is only 

the singular narrative of Sarah (P1 - 4.3.2) which does develop an account of 

collective accountability and responsibility, but which, as noted at the time, is 

something of a lone voice. 

 

This cluster of threads surrounding the concept of collegiality is, then, unevenly 

spread across the participants of the three studies. It is developed in a much more 

confident and compelling way in the responses of the head teachers, and, to a 

certain extent, those of the challenge advisors. It is an available narrative for the 

teachers, but it is invoked fleetingly. Taken as an entity, this is an uneven cluster. 

 

Identifying this unevenness helps identify the cluster’s relationship to the discourse 

of accountability as an arrangement of lived narrative interpretations and 

representations. The narratives of the head teachers point towards situations where 

trust and trustworthiness are in free and plentiful supply. These evocations are far 

removed from Biesta’s logic of accountability. They are not focused on such a 

transactional and functional level. Instead, this strand in the head teachers’ 

narratives hints at the uncalculating state of trust, demarcated by Uslaner (2002) as 

generalised trust (explored in detail in P1 – 2.1), in which trusting others is an open 

and generous state of being, rather than the considered result of a set of measured, 
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conscious judgements about integrity, competence and morality. The cluster can be 

seen, then, as a reaction to a process-driven and process-focused element of the 

discourse. It is a creative and generative narrative portrayal, producing the depiction 

of a trusting community as a space outside of the logic of accountability. In this 

sense, the cluster itself is created by the discourse, insofar as a focus on highly 

functional ‘data statistics and league tables’ (Biesta, 2010, p.27) can also launch a 

counter-narrative of collegiality. Once again, it should be noted that this counter-

narrative, this ‘point of resistance’ to use Foucault’s term (1998, p.100), is unevenly 

spread across the three projects. Teachers do not seem to access this counter-

narrative so freely. This point of resistance appears to be a resource which they are 

less able to make use of, when compared to the head teachers or the challenge 

advisors. The teachers’ narratives are more tightly circumscribed. The reasons why 

this might be the case could be debated, but cannot really be precisely determined 

from the narratives themselves. Instead, at this point, it must be sufficient to note that 

a potentially positive and liberating counter-narrative of collegiality does not appear 

to be freely accessible to all elements of the education workforce in this particular 

context.

 

 

4.3 Value and validation 
 
The second cluster of resonant threads from the three sets of participants is focused 

upon narratives of being trusted, and of feeling valued and validated through this 

sense of being trusted. Once again, as discussed in P2, the head teachers produce 

strong narratives of being trusted across the length and breadth of their careers. 

Trust, in this thread, is linked to a secure sense of being valued, as the participants 

narrate the experience of demonstrating value and competence on a succession of 

larger stages and in ever more important roles. There is a narrative strand here that 

expresses a confidence in being trusted (P2 – 5.2), and its inversion (not being 

trusted), is explored only momentarily and briefly (by Patrick in P2 – 4.6). 

 

This thread finds its complement in the narratives of the challenge advisors when 

they explore the power of relationships (P3 - 5.1), but these narratives are again less 

confident and less insistent. There is certainly a set of very positive evocations of 
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trusting professional relationships as they are lived and experienced by the 

participants, but in the way this thread is developed by the challenge advisors, this is 

something to be particularly enjoyed and celebrated. It does not carry with it the 

sense of expectation, and possibly that of entitlement, that it does in the narratives of 

the head teachers. Narratives of feeling valued (through feeling trusted) are more 

complex in the hands of the challenge advisors. They do not, after all, describe the 

same unbroken career trajectory from classroom teacher into school leadership that 

the head teachers tend to. As pointed out, in P3 - 2:1 to 2:6, the role of challenge 

advisor itself implies a break from school-based leadership roles, and entry into a 

more liminal professional space where perhaps the individual’s sense of being 

trusted and being valued must be re-constituted. Within this cluster, the narrative of 

Francesca provides a clear evocation of this issue. She is yet to re-establish the 

bonds of professional trust that she enjoyed in her previous school-based career. 

The other challenge advisor participants’ narratives indicate that although they may 

be further advanced in this process, they have had to negotiate complexities and 

tensions to get there. In effect, their eventual narratives of being trusted and being 

valued are built on foundations that seem to be more convoluted and more complex 

than those of the head teachers. 

 

P1 discusses teachers’ perceptions of being trusted and provides an additional 

element to this cluster. Here the narratives are, again, less insistent and less 

confident. In one respect, this is demonstrated through the thread in which being 

trusted becomes a prestige marker, something to be especially valued and prized 

(P1 – 5.1.4). In another respect, it is found in the thread in which the momentary 

cessation of positive validation is enough to leave participants feeling not trusted (P1 

– 5.1.2). This latter variation represents an inverted, neurotic complement to this 

cluster. Ultimately, narratives of feeling valued, through feeling trusted are even 

more scarce in P1, and are much more troubled. This is another cluster that is 

uneven, and it also contains an element of inversion. 

 

How can this cluster be related to the discourse of accountability? Arguably the 

threads it contains are inflections of the ‘logic of financial auditing’ (Biesta, 2010, 

p.51), a culture that demands a continuous return of audit data to the centre to 

confirm either efficiency and effectiveness, or to confirm incapability, waste (of public 
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money) and inefficiency. This cluster demonstrates how the discourse can become 

internalised by a section of the workforce and effectively, re-polarised. This works in 

the following way. Accountability in this context rests on a structure where the centre 

demands a constant flow of confirmatory audit data from teachers at the periphery. 

Teachers and schools gather performance information and data and send them back 

to the centre. In the teachers’ element of this cluster, it becomes clear that teachers 

in turn begin to demand a constant flow of validation from the centre of their 

institution. An accountability structure is mimicked but re-polarised to flow in the 

opposite direction. The culture of searching for confirmatory evidence and validation 

becomes pervasive. For some teachers, this flow of validation becomes a necessity, 

an essential aspect of professional self-esteem and self-concept. 

 

But, of course, this inflection of the discourse again is unevenly spread across the 

professionals covered by the three studies. As noted above, those head teachers 

with narratives of career-long impressions of feeling trusted, and therefore valued, do 

not voice this inflection of the discourse. The challenge advisors also do not voice it 

as insistently as many of the teachers do in P1. As in Ov - 4.2, this uneven spread of 

discursive effects provokes certain questions, most notably about the sustainability 

of an arrangement in which consistent positive validation becomes a requirement for 

some teachers. Perhaps even more significantly, in terms of accountability reform, 

this cluster indicates that a culture of validation, or more specifically, a culture of 

dependency on validation, has established itself in diverse ways within the Welsh 

system. Reforming accountability policy centrally may effect some changes, but may 

not so quickly alter the different ways the discourse has been internalised by 

teachers. This may be a tougher, longer-term problem to solve.

 

 

4.4 Difference 
 
The next cluster of resonant threads centres on the idea of difference, and its 

relationship to professional trust. Difference, in the sense of doing things differently, 

or of being treated differently, is in tension with the concept of consistency in the 

domain of school improvement. This is evidenced by the narratives themselves. At 

one level, there is the belief that taking a consistent approach to processes and 
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procedures in schools is a key aspect of quality assurance (Kevin, P2 – 4.6). At 

another level, there is the belief that bespoke, individualised practices are likely to 

have the most impact (Iolo, P3 – 4.5). At times, these two beliefs come into conflict, 

and this cluster, anchored in narratives about trust, accountability and autonomy, 

explores this tension from a variety of angles. 

 

For example, in P1, there is the resonant strand from the teachers’ narratives which 

suggests that when enhanced scrutiny is applied in a uniform, undifferentiated 

(consistent) way it can appear to some staff to be professionally insulting (P1 – 

5.1.6). Here, there is, in effect, a narrative plea for a differentiated approach to 

accountability, a rejection of the uniform, an assetion of autonomy at the level of the 

individual, and an acknowledgement of the importance of difference. 

 

It might be expected, as discussed in P1 – 4.4.1, that teachers who self-identify as 

highly competent, effective and diligent professionals might indeed give voice to this 

narrative strand. What is so interesting about this cluster of threads, when the other 

two projects are scrutinised for complementary narratives, is the way that this call for 

difference percolates throughout. It is not just restricted to the narratives of the 

teachers. In P3, it was noted that the challenge advisors develop a resonant thread 

summarised as ‘the deployment of judgement’ (P3 - 5.3). The thread here expresses 

the perception, drawn from the narratives, that it is a crucial element of the job of the 

challenge advisor to know when to apply policy and procedure rigidly, and when it 

might be appropriate to apply professional discretion and depart from a strictly 

consistent approach. This notion of applying professional judgement in the operation 

of accountability structures is presented as an expression of the ability to recognise 

and respond to difference. Being trusted to make such judgements and being given 

the autonomy to make such judgements are both positioned as important facets of 

the role. 

 

In P2, the narratives of the head teachers supply a further, complementary element 

of this cluster. This study discusses the resonant strand which is focused upon ‘the 

persistence of non-negotiables’ (P2 - 5.6). Here, a uniform approach to 

accountability is relatively consistently acknowledged to be a non-negotiable by the 

head teachers. However, as explored in P2, the participants re-state the non-
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negotiable nature of such accountability approaches just as they simultaneously 

problematise aspects of accountability in practice. Their narratives here are 

grappling with the same set of tensions. On the one hand, they keep re-stating the 

non-negotiable centrality of some form of performative accountability in the 

education system. Here the narratives can be seen to be emphasising the need for 

stable and consistent benchmarks. On the other hand, their narratives frequently 

point out the ways in which these same accountability structures fail to capture or 

summarise the tangible, qualitative differences between schools. There is an 

unresolved tension here, but a tension that is laid bare and consistently re-stated by 

the narratives themselves. This cluster gathers together the varying ways 

participants grapple with these tensions. 

 

In effect, this cluster, focused on the idea of difference, combines slightly differing 

ways of rejecting the uniform and the undifferentiated. A strand from the teachers’ 

narratives expresses a critique of undifferentiated monitoring. A strand from the 

challenge advisors emphasises the need for individually differentiated responses to 

schools, and a strand from the head teachers simultaneously acknowledges the 

need for accountability whilst also forcefully stating that all schools are qualitatively 

different, and that such accountability systems cannot adequately capture these 

differences. When summarised in this way the relationship between this cluster and 

the discourse of accountability becomes clear. Within the very concept of 

accountability, there is the requirement to focus on similarities within data and 

evaluative evidence, for the purposes of creating comparisons. It is only when the 

same categories of data have been extracted from all schools, from all departments, 

from all teachers, that comparisons can be made, benchmarks established and 

competence and capability either validated or questioned. Accountability itself erases 

qualitative difference in order to perform a distinct quantitative evaluative function. 

This is the logic of the audit. 

 

It must be acknowledged at this point that the participants’ narratives from the three 

studies rarely question the fundamental need for accountability. It must also be 

acknowledged at this point that it is not the transactional or normative purpose of this 

overview to do so either. Rather it is the purpose of this overview, as stated above in 
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Ov - 4.1, to explore and lay bare how the discourse of accountability operates in this 

context. With these caveats in mind, attention can be turned again to consider what 

is happening arguably in this cluster, in respect of the discourse.  

 

It can be seen that the fundamental need for accountability procedures, for this 

requirement for schools and individuals to be subservient to the structures of 

comparison, is acknowledged frequently. However, this effective, functional, denial of 

qualitative difference does not go completely uncontested by the participants. It 

simply re-surfaces in narratives that emphasise the importance of difference. The 

discourse provokes its own inversion in different ways across the three projects. 

Here, then, there is narrative evidence of the instability of the discourse. Nowhere 

can it be said to be internalised uncritically. Everywhere, indeed, the discourse seeds 

its own critique. In this context, at this moment in time, as Welsh policy seeks to re-

configure accountability routines and expectations, this is a crucial cluster, insofar as 

it suggests that an appreciation of qualitative difference exists at many levels within 

the system. Any future accountability arrangements which do not engage with this 

are likely to continue to seed their own deconstruction by cohorts within the wider 

workforce. There is a vivid and vigorous tension here.

 
 

4.5 Atmosphere and environment 
 
In this cluster of threads, there is a recognition of the effect and role of context and 

environment in forming high- or low-trust cultures in schools. In P1, from the 

teachers’ narratives, this is a perception that a prevailing climate of high- (or low-) 

trust begins to re-format the responses of the teachers themselves (P1 – 5.1.12). 

They will take cues as to how much to trust their colleagues from their understanding 

of the prevailing climate. Mark (P1 – 4.4.3) is the key voice for this narrative, but it 

informs many of the other participants’ responses to the concept of trust. Sarah (P1 

– 4.3.2), Susan (P1 – 4.5.1) and Peter (P1 – 4.5.2) all demonstrate a sense of the 

capacity of the prevailing institutional climate of trust to inform their own judgements 

about trustworthiness. 

 

When placed then in the context of the other studies it can be seen that this thread 

also operates through the head teacher narratives of P2. Here the participants 



 

27 
 

demonstrate a complementary awareness that, as school leaders, they have a 

power to shape the culture of trust in their own institution. This is explored in the 

thread which focuses on understanding the literacy of trust and harnessing its power 

(P2 - 5.4). Whether it is developed quite strategically and functionally as trust 

building routines creating powerful leadership practice (Kevin, P2 – 4.5), or whether, 

as is the case in Edward’s narrative (P2 – 4.3), it is positioned as a conscious effort 

to move staff into more trusting, and more trustworthy, professional spaces, it is a 

thread which acknowledges the need to adopt a leadership stance with regard to 

trust development. As the participants in P2 (the head teachers) attempt to develop a 

climate, so the participants in P1 (the teachers) take cues and prompts from the 

results. This element of the cluster describes a symbiotic process in action. 

 

The narratives from the challenge advisors in P3 can also be inserted into this 

cluster. The relevant thread here is the one in which participants explore ‘the balance 

between challenge and support’ (P3 - 5.2). Although this is a complex resonant 

thread, it still articulates a belief that challenge advisors can and will respond to 

schools differently (see Ov – 4.4, above) determined in part by their assessment of 

the culture operating within the school, and the judgement about the quality of the 

bonds of professional trust therein. The narratives suggest that the challenge advisor 

participants will not look to disrupt a successful high-trust culture by adopting an 

overly challenging stance. There is a sense here that they will amend their approach 

and activities to allow high-trust cultures to flourish. The extent to which this might be 

because they want to support and safeguard high-trust cultures within schools, or, 

rather more pragmatically, because high-trust working relationships with schools are 

beneficial for challenge advisors cannot be precisely determined. Despite this 

ambiguity in terms of intention, the thread, that they will work with and attempt to 

bolster high-trust cultures within schools, is secure. This is an additional, 

complementary echo within this cluster. 

 

How should this cluster, focused on atmosphere and environment, be related to the 

discourse of accountability? An answer can be found in the notion that discourse 

itself is the meaning-making environment within which the individual operates. 

Dominant discourses, as explored above in Ov - 3.3, set out interpretive, meaning-

making frameworks for individuals. Subjectivity itself is formed through discourse 
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(O’Farrell, 2005). The resonant threads which explore the power of the environment 

are, in this sense, also explorations by the participants of the power of discourse, in 

this case the discourse of accountability. The discourse of accountability suggests an 

environment in which all colleagues must frequently and repeatedly account for their 

capability and their potential. Such an environment would be a harsh and exacting 

institutional interpretation of the discourse of accountability. But when read together, 

the resonant threads from P1 (teachers) and P2 (head teachers), describe the 

positive possibilities of a prevailing institutional atmosphere of trust. They gesture 

towards an idealised culture or environment in which trust in the capabilities and 

potential of colleagues is freely available. This is in obvious contrast to the discourse 

of accountability, and is, in effect, the launch of a counter-discourse; the discourse of 

trust. It is being launched precisely because the participants recognise the power of 

discursive environments. The narratives themselves produce these points of 

resistance to a discourse of accountability, and this cluster suggests a rich 

opportunity for Welsh policymakers who are looking to institute a culture in which 

system-wide, collegiate co-construction of school improvement practices will become 

the norm (Waters et. al., 2018). This cluster suggests that professionals at different 

levels are already well-attuned to embrace any such cultural shift in the prevailing 

educational atmosphere. This cluster should give optimism to such policy initiatives, 

and, as such, provides a positive counter-balance to the more problematic 

implications identified above, in OV – 4.2 and 4.3.
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4.6 Impact and measurement 
 
This cluster is focused on narrative threads that voice anxiety over the impact of 

professional effort and activity. In P1, the teachers’ narratives provide a clear 

exposition of this. There is a resonant thread that specifically explores the gap 

between teachers’ beliefs in the amount of direct control and impact they are able to 

have on their pupils’ results, and their perception that they are expected to be able to 

exert complete and total control over these same results (P2 – 5.1.2). This gap 

provokes anxiety and disquiet, and this anxiety is a response to a perceived potential 

failure of the professional self to meet accountability expectations. It is a thread, as 

discussed in P1 that weaves its way through many of the individual narrative 

responses. It is a thread which, fundamentally, rests on a fear of trust between 

institution and individual being broken in the future, if, or when, professional 

competence and diligence do not end up translating directly and smoothly into 

improved pupil outcomes. Interestingly, since this thread is focused upon anxiety 

over control, it is also linked to perceptions of autonomy; the capacity to have 

complete autonomous responsibility, and therefore, accountability, for outcomes. 

The narratives from the teachers of P1 suggest that this is a form of autonomy that is 

not wholly desired, and is a reminder that the value of autonomy should be judged 

according to context (Cribb and Gewirtz, 2007). 

 

There is of course an equivalent resonant thread from P3 and the narratives of the 

challenge advisors, in terms of having impact and being effective (P3 - 5.9), but it 

should be remembered that this is something of an outlier, a thread explored at 

length by Francesca, but only in very limited ways by the other participants. 

Francesca’s narrative explores her uncertainty about the capabilities and the 

proficiency of those many professionals who play a mediating role between her own 

efforts, and pupil outcomes. In short, she is never certain that these other teachers 

will translate her efforts into pupil success at scale. This provokes anxiety and 

disquiet. However, this thread, that sits so strongly in her narrative, is barely 

discernible on the narratives of the other challenge advisor participants. In these, 

participants who have been doing the job of challenge advisor for a longer period of 

time, it appears to have evaporated. 
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Significantly, in P2 (head teachers) any resonant thread betraying anxiety about 

impact barely gets started. Narratives about trust and accountability are not drawn in 

this direction by the head teacher participants (nor, as noted above, are they by most 

of the challenge advisors). This cluster of narratives of impact and measurement is 

heavily skewed towards the narratives of the teachers. There are two possibilities 

here which can be identified, but which cannot be tested within the remit of this 

collection of studies. Nevertheless, they are interesting and worth exploring. Either 

the head teachers and challenge advisors encountered here do not largely engage 

with anxieties about professional impact, or they choose not to engage with these 

anxieties within the framework of an academic research interview about trust, 

accountability and autonomy. In the former reading of the data, it becomes an issue 

of something not being a significant concern. In the latter, it is instead an issue about 

the ways in which school and system leaders re-present their own professionalism. 

To go further, this latter reading suggests that teachers may be much more 

comfortable exploring these specific anxieties in qualitative interviews, than leaders, 

be they school or system focused. These data can only raise this question. It is for a 

further study to pursue this area of self-presentation by leaders within the domains of 

accountability and trust. Whichever reading is preferred, this cluster once again, is 

characterised by uneven distribution. 

 

Narratives of anxiety over impact may be unevenly distributed across the three 

studies, but this does not mean that narratives of anxiety over measurement of 

impact follow the same pattern. By exploring this element of the cluster, it becomes 

possible to see that this is a narrative that can exist on its own. This cluster suggests 

that it is possible to be assured that one’s professional efforts are having an impact, 

but be concerned that the way of measuring that impact is in some way deficient or 

flawed. This is different from worrying about control over outcomes and therefore 

impact, and measurement of impact in tandem. The first concern (impact), as 

indicated in the section above, suggests a profound anxiety about the nature of 

professional effort, whilst the second (measurement) might be characterised as a 

concern focused on a much more technical level. If nothing else, this cluster is a 

reminder that worrying about impact is not the same as worrying about measurement 

of impact. 
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It has already been noted above that the teachers’ narratives from P1 contain a 

resonant thread focusing on anxiety over impact. To this can be added a related 

strand from the same project that explores an inability to place oneself comfortably 

within the narrative of constant improvement (P1 – 5.1.3). This will become an 

important point to explore in more detail later (Ov – 4.9). As discussed above, this 

strand begins to take issue with, if not measurement itself, then with the expectations 

of year on year improvement that measurement may set up. The participants who 

explore this strand indicate an inability to completely accept the year on year 

improvement construct, and metaphorical contract, which their school seems to offer 

them. Equally, they also demonstrate an inability to reject it completely. In this sense, 

it is simultaneously inconceivable and attractive. They do not critique the mechanics 

of measurement themsleves. Rather they critique the whole-school narrative of 

constant improvement that these mechanisms begin to create. 

 

This is the closest that the resonant threads from the teachers get to worrying about 

measurement. As indicated above, there is a more fundamental concern about 

certainty of impact at all. Conversely, the head teachers and challenge advisors (with 

the exception of Francesca), worry less about impact, but do develop significant 

narratives around measurement. For example, in P2 (head teachers) there is the 

thread in which verification and accountability routines are re-constructed and 

existing, system-wide accountability processes are critiqued (P2 - 5.5). Head 

teachers show a willingness to debate the ‘messy landscape’ (Cochran-Smith et. al. 

2018) of accountability. Similarly, as discussed in P3, challenge advisors also 

develop sustained narratives that examine the forms of accountability measurement 

found in Welsh education (see P3 – 5.8, ‘Imperfect metrics’). Here, they also tease 

away at perceived anomalies or issues within the accountability system. 

 

The precise nature of the head teachers’ or challenge advisors’ critiques do not need 

to be reprised at this moment, since they are explored in detail in P2 and P3. What is 

more important at this stage is to note how this cluster operates across the three 

studies. There is much more detailed and explicit engagement with the mechanics of 

measurement from the head teachers and the challenge advisors. This perhaps 

might be expected, since, as previously noted (P2 – 5.5 and P3 - 5.8) these two 

cohorts spend significant amounts of professional time working with performance 
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and accountability data at an institutional, regional and system-wide level. The 

teachers from P1 spend far less time, if any at all, working in this domain, being 

generally focused instead on pupil-level, or class level data. With this in mind, it 

should not be surprising that two cohorts (head teachers and challenge advisors) 

develop threads that the other (teachers) does not. Yet what is interesting and 

valuable when this cluster is scrutinised, alongside the cluster above, is precisely this 

disconnect; that the concerns and narratives of two groups (challenge advisors and 

head teachers) focused on measurement, are related to, but simultaneously distinct 

from, the narratives of teachers, focused on anxieties about impact. All three groups 

are engaged in the broader project of school improvement, but as this cluster 

indicates, their talk about school improvement, and their re-presentations of it, are 

potentially divergent. Their anxieties are prioritised differently. Arguably, the anxieties 

of the teachers exist at a more fundamental level. This cluster explores this 

dissonance. 

 

This cluster has an immediate, obvious connection to the discourse of accountability. 

Narratives of anxiety about measurement are inflections of the discourse at a 

technical, methodological level. These narratives are assured about impact, but 

debate the way in which the extent of impact will be measured. For the head 

teachers and challenge advisors from P2 and P3, the results and conclusions of 

these technical debates can have significant real-world effects on status, 

professional profile and even tenure of employment. It is perhaps for this reason that 

this is debate about the systemic application of the discourse. 

 

Narratives of anxiety over impact are more ontological, insofar as they explore how 

the discourse disrupts the professional being of teachers. It provokes the following 

question: 

 What is my professional state of being if I cannot account completely for the results 

and impact of my efforts? 

As indicated above (Ov - 4.4), there is limited outright rejection of the need for 

accountability, even amongst that cohort of participants (teachers) who develop 

narratives of anxiety about impact. The discourse of accountability does not work in 

this way, as evidenced by the narratives themselves. The narratives demonstrate 

discourse in action. For example, teachers are not actually ever required to account 
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for the entire sum total of their professional effort. No participant in any of the three 

studies describes such a saturated, totalitarian situation. However, the discourse of 

accountability does set up the theoretical possibility and structural conditions where 

this could happen, even if in practical and experiential terms it never actually does. 

The discourse provokes therefore an underlying anxiety which can never be entirely 

resolved or chased away. In this sense, it is unsettling. The discourse, then, could be 

seen from certain management perspectives to work rather effectively. It promotes 

self-surveillance, and an acceptance of the need for accountability, without ever 

becoming so overwhelming that it prompts outright rejection and revolt, although it 

does cause anxiety and a perception of a certain powerlessness. As the narratives 

from P1 suggest, teachers are held in a state of limbo. 

 

In this exploration, this cluster demonstrates how the discourse operates as a control 

mechanism. Just as in OV - 4.2 and 4.3, the narratives themselves, when analysed 

in this way, raise obvious questions about the longer-term sustainability of a situation 

which potentially requires teachers to live with this underlying, nagging anxiety. It 

also presents a conundrum for policy makers in the current context. The cluster 

suggests that leaders, here in the form of the head teachers from P2 and the 

challenge advisors from P3, are likely to debate quantitative measurement in 

detailed and diverse ways. For a system that genuinely wishes to co-construct an 

accountability future using the ideas, resources and perceptions of a broad range of 

professionals, this is probably a good starting position; leaders are clearly engaged 

in the complexities that surround measurement of school performance. The diversity 

of these leaders’ ideas about measurement does not suggest that a consensus will 

be reached easily (as explored in P2 – 5.8.2, and P3 – 5.10.2), but there are, at 

least, vital and vigorous narratives and perceptions that could provide the 

foundations for any such future consensus.  

 

However, engaging leaders in methodological debate about the mechanics of the 

accountability system may be the lesser problem for policymakers. Of longer-term 

concern may be the narratives of teachers’ underlying, nagging anxiety, explored 

above. In terms of teacher recruitment, retention and wellbeing, this is arguably a 

more fundamental issue for policy to tackle.
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4.7 The public and the private 
 
The final cluster looks at the ways in which resonant threads from the three studies 

coalesce around perceived divisions between the public and the private. This pair of 

concepts is somewhat determined as likely narrative terrain by trust, accountability 

and autonomy themselves, since they all have a public/private aspect. Trust can be 

publicly stated and demonstrated, yet as so many of the narratives demonstrate, the 

sense of trusting in someone, or of feeling trusted, is often constructed as a private, 

interior, individualised judgement (note Patrick’s story here, P2 – 4.6). Individuals 

make a private decision about whether they trust a colleague using priorities that 

they deploy themselves (see, for example Rhodri, P1 – 4.4.2). The desire to assert 

professional autonomy, similarly, can be represented as a desire to assert a set of 

private priorities, concerns and agenda into a working domain that is otherwise 

controlled by public, exterior forces. Conversely, accountability structures generally 

take place in a publicised context, where the individual, or the individual’s institution 

is asked to provide, and account publicly for, worth or value. Since the concepts of 

trust, accountability and autonomy are intimately connected to concepts of the public 

and the private, and to the perceived dividing lines between them, it is not surprising 

that the public/private division exists in the resonant threads as well. But how does it 

operate here? 

 

One element of this cluster can be found in P3 (challenge advisors), and it provides 

an interesting point of entry. This study identifies a resonant thread that focuses 

upon craft knowledge (P - 5.6). In this thread, narratives about challenge advisor 

professional practice begin to de-emphasise their public dimension (as system 

leaders engaged in system-wide school improvement), and emphasise instead a set 

of routines, skills and knowledges that are privately owned and operated by the 

individual. The challenge advisor here is narrated less as a public servant, and more 

as a private practitioner, or consultant. Effectively a private domain is being carved 

out for the role, particularly in narratives such as Robert’s (P3 – 4.3), but also in 

Nick’s (P3 – 4.6) and Graham’s (P3 – 4.2) responses. A larger, publicly framed 

narrative of system-wide school improvement, in which, logically, challenge advisors 

are key players, is partially replaced by a more private, individual narrative in which 
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the challenge advisor owns, and is a key exponent of, specific skills and routines. It 

is a retreat, in essence, from the public staging of the role. Indeed, where the public 

element is emphasised, the narrative becomes more anxious and factured 

(Francesca, P3 – 4.1). 

 

P2 (head teachers) explores this public/private division explicitly (P2 - 5.7), although 

here the private realm is at an institutional level. The resonant thread here tends to 

value the quality of trust and the accountability procedures that take place in the 

private (institutional) domain, but is sceptical of the levels of trust and the efficacy of 

accountability structures in the larger, public, system-level domain. The participants 

see their own, private, institutional domain as one that is ripe and ready to be part of 

a new self-improving, self-validating system in the future, but when they consider this 

as a potential blanket trust, accountability and autonomy settlement for all schools, 

essentially the public domain, they are more sceptical. To put it in other terms, 

participants have high trust in their own schools to deliver under a new Welsh 

Government accountability settlement, but they have rather lower trust in the 

capacity of other schools (those unnamed in the outer, public domain) to do the 

same. This element of the cluster represents not so much a retreat into the private, 

as much as a simple scepticism about the public domain. 

 

There is an interesting aspect to this cluster from P1 (teachers). Here, as above, the 

private domain equates to the institution, set against a larger, public, policy 

backdrop. For the teachers, a resonant thread views the public/ private division quite 

differently. As explored previously, enhanced, undifferentiated scrutiny could be 

positioned by teachers as, at best an irritation, and at worst, professionally insulting 

(Ov – 4.4 above, and P1 - 5.6), but P1 also explores how the perceived source of 

this scrutiny matters. If it is perceived to emanate from an extra-institutional, 

public/policy source, it is deemed to be less irritating, less insulting and less 

threatening by participants (P1 - 5.7). This is held in contrast to the potential 

professional threat of being scrutinised and potentially not trusted by colleagues 

within one’s institution. When scrutiny is seen to be coming from the system at large, 

it is de-personalised, and therefore, less threatening. The realm of the public can 

cause less anxiety here for teacher participants because it is perceived as simply 

being the way things have to be done. In this element of the cluster, re-casting 
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accountability and enhanced scrutiny onto a larger, public framework causes less 

anxiety for the teacher participants. This cluster therefore represents an interesting 

reversal of the public/private arrangement between different elements of the 

workforce. 

 

This reversal adds a certain complexity to the cluster’s relationship to the discourse 

of accountability. To re-cap, for the head teachers, their own private, institution-level, 

accountability practices are generally portrayed positively, in distinction to those 

operating in the broader public realm, which are frequently questioned, whilst for the 

challenge advisors, private pieces of craft knowledge exist seemingly independently 

of their public role where they must quality assure and secure school improvement. 

Taken together, these two elements can be read as attempts to preserve a notion of 

privatised practice, in the face of a discourse of accountability which perforce, and by 

pragmatic definition, exists to take private practice and hold it up to scrutiny in a 

public domain. It should be remembered that accountability structures have been 

developed to establish public confidence in professional practice that might 

otherwise be held within a private, ‘secret garden’ (Wales, 2013). These elements of 

this cluster, from the leadership cohorts, can be read as a type of resistance to the 

discourse. 

 

Initially, it appears curious then that the teachers of P1 use the public/private 

distinction quite differently. As explored above, their narratives describe a refuge in 

the public domain, insofar as there is a resonant strand that notes that accountability 

and monitoring pressures that originate from the private, institutional domain are 

potentially threatening and possibly professionally irksome and insulting, whereas 

those pressures, if they are deemed to be coming from the system at large, can be 

more easily and phlegmatically accommodated as just being the way it is. The 

narratives about carving out positive, privatised areas of practice from the teachers 

are either partially formed (Andrew, P1 – 4.5.3), or exist as fragments only. The 

assumption must be that the teachers occupy a less powerful position than the head 

teachers or the challenge advisors, and that this makes it more difficult for them to 

assert positive notions of privatised professional practice. Indeed, it is made even 

more difficult by the discourse of collaboration, itself now an official professional 

standard in Wales, which subtly questions the value of privatised professionalism. 
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Conversely, head teachers and challenge advisors occupy more powerful positions, 

and are able to leverage greater degrees of professional autonomy to stake out a 

private domain, accepting, in the case of head teachers, that the private domain 

exists often at the level of the school. In this sense, these narratives can be seen as 

narratives of resistance to the discourse of public accountability as noted above. Yet 

the capacity to construct these narratives of resistance are themselves unevenly 

spread across the workforce, with teachers arguably in a less advantageous 

position. As concluded above in Ov - 4.6, this raises question about the sustainability 

of such a situation, if it is accepted that it is important for individuals to be able to 

assert an aspect of their professionalism that is private and not entirely conditioned 

and controlled by public, systemic scrutiny (Sahlberg, 2015). The head teachers from 

P2, and the challenge advisors from P3, do this through their narratives, whereas the 

teachers from P1 do not. For those in less powerful positions, such as teachers, a 

public ‘what works’, evidence-based conception of teaching when linked with a 

pervasive accountability culture arguably risks erasing the possibility of re-presenting 

any privatised practice completely. Once again, this has significant implications for 

future policy, in terms of the way teaching is framed as a career choice. It will be, 

arguably, a more difficult marketing ‘sell’ to potential teachers if it is perceived that 

opportunites to maintain at least some areas of autonomous, privatised practice are 

unevenly spread across the workforce, and are generally focused on those in formal 

leadership positions. 

 

 

4.8 Initial summary: clusters as elements of discourse, and policy 
implications 
 
There is a danger that repeated references to the discourse of accountability ends 

up creating an abstract thing-in-itself, removed from its grounded iterations. One of 

the purposes of this overview is to emphasise in fact that the discourse itself cannot 

be neatly summarised and conceptualised. The discourse is, in part, its various 

iterations in the narratives and in the resonant threads that can be drawn from them. 

They are the discourse. This is a point noted generally about narratives as well by 

Czarniawska (2004) when she writes about them being ‘the repertoire of legitimate 

stories’ in any given society (p.6). This section of the overview then has provided a 
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detailed exploration of the granular way in which the discourse is constructed in this 

particular context. It cannot provide a complete exploration of the discourse, but it 

can provide significant and compelling detail. For example, it has been noted that the 

discourse produces a range of counter-discourses, sites of disruption and points of 

resistance. It demonstrates that the discourse is not an all-encompassing monolith 

that allows no dissent. Indeed, as has been noted above, the discourse provokes the 

emergence of these counter-narratives. Ov – 4.2 to 4.7 explore the ‘messy 

landscape’ (Cochran et. al., 2018) of accountability in this particular context, at this 

particular time. 

 

Policy makers who wish to modify the structures of accountability in education in 

Wales should be interested in the detail of the discourse as it is lived in the here and 

now. Potential implications have been identified at the conclusion of each section 

above. Ov – 4.2 (‘Collegiality’) noted that a positive, nurturing narrative of high-trust 

working exists in this context, but that it is unevenly distributed. Similarly Ov – 4.3 

(‘Value and Validation’) looked at this unevenness from a different viewpoint, this 

time focusing on the ways that some teachers’ narratives are beginning to suggest 

that an expectation of positive, constant validation is being normalised. Ov – 4.7 

(‘The public and the private’) put forward the idea that teachers’ narratives appear 

less able to generate positive, evocations of privatised practice. There is an uneven 

distribution here as well. Ov – 4.6 (‘Impact and measurement’) suggested that the 

teachers’ narratives are more likely to present a fundamental anguish about impact, 

control and once again, autonomy. Taken together in this way, the clusters certainly 

indicate that there are many positive narratives for policy to build upon, but that 

these do not tend to emanate from the teachers. Professionals in more powerful 

positions in these projects (head teachers and challenge advisors) are broadly 

producing these positive narratives. Those in less powerful positions are not. This is 

a compelling message for all involved in education reform in Wales. 
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4.9 The narrative of school improvement 
 
A detailed exploration of the discourse of accountability as it is currently lived and 

represented in Wales is important then, since, as Ov - 4.8 has demonstrated, the 

details will be significant for policy makers in general, and those, more specifically, 

hoping to develop new modes of accountability and public evaluation. At the time of 

writing, the Welsh Government has announced a new approach to this under the 

umbrella title of Evaluation and Improvement (Wales, 2019), slowly diminishing the 

emphasis on the use of the word accountability. Instead there is a subtle shift to the 

idea that evaluation of schools only takes place to secure improvement. The system 

is signalling that it is moving on from any accountability structures or processes that 

cannot be directly and explicitly linked to improving schools. In fact, there is an 

additional implication here that evaluation and accountability processes should be 

formatted in such ways that are most likely to drive improvements, to drive, in effect, 

a master narrative of school improvement. Here, the Welsh Government is drawing 

on the influential work of the OECD, in its advice that, from a system point of view, 

‘all attention and effort’ should be focused on improving teaching and learning and 

that structures that might unhelpfully stigmatise or shame teachers and schools 

should be removed (OECD, 2017, p.43). 

 

Public evaluation is therefore being ever more tightly coupled to school 

improvement, yet the idea of school improvement is itself a discourse like any other. 

It is a historically constituted term. It describes a set of practices and approaches 

that have been popularised over the last thirty years, as part of  global educational 

reform policy initiatives (Ball, 2013). Describing it as a discourse is not to suggest 

that the project of taking the quality of educational provision seriously is somehow 

misguided, or that the project of school improvement has no reality, value or worth. 

This is not the point. Instead, describing it as a discourse emphasises that the 

concept of school improvement talks about educational quality in certain ways that 

are constructed and maintained. In future times there will be different discursive 

structures that will validate what counts and what does not count in terms of 

educational quality, but this is the particular discourse that operates in the current 

period. 
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The close relationship between discourse and narrative has been explored above 

(Ov - 4.8). Narratives can delineate, inflect and subvert or re-present aspects of a 

discourse. In terms of school improvement, it can be noted that it acts as a narrative 

itself. It contains many structural narrative markers. For example, school 

improvement is, by definition, focused on change and development. It rests on the 

key platform, therefore, of plot development. It includes actants as heroes and 

heroines. Schools take wrong turns and there are twists along the way. School 

leaders frequently refer to being on ‘a journey’, as does the system at large, 

consciously employing, therefore, a familiar narrative structure. There are mini-

tragedies as side plots, when careers are brought to a premature close. There is 

hubris and there is wisdom, and there are mysteries when schools fail to improve 

despite guidance and assistance. There are also clearly sign-posted ‘risk and 

reward’ concluding episodes. If the existence of these narrative devices and features 

is not convincing enough, it can be argued that, fundamentally, the very idea of 

school improvement is a grand narrative of progress, and teachers, school leaders, 

challenge advisors, civil servants, LA officers are all addressed by the narrative, 

either as participants or as observers. 

 

This may sound overly fanciful, but the epistemological point of narrative inquiry is to 

note the ubiquity of narrative as a sense-making and meaning-making device 

(Bruner, 2004). The participants’ narratives across the three studies frequently refer 

to school improvement in a narrativised manner, even as they are simply being 

asked to describe times when they have felt trusted or not trusted. Experiences of 

school improvement provide rich narrative material for individuals to re-cast and re-

present, perhaps, whatever questions they are asked. The narratives across the 

three projects present an opportunity, then, to consider in more detail the 

construction, presentation and maintenance of a narrative of school improvement, in 

this particular context. There is an opportunity to expand further an understanding of 

how trust, autonomy and, here particularly, accountability work together in Welsh 

education, through this narrative of school improvement. 

 

Here it is useful to stop and consider some of the ways in which participants insert 

themselves into a larger narrative of school improvement. Francesca (P3  - 4,1), for 

example, as a challenge advisor, casts a school improvement narrative where 
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improvement and effectiveness practices are under-formed and relatively ineffective. 

These are obstacles which surround her and which prove to be sources of 

frustration. Francesca, then, presents a school improvement narrative for the 

system, as she experiences it, with a long journey still to follow to effectiveness and 

maturity. Her account is saturated by a sense of the work she will have to do to make 

her part of the school improvement narrative a success. 

 

A quick comparison with the accounts of Iolo (challenge advisor; P3 – 4.5) and Alan 

(head teacher; P2 – 4.1) are helpful, since these two participants construct the 

school improvement narrative quite differently. Their stories suggest that the system, 

as a whole, is much further advanced in terms of effectiveness and progress. 

Different professionals will have different perspectives clearly, but the crucial point to 

note is the multiple ways in which individuals can insert their own professional 

narratives of the self into a construction of a larger school improvement narrative. 

Nick (challenge advisor; P3 – 4.6) provides another interesting example. He 

alternates between suggesting that the larger school improvement narrative has 

evolved some distance, and suggesting that there is still quite a long way to go. 

Diane’s (headteacher; P2 – 4.5) own narrative is similarly balanced. 

 

The teachers from P1 should not be neglected here, although their focus tends to be 

on the school improvement narratives of individual institutions, rather than the 

system as a whole. The air of sadness that pervades Jessica’s story (P1 – 4.3.1) is 

chiefly dictated by the knowledge that she had no place in her previous school’s 

improvement journey, and, at the time of the interview, was self-consciously waiting 

to demonstrate her role in the narrative of her current school. Some teachers’ 

narratives of self, in relation to the perceived school improvement narratives of their 

institutions, are much more confident. Paul (P1 – 4.2.3) and Peter (P1 – 4.5.2) 

provide good examples here, although their own internal reasoning for this 

confidence is differently constituted. Susan (P1 – 4.5.1) and Andrew (P1 – 4.5.3) 

provide excellent examples of teachers who find themselves unable, however hard 

they might try, to insert themselves into the distinctive, very demanding, 

improvement narrative of their school. Bronwyn (P1 – 4.2.1) and Claire (P1 – 4.2.2) 

provide interesting variations on this aspect. These two participants recount past 

episodes which displaced their respective abilities to insert themselves smoothly into 
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their perceptions of the improvement narrative of their institution. At the time of the 

interviews, they describe how they have been able to overcome these obstacles and 

positively, although maybe only temporarily, re-configure their understanding of 

where they sit in relation to this larger improvement narrative. 

 

This way of understanding the participants’ narratives across the three studies, as 

negotiations with a larger, school improvement narrative, provides a different way of 

appreciating their significance. Across the sum total of the participants, if their own 

narratives are approached in this manner, it can be seen that the following question 

underlies their responses: 

Where do I stand in relation to the school improvement narrative as I understand it? 

For some participants, as indicated above, this question is chiefly, although not 

exclusively, located at a system-wide level. This is often how the challenge advisors 

approach it. For some, it is generally, although not exclusively, posed at an 

institutional level (teachers), whilst for some (head teachers) the perspective 

alternates between these two levels. The three studies between them therefore 

provide excellent narrative coverage of this question. The narratives themselves 

demonstrate that this is a compelling question that demands an answer. For some, 

like Susan (P1 – 4.5.1) and Patrick P2 – 4.6), the answer need only be a provisional 

one, if they think they will be exiting the profession in the near future. For a few, it is 

a question which can be largely avoided (Robert; P3 – 4.3). For the rest, the 

narratives themselves indicate that it is a question to which they feel obliged to form 

a response. The range of these responses has been discussed above. 

 

Formulating a response to this implied question leads the individual to ask another 

one:  

How is my professional standing or status affected by this broader, school 

improvement narrative? 

The answers to this question trigger a range of responses which can be seen in the 

narratives. In a negative domain, pessimism, scepticism and anxiety can be 

identified, whilst in a more positive mode, there are narrative traces of their 

inversions; optimism, trust and confidence. The narratives themselves demonstrate 

that individuals can cross-combine these different elements in various ways, and the 
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responses are driven by their own perceptions of the school improvement narrative, 

as it unfolds at a local or system-wide level. 

 

For example, participants can be confident about their own position vis-a-vis the 

narrative of school improvement, but deeply sceptical about the position of others 

(Paul; P1 – 4.2.3:  Bronwyn; P1 – 4.2.1: Rhian; P1 – 4.3.3). Similarly, they can be 

confident about their school or schools’ position within the larger school improvement 

narrative, but sceptical about the system at large (Diane; P2 – 4.5: Kevin; P2 – 4.6). 

They can be optimistic about their own professional future, but somewhat pessimistic 

about the wider system (Claire; P1 – 4.2.2), or their optimism about their own 

professional future can be tempered by their scepticism about the capabilities of 

others (Francesca; P3 – 4.1). Alternatively, they can be sceptical about the narrative 

in their own school, but agnostic about the system at large (Andrew; P1 – 4.5.3), or 

sceptical about that as well (Susan; P1 – 4.5.1). Some participants maintain a self-

conscious optimism, despite being rather sceptical about their school and the wider 

system (Rhodri; P1 – 4.4.2). Other participants evoke a scepticism about aspects of 

the wider system, whilst remaining neutral about their own professional futures 

(Graham; P3 – 4.2: Nick; P3 – 4.6). Some display anxiety at an individual, school 

and system level (Jessica: P1 – 4.3.1). 

 

Ultimately, the narratives present various combinations of these, but of the twenty-

four that make up the three projects, only two participants can be said to present 

narratives that carry few negative traces, in terms of their own insertion into a 

broader, school improvement narrative (Peter; P1 – 4.5.2: Sarah; P1 – 4.3.2). The 

remaining accounts carry significant echoes of scepticism, pessimism or anxiety. 

Czarniawska (2004) is clear that the results of narrative inquiry should not be 

restricted to simply concluding that stories are everywhere in professional groupings 

and organisations. The focus should be on exploring the functions the narratives 

perform, or accounting for the conditions that produce them. It is the second 

objective that is key here. What can be said to be triggering the scepticism, 

pessimism and anxiety within these narratives? 

 

Answers to this question have been partially supplied through the discussion of the 

discourse of accountability in Ov - 4.2 to 4.6, above. An additional way of thinking 
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about potential triggers is to consider the nature of the school improvement narrative 

itself. However useful it might be to think of it as a narrative, with the requisite 

features and devices of a conventional narrative, it should be acknowledged that, as 

a narrative, it has two distinctive aspects. This overview will go on to argue that both 

of these aspects generate scepticism, pessimism and anxiety, although one of them, 

paradoxically, is also able to generate optimism, trust and confidence. 

 

The first aspect can be described as a lack of complete predictability. This is to say 

that the unfolding of future events within this narrative, whether at a personal level, 

school level, or system level, can never be entirely and completely foreseen. The 

narratives in these three studies all acknowledge the inexact match between what is 

intended (in terms of school improvement interventions) and what ends up 

happening (in terms of future outcomes). As Helen (head teacher) describes it in P2,  

between 8 o’clock and 9 o’clock on the Wednesday of 
download day, that is when the shadow of accountability feels 
dark…because the way things are at the moment, you know 
that your school, the work of your staff, the way the children will 
view themselves, and the way you personally will be viewed as 
well, has for the last few years, depended on a single 
percentage… 
 

The inability of anyone to control that percentage with complete precision, haunts not 

just Helen’s story, but the narratives of many of the participants. In fact, this is a 

narrative trope that can be found repeatedly across the studies. For the participants 

in this context, it triggers pessimism, scepticism or anxiety, or indeed, some 

combination of the three. The reasons for this are clear. The narrative of school 

improvement, as has been argued above, is one that emphasises its own importance 

to the individual. It can hardly be ignored. Equally, as pointed out above, the 

individual is required to relate their professional narrative of self to this broader 

narrative. Yet to try to do this when the individual is aware that the narrative is not 

just beyond their precise control, but also has an essential unpredictability, is to 

invoke potentially, one or some or all of these negative responses. This is borne out 

by the narratives themselves in the three studies. 

 

Arguably the second distinctive feature of the narrative of school improvement, 

provokes both the negative tropes (pessimism, scepticism, anxiety) and the positive 
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ones (optimism, trust, confidence). In this sense, it is a curious feature. This feature 

can be described as the never-ending story, because school improvement has no 

definitive conclusion or closure. Systems, schools, departments and individuals do 

not reach the end of their school improvement journey as the larger narrative is 

currently presented. The quest is perpetual and perennial. It is precisely this feature 

that allows Francesca (P3 – 4.1) and Iolo (P3 – 4.5) to give quite different accounts 

of where the system is on this journey. The very lack of ending makes it much easier 

for individuals to pick for themselves how far the story has unfolded. Potentially this 

can be done in ways that flatter the professional standing of the individual. In some 

respects, this lack of a definitive ending can be liberating, and can generate 

optimism, trust and confidence: 

My school improvement efforts have thus far been less successful than I might have 

hoped, but I have a very long road ahead to make it work more successfully... 

The lack of an ending, the sense of perpetual narrative becoming, can, in this way, 

inspire optimism, trust, confidence and hope. 

 

Equally, this lack of narrative closure can, in and of itself, provoke the opposite 

response: 

When will my efforts be concluded? When can I conclusively be deemed to have 

been successful professionally? When will I be able to completely insulate myself 

from an accountability judgement that may be professionally damaging or career-

ending? 

If the answer to these questions is ‘never’, the response may well contain elements 

of pessimism, scepticism and anxiety. These are the key conclusions that the 

narratives from these three studies articulate. 

 

The projects themselves set out to explore narratives of trust, accountability and 

autonomy and have provided for this overview a further, additional reading of the 

relationship between the individual, located in the educational structure in Wales 

today, and the larger narrative of school improvement. As described above, this 

relationship creates a series of narrative effects in the individual, and these effects 

are driven by some of the peculiarities of the form of the school improvement 

narrative. As such, the overview here offers another way of understanding how 

larger narratives structure smaller narratives about the self. This is research that 
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adds detail to our understanding, in turn, of what it is to be a teacher, head teacher 

or challenge advisor in this place and at this time, an understanding developed 

through narrative. 

 

In effect, when the narratives are viewed in this way, as a collective, they present a 

persuasive vision of school improvement as narrative, with attendant effects on 

education professionals. The three projects themselves each conclude by offering 

some forward-facing policy recommendations, drawn on each occasion from the 

substance of the narrative data, analysed through the resonant threads. At this point 

it would be useful to explore how the concept of school improvement as narrative, 

developed through this overview, relates to these recommendations. This exploration 

will determine how the notion of school improvement as narrative adds further 

practical detail and definition to the individual projects’ conclusions. 

 

At this point it is necessary to summarise briefly the conclusions and 

recommendations from the three projects. These summaries will then be related to 

the concept of school improvement as narrative. To recap:  

 

• P1 offers a summary of narrative pathways that the teachers use to negotiate 

the trust, accountability and autonomy environments that they find themselves 

in. Recommendations here are not overt. Instead P1 explores the diverse 

effects of such environments. 

 

• P2 contains more overt recommendations. It reminds policy makers that head 

teachers do not translate public policy into institutional practice in a frictionless 

way. This aspect is explored specifically in terms of accountability and the 

head teachers’ responses to the system-wide accountability settlement that 

they encounter. P2 also reminds policy makers that there is a keen appetite to 

discuss and debate accountability, but that there is a plurality of preferred 

versions here, and further, that explicit acknowledgement of this diversity 

needs to set the framework for future discussions. In terms of trust, P2 

concludes that the plentiful experiences of being trusted have given the head 

teachers ownership of nuanced models of trust and a subsequent willingness 
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to engage with trust-building procedures and practices. Thus, it is 

recommended that this contextual knowledge and expertise, held by the head 

teachers should be fed forward into professional learning programmes. 

 

• P3 also culminates in more overt recommendations. It reminds policy makers 

that there is no consistent narrative about the readiness of the system to 

move onto a self-improving basis, nor is there a consistent narrative about 

how to move away from ‘top-down’ improvement structures. The 

recommendation here, as above, is to actively engineer public debate that 

might begin to build a consensus. P3 also clarifies the challenge for policy 

makers in terms of creating an accountability system that is simultaneously 

clear and simple, and contextually nuanced. The recommendation here is that 

the complexity of this position needs to be openly debated within Wales in a 

rigorous and sustained manner to pave the way for the creation of a 

sustainable accountability system for the future. 

 

When summarised in such a format, it is easy to see that there is something of a 

pattern in these conclusions and recommendations, and the pattern is that narrative 

inquiry, as research, draws out complexities and diversity which, it is then being 

argued, need to be explicitly incorporated into broader public policy debate. Failure 

to acknowledge these complexities risks the system instituting debate that does not 

draw on practitioners’ notions of their lived reality. Public debate framed in these 

circumstance seems unlikely to be effective, a point noted elsewhere in this portfolio 

(P1 – 1, p.9; Ov – 2, p.10). Conversely, exploring this complexity in detail should 

provide a more solid set of foundations for these debates, but is it enough for 

research simply to indicate the need to incorporate nuance and complexity into 

professional discussions? In some instances, this may be a reasonable set of 

conclusions because it is not possible, in that particular context, to move further 

forward conceptually or practically. Here, however, there is the opportunity to begin 

setting out the pragmatic ways that this complexity can be acknowledged and that 

public and professional debate and discussion can be more effectively framed. 

 

At this point, consideration should be given to the relationship between the concept 

of school improvement as narrative and the recommendations summarised above, 
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and, in particular, their common conclusion that there exists a diversity of 

professional narratives surrounding trust, accountability and autonomy. How does 

this concept of school improvement as narrative, explored above in Ov – 4.9, help 

here? How can it be used to interpret these recommendations in a practical way? 

 

Earlier, it was argued not only that the idea of school improvement is itself frequently 

re-cast in narrative form, but that this narrative form has two distinctive elements; a 

lack of obvious narrative closure (school improvement is perennial), and a lack of 

certainty over its future emplotment (school improvement takes unexpected and 

unforeseen turns). Further, it was argued that these narrative features provoke 

effects in practitioners, and that these effects can be seen in the narratives upon 

which the projects are built. Fundamentally, these two features of school 

improvement as narrative provide for a certain flexibility in the way that any 

practitioner subsequently narrates their own relationship to school improvement. It is 

perhaps not surprising that this flexibility leads to a diversity of narrative responses to 

trust, accountability and autonomy, specifically in the ways in which these three 

concepts relate to school improvement. These relationships are evident in the 

narratives themselves, as participants consider the ways in which they are trusted to 

enact school improvement, the ways in which they are held accountable for their 

contributions to school improvement at a local- or system-wide level, and the ways in 

which they are given professional autonomy to develop school improvement. It could 

be argued that their varied responses here are, in part, an effect of this flexibility, and 

that, for example, two challenge advisors working in the same system at the same 

point in time can use this flexibility to narrate system readiness for self-improving 

schools in quite different ways (P3 – 5).  

 

The key point is that each practitioner, wherever they are located in the system, is 

likely to have arrived at a particular narrative response to school improvement, one 

that best fits their own perceptions of their professional past and their professional 

future. They use the inherent, larger narrative flexibility described above to produce a 

crafted narrative of self. There can be no expectation that these narratives will 

respond to trust, accountability and autonomy in a uniform way even if they are 

developed from common resonant threads.  
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There is a practical dimension here, given that so much dialogue in education 

focuses on school improvement. These dialogues would be more effective if they 

explicitly acknowledged at the outset the nature and detail of practitioners’ 

narratives. It would be fanciful, and possibly practically unhelpful, to suggest that 

conversations between challenge advisors and head teachers, or between Estyn 

inspectors and teachers, should start with involved and detailed recount narratives 

that explore each participant’s particular narrative of the self in relation to school 

improvement. However, there are ways of launching these interactions that would 

develop and build upon such a mutual understanding, and that would, in turn, 

develop more productive dialogue as a result. As an example, a challenge advisor 

and head teacher meeting for the first time might find it productive to share and 

discuss their own perceptions of how their individual career trajectories relate to 

school and system improvement. Similarly, teachers engaged in discussions with 

Estyn inspectors might find it beneficial if both parties clarified at the start of the 

conversation their understanding of how a self-improving system relates to their own 

professional circumstances. This would be a different way of starting these kind of 

professional conversations, but by explicitly engaging with narrative difference, such 

dialogues would proceed in a more effective and honest fashion, and it is these 

qualities of honesty and integrity which are crucial here. Practitioners at all levels 

should be encouraged to reflect honestly on the following questions before 

professional dialogue with others: 

• How does my understanding of school improvement relate to my narrative of 

self? 

• In what ways do I present my narrative of self to other practitioners? Do my 

own stories about myself present me in a flattering light? Do I modify my way 

of thinking about school improvement to do this? 

• How do these modifications affect the ways I view other practitioners, and the 

ways I speak to them? 

Posing these questions would not erase each individual’s capacity or likelihood for 

professional narrative self-fashioning. This is a fundamental aspect of our 

relationship with the wider world (Bruner, 2004). However, the act of posing such 

questions frequently, with integrity, in the professional context, would develop a self-

reflective awareness of this process. In this particular professional context, it should 
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become a key cornerstone of reflexive and reflective practice, since it would 

demystify and explicitly acknowledge the diverse narrative assumptions upon which 

so much educational professional dialogue is inevitably based. This honesty and 

integrity surrounding the professional self would also contribute to greater levels of 

trust between professionals, precisely because conversations would be built upon 

the willing vulnerability (Bryk and Schnieder, 2002) that such honesty about the self 

necessarily entails. 

 

In practical terms, at each of its different levels, the system should be encouraging, 

supporting and developing this kind of reflective practice. It should be inscribed into 

Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programmes, and become part of professional 

learning for teachers, school leaders, inspectors and advisors, such that the act of 

considering, analysing and questioning the individual’s own narrative of school 

improvement becomes a key part of professional practice. This would be a 

mechanism for building trust within the system. It would lay bare assumptions that 

have powerful effects, but often remain, hidden and unacknowledged. The result 

would be dialogue between education professionals that would build upon, not 

ignore, a critical aspect of the way in which individuals understand the world of 

school improvement that surrounds them. By understanding their own narrations of 

the self and of school improvement, individuals would engage more productively with 

others. 

 

This should, in the future, become an essential aspect of educational reflective 

practice. 
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Final thoughts: carrying on 
 
Before bringing the overview to a complete close, I would like to thank the 

participants from the three projects. I would like to thank them, not just for the time 

they gave up to take part, but precisely because their narratives have, in turn, 

informed and shaped my thinking. I started this process wanting to understand in 

more detail the lived experience I had had of trust, accountability and autonomy, as a 

teacher and as a senior leader in Wales. I believed also that this more detailed 

understanding could and should play a contributory role in Wales’ educational reform 

journey. The conversations with the participants have certainly produced an effect of 

narrative learning (Goodson et. al., 2010) within me, and I reflect on this in greater 

detail in Appendix 1. Indeed, saying that they have been helpful does not remotely 

do justice to the powerful ways that the narratives have enabled me to understand 

trust, accountability and autonomy in this particular context. Exploring, re-presenting 

and analysing these narratives has been a very rewarding experience, on many 

levels, not least because it has given me the opportunity, again and again, to think 

deeply about the stories and reflections of others. My own narrative resumes 

enriched, and for this I am very grateful. 
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Appendix 1: Reflections on Narrative Inquiry 
 
The purpose of this appendix is to draw together some reflections on my use of 

narrative inquiry, my experience of using narrative inquiry and, importantly, 

reflections on my position as a researcher using narrative inquiry in relation to the 

subject matter of the projects and the participants. These three areas are interlinked 

because, in its mode of operation, its use, narrative inquiry places certain 

expectations upon the researcher. One of these expectations is that the researcher 

will reflect upon the formative effect of using narrative, the perceived effects of the 

narrative inquiry research experience (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Another 

expectation is that the researcher will reflect upon the potential effects of their own 

subjective narrative, and will consider the relationship between this and the research 

that has been produced (Clandinin, 2016). Throughout the three projects, I have 

commented explicitly on the ways in which I have used narrative inquiry, and I have 

explored many of the embedded theoretical and procedural challenges which I have 

encountered. I have also briefly in P1 indicated elements of my own narrative (P1 – 

3.2). This appendix provides an opportunity to explore this personal narrative in a 

little more detail, linking it to my use of narrative inquiry in the three projects. It also 

provides an opportunity to consider how my own narrative has now been modified 

and re-formed by the research experience. 

 

This appendix is split into three sections. The first explores my own narrative and its 

position in relation to the portfolio. The second summarises my perceptions of the 

advantages and the disadvantages of using narrative inquiry as a methodology. The 

third and final section summarises my evolving understanding of the challenges of 

using narrative inquiry, and, since the act of working through challenges implies 

personal growth and development, this section will consider how my own narrative 

has been modified by my experience of conducting this study. 

 
 

1 My relationship with the portfolio 
 
My story has two parts. One part recounts my professional experiences as a teacher, 

middle level leader and senior leader in secondary schools. The second part 
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recounts my journey into academic research. The first sets out a position in relation 

to the subject matter of the portfolio, whilst the second sets out a position in relation 

to the act of doing research, the act of developing and completing the portfolio. They 

are both important in complementary ways, and by re-telling them here, I hope to 

add detail to the understanding of my relationship with the research. 

 
 

1.1: Teacher and senior leader 
 

As an individual, I believe I have generally defaulted to an expectation that 

colleagues I work with can be trusted to do a competent job and to behave with 

integrity. I know I have worked with people who do not fit into these categories, but I 

also know that when I look back and think about the teams I worked within in the 

early parts of my career, and the teams I led in the middle part of my career, the 

overwhelming impression is of being a part of high-trust, collegiate, supportive 

working units. This is how I remember the past working in schools, and if I think 

about hypothetical teams I may be part of in the future, this is how I imagine they will 

be. I see myself as someone who finds it easy to trust colleagues to be left alone to 

get on with things, and in turn, I can identify times when this has worked well, and 

occasions where it has worked less successfully, but I know that, over a twenty-five 

year career, this represents a set of working assumptions that I always drift back to. 

Like many of the head teacher participants of P2, I would struggle to think of 

examples of not feeling trusted. 

 

In senior leadership, in two different schools, I began to be struck more and more by 

a default low-trust setting in some of my leadership colleagues. These were very 

successful leaders, with many obvious professional strengths, but their working 

assumptions about the trustworthiness of the teachers we worked with were very 

different to mine. This is not to say I thought I was completely right at the time and 

that they were completely wrong. I certainly did notice, however, the difference in 

emphasis, and the fact that, over the previous ten or fifteen years, my own 

experience of practical leadership approaches in schools had seen a greater 

external stress placed on monitoring different aspects of other people’s work, with 

obvious implications for relational trust. In fact, I believed that this had become a de 

facto model of good, strong school leadership, but not one I was particularly in step 
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with. The idea of trust within schools thus became a natural and obvious point of 

interest, and something I wanted to research in more detail. 

 

This narrative of the professional self, when recounted in this way, appears to set up 

a specific position in terms of trust in schools. It could be said that my own story 

implies a normative position on high-trust cultures in schools, and that the 

subsequent research I conducted could be an attempt to validate this position. There 

is plenty of existing research that ends up calling for educational policies and 

procedures that support trust between teachers and school leaders (for example, 

Tschannen-Moran, 2014). I could have been aiming for the same thing. To put it 

bluntly, could the methodological charge be levelled at me that I set out to find and 

explore troubled configurations of trust in schools, in order to be able to make similar 

recommendations? 

 

I would say that this is not an accurate way of viewing my position in relation to the 

subject matter, and I would say this not because I am trying to claim a researcher 

objectivity that transcends my own narrative. Narrative inquiry itself problematises 

attempts to elide the personal story of the researcher in such a way (Clandinin and 

Connelly, 2000). Instead my own narrative suggests that I am more interested in 

exploring things that are interesting, than I am in making things work more 

effectively. This, I believe, is an important distinction, an important point of emphasis, 

and one that links to the other part of my story. 

 

 

1.2: Senior leader and researcher 
 

At this point it would be useful to think about my narrative in terms of its relationship 

to the act of conducting research, and the act of conducting narrative inquiry, in 

particular. What is my position here? There is a clear story of self here too, one that 

is focused on my relationship with the concept of academic inquiry. This story runs in 

parallel to my experiences of working in schools, outlined above. 

 

Twenty-eight years ago I completed an MA and was about to embark on a doctorate 

in English Literature, but in the end this did not happen for a variety of reasons 
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(worries about finance, lack of certainty that English Literature was my thing), and so 

my day to day experience of academic inquiry came to a halt.  

 

It was a combination of unrelated factors twenty-one years later, in 2013, that re-

started it. The school in which I was a deputy head performed badly in the initial 

banding exercise (see P3 – 2.2 for context), and at the same time, the local school 

improvement consortium was offering to fund places for school leaders on a 

postgraduate course. I took up a place fundamentally because, as a school, we 

wanted to demonstrate that we were engaging with external support. Our banding 

profile made this a fairly unequivocal position for us to take. 

 

I dropped back into the domain of academic inquiry therefore through external, 

circumstantial factors. However, the first journal article I read, as part of the course, 

had a profound effect, not because of its subject matter, but because I realised that 

this was an entirely new (for me) way of thinking about all the different aspects of my 

professional life. This was an opportunity, it seemed to me at the time, to explore the 

features of leadership, organisational effectiveness and effects of educational policy 

that had been my practical focus for almost twenty years, but to explore them in a 

more detailed, more rigorous, more challenging way. 

 

Fairly quickly, I decided that I wanted to spend less time bouncing between the 

piecemeal, practical, career actions of day-to-day problem solving in a large 

secondary school, and I wanted to spend more time exploring the theories and the 

research that framed these experiences. I wanted to spend less time doing, and 

more time thinking about why I was doing what I was doing.  

 

Ultimately it was this realisation that led me to leave my senior leadership position in 

school, and switch to a career focused on academic enquiry and to start this 

portfolio. The more I have explored trust, accountability and autonomy in schools, 

the more I have become interested in examining the complexities of the subjects in 

hand, as things worthy of study in their own right, and the less likely I have been to 

see trust, for example, in terms of right and wrong (or effective  and ineffective) 

organisational behaviours. In this sense, I certainly believe I have a position in 

relation to trust in schools, but it is a position that is primarily focused on attempting 
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to understand in detail the ways in which trust, accountability and professional 

autonomy are presented by people, rather than a position which has, as its 

fundamental aim, the creation of high-trust cultures as part of a crusading mission. It 

is in this sense that I have frequently, throughout the process of researching and 

developing the portfolio, orientated myself to focus on unpacking the complexities of 

the participants’ stories, rather than using their stories to project onto the portfolio my 

own experiences of trust, accountability and autonomy in schools. My own narrative 

has led me to a position that has looked to explore the detail of the narratives as a 

fundamental aim, and I believe that this has enabled me to re-present narratives of 

trust, accountability and autonomy that go beyond simply calling for more high-trust 

behaviours in schools in Wales.  

 

 

2: Advantages and disadvantages of using narrative inquiry 
 

It is this position, this approach to the subject matter and to the participants, that I 

believe has enabled participants to respond to the interviews in a candid and open 

manner. I have focused on allowing the narratives to develop in as detailed and 

nuanced a way as possible, and I believe the participants have responded in kind. 

There is no monolithic story regarding trust, accountability and autonomy that 

emerges from the projects individually, or from the portfolio as a whole. This is an 

advantage of using narrative inquiry, identified in its attendant literature (Boje, 2001), 

and an advantage that I have experienced in practice in completing this portfolio. 

Indeed, reflecting on my practical experience of conducting research through 

narrative inquiry, I would argue this is its main advantage. As evidenced through the 

three projects, narrative inquiry provides a method for unpacking complexity and 

nuanced detail and for teasing out inconsistencies and disjunctions, and the 

experience of working within this approach is one of struggling at times to cope with 

the complex ways the narratives unfold. The strength, however, cannot be under-

emphasised, and it is its capacity to stay close to the granular detail. It is a strength 

which it is difficult to deny if the aim is to reveal the complexity of any given 

phenomenon. 
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Of course, there is always the requirement in social research to perform some kind 

of summarising analytical function, to be able to articulate higher-level, abstracted 

message encapsulating just what is really going on with the data. Here, my 

experience of working within narrative inquiry is that it can be less helpful, precisely 

because of the detailed narrative data generated. Although it is certainly important to 

provide this higher-level analysis of the data, and the individual projects and the 

overview do this (P1 – 5.1; P2 – 5.8; P3 – 5.10), this is not a process that narrative 

inquiry smooths out for the researcher. Instead, a study conducted through narrative 

inquiry repeatedly reminds the researcher of the details that do not easily fit into a 

set of abstracted, high-level, take-home messages. I think on reflection, it is for the 

individual to decide whether this aspect of the methodology is terminally unhelpful, or 

whether it is a useful corrective, a constant reminder of the elements lost when we 

move from local detail to over-arching abstraction. Since, as explored in the first 

section of this appendix, my impulse has been to explore the details of narratives, 

my experience chimes with the second response. This aspect of narrative inquiry 

becomes a challenge to be negotiated and never entirely resolved, and I was, and 

am, comfortable with this. Nevertheless, I can also concede that, with a slightly 

different set of priorities, it can be viewed as a disabling aspect of the methodology. 

 
 
 

3: The challenges of using narrative inquiry, identified through 
experience. 
 
Alongside this particular challenge of using a narrative inquiry approach, I can 

identify two further, related challenges that have been emphasised by the experience 

of conducting the research. Both are signposted by the existing literature, but it is 

perhaps not surprising that the experience of working to address these challenges 

would refine my understanding of them. This part of the appendix gives me an 

opportunity to explore how my understanding of these challenges has developed. I 

will deal with them in turn. 

 

 

3.1 Whose meaning? 
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There is a well-traced routine within the tradition of narrative inquiry that emphasises 

researcher and participant working together to construct narratives (Clandinin, 2016). 

This goes beyond the idea of returning to participants over a number of sessions, 

sometimes spread over several years, and embraces the notion that analyses of 

narratives should be co-constructed with participants. This becomes a joint 

enterprise, predicated quite reasonably on a requirement to build a narrative that 

accords with the participants’ own sense of self; to help build their story. This is a 

mutual endeavour certainly, and as such, has a pleasing ethical dimension, insofar 

as the intentions of the participants, in terms of meaning generation, are fully 

attended to. Yet it also has at its core an essentialist notion that any individual is the 

final arbiter and guarantor of the meaning of their story. It suggests that the 

participant should have the ultimate say in confirming what they really mean. 

 

The challenge here, as I have experienced it, is that there has been so much 

philosophical drift away from this kind of essentialising way of understanding 

language over the last seventy years, that it does not seem justified, 

epistemologically, to take this kind of approach. In fact, my own preference, from the 

very outset, has been to assume that structures of meaning and significance are not 

under the direct, complete control of individuals, and that language instead speaks 

through people, and that we can all offer a reading of our own narrative, but that it is 

only ever just a reading. This much I justified in P1 (P1 – 3.5.5). 

 

To justify something theoretically is one thing, but then to work through the 

ramifications of this justification over the course of the three projects is something 

different, and it is the experience of this that has been significant for me. Put simply, 

by electing not to check my analyses with the participants I was also electing not to 

adopt an approach that ethically seemed so sound. It felt almost as if I had taken a 

philosophical decision for the right reasons, but had then left myself in an ethical 

position that was arguably more questionable. This has been a real challenge. On 

reflection, it is clear that I worked to address this ethical conundrum by making sure 

that my analyses and subsequent representations of the narratives were as 

balanced and openly curious as possible. By openly curious I mean as a researcher 

making a concerted and consistent effort to look for creative, generative and positive 

interpretations at each stage of the analytical process; to approach each participants’ 
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interview with a commitment to exploring it on its own terms and to work from the 

premise that my participants are articulate, intelligent education professionals who 

are entirely likely to produce narratives about trust, accountability and autonomy that 

are different, but internally consistent and coherent. In this way, I developed over the 

course of the projects an ethical position of respect and humility in relationship to my 

participants, fundamentally as a counterbalance to my decision not to use 

participants to verify my analyses. This seemed, and continues to seem, a 

reasonable way of working through this particular challenge. 
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3.2 Social science or storytelling? 
 
This final challenge is clearly linked to the different aspects I have reflected upon so 

far, in terms of the complexity of the ownership of narratives (3.1, above), and in 

terms of moving from the granular detail of the single story to the abstracted 

conclusion (2, above). Again, the experience of negotiating this particular challenge 

has been instructive for me. Here, the difficulty lies in judging the extent to which you 

are prepared, as a researcher, and simultaneously, as a writer, to allow the idea of 

narrative to inform your presentational choices. By this, I mean writerly selections of 

dramatic turns of phrase in the recounting of participants’ stories, or the use of 

carefully chosen sub-headings in the stories’ titles which try to encapsulate creatively 

the essence of the story. Clearly, throughout the three projects I make liberal use of 

both of these writing features. Each time I have done so I have been aware of two 

possible negative effects. First, in terms of the deliberate use of dramatic, evocative 

phrasing there is a danger that the reader of the research begins to note rhetorical 

and creative langauge modes, which they may consider to be inappropriate within 

the domain of social science research presentation. Second, in terms of the use of 

creative subheadings, there is the danger that the writer will over-determine the way 

the reader may respond to the narrative. In effect, the subheading acts like a 

command to read the subsequent narrative in a certain, rigidly determined way. The 

issue here is that narrative inquiry as methodological approach emphasises the need 

to allow the reader to identify the possibility of different interpretations (Bold, 2012). 

Of course, the attraction to the writer/researcher in both cases is the potential to 

bring the narratives to life and the chance to engage creatively through language 

with the meaning-making possibilities they offer. 

 

My experience from these projects is that there is a constant tension here, and that 

there is a balance to be struck. I suspect that my own background, studying 

literature, language, literary criticism and critical theory, has meant that my own 

acceptable balance includes quite a lot of writerly features. At the end of this final 

part of the portfolio, and at the end of this appendix, it is interesting to reflect upon 

the things that I particularly enjoyed about the process of completing the entire 

project. I certainly enjoyed exploring the complexities of a set of concepts and I 
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enjoyed interviewing the participants. I enjoyed working within a specific 

methodology, and I enjoyed analysing the narratives that emerged from the process.  

 

On reflection, it is also clear to me that I have really enjoyed writing the portfolio, and 

that this, possibly, tells its own story. The experience of representing the research, 

through writing it up, has been at least as rewarding as the experience of conducting 

the research. This final reflection adds something to my own narrative of self. For 

years I have found writing to be a bit of a chore, something to get done, a task to be 

completed as painlessly as possible. I suspect this is because, from an early age as 

a child, I have associated writing something, with having that same writing judged or 

assessed. Anxiety about the nature of any subsequent assessment or judgement 

has affected the way that I have seen writing as an activity in itself. The fascinating 

aspect of completing this project is that this rather negative way of viewing the act of 

writing has been, first, brought into plain view, and then, second, gradually 

deconstructed. I am now able to enjoy writing and the challenges it presents, and 

this is something very positive that I add to my understanding of myself for the future.  

 
 
 


