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This research proposal investigates how senior leaders and mentors in Lead Partner Schools in Wales perceive and interpret joint accountability within Initial Teacher Education (ITE) partnerships, with particular attention to the similarities and differences in their perspectives. Additionally, it examines whether comparable attitudes and behaviours are demonstrated during ITE inspections and traditional school inspections. The intention is to explore whether Lead Partner Schools genuinely perceive and enact joint accountability for ITE, or whether such commitments are more symbolic than substantive. With this in mind, the following research questions have been developed: 

· What similarities/differences exist between senior leaders and mentors regarding their perceptions of joint accountability in Lead Partner Schools in an ITE partnership?
· Do headteachers in Lead Partner Schools within an ITE partnership in Wales perceive school inspections and ITE inspections in the same way, and what factors influence any similarities or differences in their perceptions?
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Research is often undertaken to "understand, describe, predict or control an educational or psychological phenomenon or to empower individuals in such contexts" (Mertens, 2005, p.2). Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) argue that the choice of paradigm forms the foundation of a study, guiding decisions regarding methodology, methods, literature, and research design. Kivunja and Kuyini (2017, p.26) define a paradigm, or "worldview," as the framework through which researchers approach their study, guiding the choice of methods and data analysis.

This research is situated within an interpretivist paradigm, which seeks “to understand the subjective world of human experience” (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2018, p. 38). It rejects that there is a discoverable reality that exists (Pring, 2000). Instead, interpretivism is the view that individuals live within an intersubjective world, one that is continuously experienced through the senses and understood through language on a moment-to-moment and day-to-day basis (Angen, 2000). It adopts a methodology aimed at understanding phenomena from the perspective of individuals, examining their interactions with others, as well as the historical and cultural contexts in which they are situated (Creswell, 2009).

This study recognises that senior leaders, mentors, and headteachers construct meaning through their lived experiences within the context of the partnership and inspection processes. It acknowledges that perceptions of joint accountability and inspection are shaped by ongoing social interactions and are interpreted both linguistically and sensorially over time. Consequently, adopting an interpretivist paradigm is particularly suited to exploring the nuanced similarities and differences in participants' perspectives, and to attending to the complex, situated nature of their experiences. 

It is important to acknowledge that the emphasis on individual perceptions and experiences does limit the potential for transferability and generalisations, as it provides “highly contextualized qualitative data” (Scotland, 2012, p. 12). Therefore, it is necessary to reiterate the aims of this research – whilst the findings of this study might not be appropriate to inform policy at a national level, despite the country’s dependence on this model of partnership, it will provide valuable insights into the lived experiences and perceptions of senior leaders, mentors, and headteachers. These insights may inform practice within Lead Partner Schools, contribute to the ongoing development of partnership models in ITE, and offer a deeper understanding of how joint accountability and inspection processes are interpreted and enacted on the ground.
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This study is situated uses a poststructuralist theoretical framework, where reality is not fixed or universal but is shaped by individual perspectives and socially constructed meanings, rather than being grounded in a single, objective truth (Kahn and MacEachen, 2021). Poststructuralism asserts that individuals and their identities are shaped by shifting discourses rather than by any innate quality (Maclure, 2023). Poststructuralism is often linked to the work of Michel Foucault (1982; 2007) whose work on power went beyond examining formal roles and regulations, to reveal the complex, and often invisible ways in which power is exercised, negotiated, and internalised. My interest in analysing any tensions in the relationship between these partners is rooted in Foucault’s assertion that “one must analyse institutions from the standpoint of power relations, rather than vice versa” (Foucault, 2020, p.343).

In contexts such as partnerships, which Derkzen, Franklin, and Bock (2008, p.459) characterize as “arenas of power,” the involvement of multiple actors with distinct roles and responsibilities gives rise to ongoing negotiations over influence, legitimacy and authority. These spaces are not necessarily neutral, they are shaped by the actions, discourses and behaviours of partners who are required to be jointly accountable for the outcomes of programmes. Therefore, in considering how the relationships in ITE partnerships exercise power, or ‘bring about’ power in the joint accountability space, I adopt a “governmentality” lens as it provides a fitting framework for thinking about how ITE partnerships in Wales are governed. Significantly, this is not through coercion, but through subtle mechanisms of influence embedded in accreditation criteria, professional norms, and policy discourse, aligning institutional behaviours with national reform agendas. 

Michel Foucault defined “governmentality”, as the art of governing and the mentalities that inform it (Foucault, 2007).  He explained that it was an “…ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics” that allow the exercise of a very specific and yet complex form of power (Foucault, 2007, p.144). Governmentality refers to voluntary self-regulation – “the conduct of conduct” – that manipulates institutions and populations in how to think, act and regulate themselves as opposed to exerting control through force (Foucault, 1982, p.790). 

In the context of ITE in Wales, governmentality can be seen in the regulatory practices of the Education Workforce Council (EWC) accreditation body, the processes associated with inspections by Estyn, institutional norms, and others. These mechanisms do not merely evaluate performance; they produce particular norms and expectations for schools and partnerships, shaping how senior leaders, mentors, and headteachers think about quality, accountability, and improvement. Accreditation and inspection criteria act as discourses (Foucault, 2007) that subtly govern institutional behaviours and professional identities, encouraging self-monitoring and alignment with externally defined standards without overt coercion (see figure I, below).









National Policy (EWC) + Estyn + Historical events + Institutional Norms + Individual Perspectives (and others)



Governmentality



Shapes what partners think is "true" or "normal" and informs behaviours


Figure I
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Goundar (2025) argues that declaring researcher positionality promotes transparency and helps safeguard against biases that may be questioned at the conclusion of a study. Positionality refers to our relationship with others and the broader world (Denzin et al., 2023). Clarke (2005) compares the concept of positionality to an infection, suggesting that researchers cannot engage in research without already “knowing” (p. 12). However, Bickman and Rog (2009) argue that it can be a valuable component of research, with researchers’ experiences providing an opportunity for insights into complex topics. 

My own role, as Strategic Lead for Partnership obviously provides a unique insight into the ways in which joint accountability has been enacted in an ITE partnership in Wales. In addition, I currently work as a peer inspector for Estyn, inspecting other ITE partnerships in Wales. Therefore, it is possible that my own experiences could shape the research outcome (Pezalla et al., 2012). However, safeguards can be implemented to mitigate this, particularly through the use of reflexive practice (Warin, 2011). Reflexivity encourages researchers to reflect on their role and biases throughout the research process, often through diaries or logs (Thomas, 2018) This captures researchers’ observations and documents the reasoning behind their decisions during data analysis. To minimize the impact of any potential bias, I will also address other ethical considerations, as outlined in component three.
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An interpretivist paradigm draws on qualitative research methods (Flick, 2018), positioning the researcher within the context in order to understand phenomena through the meanings that individuals assign to them (Denzin et al., 2023). A qualitative approach provides an opportunity to “understand, describe and sometimes explain social phenomena ‘from the inside’” (Flick, 2018, p. x). 

Nevertheless, some scholars have raised concerns about the difficulty of applying consistent quality criteria to qualitative research, resulting in questions about its reliability (Hammersley, 2007). Moreover, qualitative approaches are sometimes viewed as less rigorous and relevant than quantitative methods, contributing to scepticism among policymakers (Cooley, 2013). Bryman (1988) further critiques the transparency of qualitative research, noting that extended transcripts are rarely shared with readers, limiting their ability to evaluate evidence independently and draw their own conclusions. This issue is compounded by the inherently interpretive nature of qualitative analysis, whereby findings are shaped through the researcher's perspective and may be vulnerable to bias and subjectivity (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Nevertheless, as this study is concerned with exploring the lived experiences of those involved in ITE partnerships, the use of interviews as a primary research tool is appropriate for accessing the rich, contextual data needed.
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Kvale (1996, p. 30) describes the essential qualities of qualitative research interviews as engaging with participants, seeking to understand them, and interpreting key aspects of their lived experiences. Similarly, Denscombe (2021) argues that when aiming to gain insight into people's perspectives, emotions, and experiences, interviews are most appropriate. However, “unstructured interviews”, which resemble “guided conversations” (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006, p. 315), would not be suitable for addressing the research questions outlined here. This is due to the fact that there is no intention to observe participants, a method often used alongside unstructured interviewing. Similarly, structured interviews lack the necessary flexibility to deviate from a standardised set of questions (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2018). Consequently, semi-structured interviews (SSIs) have been selected, offering what Thomas (2018, p. 206) describes as “the best of both worlds”, combining a structured agenda of topics with the flexibility to pursue emerging points. SSIs are “conducted conversationally with one respondent at a time” and typically blend closed- and open-ended questions, often supplemented with follow-up "why" or "how" questions (Adams, 2015, p. 493). Although a flexible approach is desirable to accommodate the varying circumstances of each interview, Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2018) caution that excessive flexibility in sequencing and wording questions can result in different responses, reducing the comparability of data. To address this, a carefully developed interview guide will be used to ensure consistency across interviews while still allowing space to explore emergent themes (please also see appendices 7.2 and 7.3 for indicative interview questions).  

Additionally, an important strategy will be the thoughtful use of prompts and clarification checks to encourage participants to elaborate on their responses and to deepen understanding of the topics discussed (Flick, 2018). Although Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2018) outline a range of prompts, the specific ones used in this study are drawn from Denscombe (2021) and have been included in Appendix I. These prompts are more suited to the study's needs, as they are specifically crafted to encourage a deeper exploration of participants' experiences and perspectives, while maintaining clarity and minimizing the risk of excessive leading in the questioning process. To further support neutrality, a non-directive interviewing style will also be employed to minimise the risk of inadvertently influencing participants through leading questions or gestures (Denscombe, 2021).

It is recognised that SSIs often generate substantial volumes of data, which can be challenging to manage (Willig, 2008). In condensing and analysing this data, the researcher must exercise careful judgement when selecting material relevant to the research questions, a process that carries the risk of inadvertently omitting valuable insights. To mitigate this and promote reflexivity, an "audit trail" will be maintained throughout the research process to document significant decisions (Bryman, 2021).
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Given the sensitive nature of the subject matter the research design must carefully address issues of credibility and trustworthiness. A key consideration in this context is the potential influence of the Hawthorne Effect - a phenomenon in which participants modify their behaviour because they are aware of being observed or studied (Thomas, 2018). Similarly, the potential for limited disclosures from participants if they feel judged will have to be considered (Creswell and Miller, 2000). To mitigate this, a number of strategies will be employed: participants will be reassured that the semi-structured interviews are confidential and non-judgemental, efforts will be made to create a relaxed and open interview setting, and a reflexive journal will be maintained to critically reflect on the research process and address any emerging biases (Bryman, 1992). Additional steps and considerations have been included in component three of this assessment. 
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A sample is a subset of a population that accurately represents the larger group, making it more practical and feasible for conducting a research study (Thomas, 2018). It is notable that there are various methods for selecting a sample (see Bryman, 2016), and whilst they will not be explored in great depth here, this research aims to gather the perspectives of individuals who are most suited to addressing the research question – headteachers and class mentors from Lead Partner Schools (Silverman, 2020). This intentional and deliberate selection of participants is referred to as "purposive" or "judgement" sampling. As Denscombe (2010) explains, this "hand-picking" of participants is based on participants’ alignment with the issue and their privileged knowledge. This stands in contrast to random sampling methods, where there would be no guarantee that participants would be drawn from schools without Lead Partner School responsibilities. 

Within purposive sampling, several strategies can be employed. This study adopts Maximum Variation Sampling (MVS), which aims to explore a topic from a variety of perspectives (Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim, 2016). Consequently, the sample for this study will be drawn from a diverse range of participants, including:

· Headteachers from English-medium Lead Partner Schools (primary and secondary), including those involved in both undergraduate and postgraduate programmes, and those who have participated in ITE and school inspections in the past five years

· Class mentors from the same schools, with varying lengths of experience in their roles
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In any research, it is essential to prioritise the welfare of participants and mitigate any potential risks (Cavan, 1977). Central to this is ensuring that participants are fully informed about the study and able to provide informed consent, that they are free to withdraw at any point without penalty, and that their privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity are safeguarded throughout the research process (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2018).

This study will adhere to the ethical guidelines set out by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024). A core principle of these guidelines is the expectation that researchers act with respect for all individuals involved in the research (BERA, 2024). This is especially important given that this research seeks to understand the perspectives of participants through SSIs, a method that can explore potentially sensitive topics. As Kvale (1996) explains, conducting qualitative interviews is a moral enterprise that requires careful attention to the ethical implications of every stage of the research process. Therefore, I will continually reflect on actions and interactions, ensuring that participants are respected and protected throughout.
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Discourse analysis aims to explore the contemporary practices through which individuals are constituted as subjects of knowledge (Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine, 2017, p. 111). While multiple forms of discourse analysis exist, each grounded in distinct theoretical traditions, this study adopts Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) due to its emphasis on how discourse constructs power relations and social norms (Khan and MacEachen, 2021). As Willig (2008) explains, from a Foucauldian perspective, discourse both enables and restricts what can be said, by whom, in what context, and under what conditions. FDA seeks to map these discursive structures and examine the subject positions they offer, thereby revealing how individuals are shaped by, and operate within, particular discursive worlds.

Foucault’s evolving focus - from madness and medicine to prisons, sexuality, governance, and subjectivity (Foucault, 1982; 1991; 2020) - has led to critiques that his work lacks a unified methodological framework. His complex writing style, combined with a broad and shifting conception of discourse, makes his ideas difficult to interpret and apply (Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine, 2017). In response to these challenges, several frameworks of FDA have been developed to help researchers operationalise his concepts (Parker, 1992; Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine, 2017; Kendall and Wickham, 1999).

In selecting an appropriate framework for this study, it became clear that Parker’s (1992) twenty-step model is overly complex and primarily oriented toward therapeutic or clinical contexts, rather than sociological or institutional discourse. Similarly, the model proposed by Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine (2017) focuses on identity and emotional subjectivity within clinical settings. Their approach emphasises the construction of individual subjectivity within a single discourse field, rather than comparing discursive constructions such as schools navigating EWC and Estyn requirements within ITE partnerships.

Given this study’s focus on how headteachers and mentors discuss accountability, inspection, and their roles in ITE partnerships, the most suitable FDA framework is that of Kendall and Wickham (1999). Their approach supports a close examination of institutional talk and the implicit rules, pressures, and expectations that shape professional practice. It also provides the tools to move beyond surface-level statements, helping to uncover the power relations, assumptions, and discursive norms that structure what individuals say and think about their roles and responsibilities within institutions. 
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An adaptation of Kendall and Wickham’s (1999) five-step FDA model is presented below. Notably, it builds on Evans’ (2023) adaptation of Willig’s six-stage FDA model by categorizing the steps, descriptions, and their relevance to the research questions. 

	Steps
	Description
	Adaption to research questions

	1. The recognition of a discourse as a corpus of statements whose organisation is regular and systematic

	The dominant ways of speaking and thinking about a topic.
	How are the matters of joint accountability, inspection and partnership discussed in interviews with Senior Leaders and Class Mentors? 

What key terms / phrases are used?  

	2. Identification of rules of the production of statements

	The rules that govern what can be said and thought.
	Are there expectations about what can be said about these topics in the SSIs? 

Are metaphors, generalizations used (and in what way?)


	3. The identification of rules that delimit the sayable (which of course are never rules of closure)

	Identifies the limits of discourse—what is acceptable to say, what is left unsaid, and what is silenced in the interviews
	Are there certain topics or perspectives that participants avoid discussing?

Do they hesitate or use more guarded language when speaking about external pressures (like inspections)?
 

	4. The identification of rules that create spaces in which new statements can be made

	Recognizing moments when new ideas, perspectives, or alternatives are voiced, especially those that challenge the dominant discourse.
	How do certain perspectives and new discourses emerge in the SSIs? 

Do certain topics encourage participants to challenge the established discourse?

	5. The identification of rules that ensure that practice is material and discursive at the same time

	Identifies how discursive practices are linked to material practices


	How do the institutional discourse shape what headteachers and mentors enact in their daily roles? 

How do headteachers and mentors speak about making changes to their practices?




Table 1: Adaption from Kendall and Wickham’s Five Stage FDA (1999, p.42) and Evans (2023) table of Willig’s (2008), Six-Stage FDA

Kendall and Wickham’s (1999) FDA model would be used as a scaffold to interrogate the data obtained from the previously discussed SSIs. It is important to point out that this model allows for flexibility and, aside from stage 1, there is no expectation that themes should be identified in sequence (1999, p.42). 

To effectively analyse the interview data within this flexible framework, a key methodological tool is coding. This process of labelling qualitative data with words or phrases enables researchers to organize and interpret the data systematically, turning raw information into a coherent and trustworthy narrative (Skjott Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019, p.259). By utilising coding, researchers can draw out and verify insights from the data, ensuring that the analysis aligns with the theoretical framework provided by Kendall and Wickham’s FDA model (Miles and Huberman, 1994). 
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In conclusion, this study aims to critically examine how discourses of joint accountability are constructed, maintained, and potentially contested by senior leaders and mentors within Lead Partner Schools in Wales. Through the lens of Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA), the research will explore the power relations, institutional norms, and discursive practices that shape perceptions of responsibility within ITE partnerships. By comparing responses across both ITE and traditional school inspection contexts, the study seeks to reveal whether joint accountability is genuinely enacted or is primarily rhetorical. In doing so, it will provide insights into how policy expectations are internalised or resisted within Lead Partner Schools, contributing to a deeper understanding of how power and accountability operate within contemporary ITE frameworks. While the findings from this small-scale study may not be broadly generalisable, they will offer valuable context-specific insights that can inform future research and practice in ITE.
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[bookmark: _Toc196824679]Appendix II - Semi-structured interview questions (RQ1)

1. Can you describe your understanding of joint accountability in the context of the partnership in Lead Partner Schools?
2. How do you think your role (as a senior leader/mentor) influences your perception of joint accountability within the partnership?
3. Are there any key differences or similarities you have observed in how senior leaders and mentors approach or understand joint accountability?
4. Can you provide an example of a situation where joint accountability worked well (or didn’t) within the partnership?
5. What factors do you think influence how joint accountability is enacted within the partnership?

[bookmark: _Toc196824680]Semi-structured interview questions (RQ2)

1. How would you describe your experience with both school inspections and ITE inspections?
2. In your opinion, are there any key similarities or differences between school inspections and ITE inspections?
3. What do you think are the most significant factors influencing how you view school inspections compared to ITE inspections?
4. Do you prepare for school / partnership inspections in the same way? Why or why not?
5. Do wider staff in Lead Partner Schools prepare for school / partnership inspections in the same way? Why or why not?
6. Do you feel there is alignment between the expectations of school inspections and those of ITE inspections? Why or why not?
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