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Initial Teacher Education (ITE) is of global significance as teacher quality has been determined to be the strongest predictor of student learning (Barber and Morshed, 2007). Additionally, education underpins personal, national, and global development through its impact on employability, innovation, and social cohesion (Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2023). In recognition of these broader implications, the structures and partnerships that underpin the preparation of new teachers merit close examination. 

As a result, this research seeks to investigate how school leaders perceive their accountability, together with Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), for the delivery and outcomes of for Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programmes in Wales. The evolving nature of relationships between schools and HEIs in ITE has long been of interest to scholars (Furlong et al., 2021), but Welsh Government’s reform of ITE, implemented in 2018, formalised this by mandating a collaborative model, a development that remains relatively unique in international contexts (Furlong, 2020). Importantly, ITE partnerships, not individual schools or universities, would be held “jointly accountable” by Estyn, the Welsh inspectorate, Education Workforce Council (EWC), the accrediting body for ITE programmes (Welsh Government, 2023). As a result of Welsh Government’s decision, it is not unreasonable to argue that the future of teacher education in Wales is dependent on the success of its chosen model of ITE. Therefore, this research seeks to explore the tensions that may arise in the implementation of this mandated partnership model, particularly in the complex working relationships between schools and HEIs, and how the concept of accountability, described as “the last best hope” for ITE reform (Cochran-Smith, 2020, p. 61), is interpreted and enacted in practice. To date, the perspectives of Lead Partner Schools, who, alongside HEIs, share responsibility for ITE programmes, have not been adequately explored. This study, therefore, aims to address this gap by examining their views within the current policy and partnership context. While small in scale and not intended to produce transformative change, this research aims to offer a meaningful contribution to the sector by shedding light on some of the complexities and challenges that may emerge, though not necessarily universally, in the implementation of joint accountability within ITE partnerships.


[bookmark: _Toc196454518]Literature Review
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Whilst the well-trodden history of educational policy in Wales and Great Britain will not be revisited here (see Beauchamp et al., 2016; Mutton and Breeze, 2024), it is important to acknowledge the significant reforms that have taken place in Wales in the preceding fifteen years. Understanding the motivations and contextual factors underpinning these changes is essential for critically engaging with the potential challenges that may emerge within the current policy environment.

In 2012, Leighton Andrews, The Minister for Education and Skills announced a review of teacher education as part of a wider reform plan designed to raise standards in schools in Wales (Tabberer, 2013). This report found that the quality of the provision in Wales was “adequate and no better”, a view shared by “providers, officials and the leading stakeholders” (p.14). Set against the backdrop of McKinsey & Company’s influential 2007 report, which sought to identify the factors underpinning high-performing education systems and asserted that “the quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers” (Barber and Mourshed, 2007, p. 13), this finding was especially significant. Professor Taberer’s findings prompted further political attention in the coming years, with Huw Lewis, the subsequent Minister for Education and Skills, appointing Professor John Furlong as Initial Teacher Education and Training Advisor for Wales (Welsh Government, 2015). 
  
Furlong’s 2015 report, Teaching Tomorrow’s Teachers, had a profound impact on the direction of ITE policy in Wales, positioning him as a central figure in the reform process. Significantly, the report acknowledged the need to equip teachers with the skills necessary to manage the changing nature of knowledge in society, moving from the teaching of “things” to teaching pupils how to “learn how to learn” (2015, p.5).  This was largely due to the reform of Wales’s curriculum which had been undertaken by Professor Graham Donaldson (2015) who proposed a number of changes to the structure and nature of curriculum and assessment. Perhaps most significantly for the ITE sector, it demanded that teachers had greater freedoms to create their curriculum which met the needs of their learners. If this was to be achieved, Furlong reasoned, it required beginner teachers to understand the “why” and “how” of teaching, as well as the “what” (Furlong, 2015, p. 7).  To achieve this goal, the Welsh Government opted to implement one of Furlong’s proposed approaches: a revised set of accreditation criteria designed to place greater emphasis on the nature of university–school partnerships, assigning schools a leading role in key elements of ITE programmes (Furlong, 2015, p. 24). Importantly, this stated that HEIs, together with Lead Partner Schools, which are defined as schools committed to establishing a culture where ITE is accepted as one of its core responsibilities, would take joint responsibility for the programme as a whole (Welsh Government, 2023). 
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Historically, partnerships between Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and schools have been characterised in three distinct models: HEI-led, where universities retained full control over programme content and structure, with schools involved primarily as placement providers; separatist, marked by a strict division between the academic contributions of universities and the practical responsibilities of schools; and collaborative, where both parties engaged jointly in the design, delivery, and assessment of ITE programmes (Mutton et al., 2018). Wales’s decision to mandate that schools and HEIs worked in a collaborative model was rooted in Furlong’s vision for ITE which was “both rigorously practical and intellectually challenging at the same time” (Welsh Government, 2023). This, it was argued, was only possible if both schools and HEIs developed strong, clearly interconnected partnerships (Burn and Mutton, 2015; BERA, 2014). Furlong recognised the distinct contributions that each partner could offer, with teachers able to draw on the skills, knowledge and understanding which are “contextually based” and HEIs providing theoretical and research expertise (Furlong et al., 2021). Consequently, the collaborative model of partnership was formally mandated within the accreditation requirements for teacher education in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023).

However, it is important to acknowledge that implementing this model is not without its challenges. As Lillejord and Børte, (2016, p.557) point out, “partners belong to separate communities and appear to live in separate worlds” and in some cases, partners are “generally unaware of the responsibilities of the other” (Allen, Butler-Mader and Smith, 2010, p.620). Given this context, the Welsh Government’s directive requiring two fundamentally different professional cultures to work in close partnership was always likely to present significant challenges for those involved. These challenges were further compounded by the additional workload placed on school staff, described as “dual-role professionals” responsible for both teaching pupils and supporting student-teachers (White, Dickerson and Weston, 2015, p. 447). In Wales, this was intensified by the demands of their evolving roles as “creative curriculum makers” during the rollout of the Curriculum for Wales (Mutton and Burn, 2020, p. 102). As Glover et al., (2023) observed in their study of the new Open University Partnership during the early implementation phase, the rapid introduction of a large volume of new material posed a significant challenge. Schools were required to quickly absorb and familiarise themselves with extensive documentation, which many found overwhelming at times, particularly at a time where additional pressures are faced in the form of funding shortages and recruitment and retention crises (Welsh Government, 2025a; 2025b). Within this already pressured environment, Mutton et al., (2018) highlight that participation in ITE can further stretch schools’ capacity, at times being viewed not as an enhancement to pupil learning, but as a competing demand on staff time and resources. The extent to which members of staff in Lead Partner schools are aligned in their views on involvement in ITE is therefore of interest.

The impact of this change was also felt within HEIs, where research conducted in Wales has highlighted a perceived loss of agency and control among university staff (Waters-Davies and Livingston, 2023). This was particularly evident among university-based teacher educators who had longstanding relationships with schools, and who now found their professional autonomy challenged by the reconfigured partnership model. Consequently, the expectation for a newly intensified and collaborative relationship between schools and HEIs was likely to present significant challenges for both parties—challenges that are of central interest to this study. 

[bookmark: _Toc196454521]Joint accountability

Whilst the issue of accountability is widely contested in the literature, this study draws on Romzek’s (2000, p. 21) definition of accountability as “answerability for performance,” further informed by Trow’s (1996) conceptualisation, which foregrounds key questions: who is accountable, for what, to whom, by what means, and with what consequences. In the context of Initial Teacher Education (ITE) in Wales, the expectation that schools and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) share responsibility for programme design, quality assurance, and self-evaluation is clearly articulated in the Criteria for the Accreditation of Initial Teacher Education Programmes in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). Notably, it is the partnership, rather than individual institutions, that is inspected by Estyn (Estyn, 2023).

It is important to note that the expectation of joint accountability emerged in a context where teacher educators had limited agency to shape either the metrics by which they would be judged or the conditions under which such accountability would be enacted (Cochran-Smith, 2021). This directive, policy-driven approach has been described as a “top-down” strategy (Mutton and Burn, 2020, p. 96), raising questions about the extent to which stakeholders can feel genuine ownership of a partnership model imposed upon them. This concern is amplified by the limited opportunities many actors had to define what constitutes quality or to participate meaningfully in decisions about how accountability for that quality would be realised. 

Additionally, the formal structure partnership that the Accreditation Criteria insists upon is just one layer of the accountability landscape facing schools and HEIs. Partnerships must also navigate university-led validation and quality assurance processes, which run parallel to the professional standards frameworks faced by schools. This overlapping system of accountability can create what Kennedy (2024, p. 5) describes as “significant cognitive dissonance” about the fundamental purpose of teacher education. This study seeks to explore how these overlapping pressures are experienced by school-based partners within ITE, with particular attention to how they navigate their own experiences of Estyn inspections within the context of joint accountability.

[bookmark: _Toc196454522]Inspection as a form of accountability

Bezem, Piezunka and Jacobson (2022, p. 253) define inspection as a method to evaluate school attributes through “observation and direct interaction with school stakeholders, such as teachers, students, and parents”. Estyn, the Welsh inspectorate for education and training, utilise publicly available frameworks to make judgements on education providers and provide written reports which are published on their website. It is intended that school inspections hold education providers accountable, whilst improving the standards of education in the sites of inspected providers (Penninckx et al., 2015). 
Importantly, inspection outcomes carry significant weight and can profoundly influence both the professional standing of leaders and the prospects of the establishment as a whole. For example, in one recent study, one headteacher commented that the inspection process had “…left me flat, [and] I was devastated” (Evans, 2023, p. 127). Another stated that: 
The knock-on effects it can have on your community, on the school, on the school budget, on the authority… and the reputation, not only of the staff in the school, but of the school as a whole
(Evans, 2023, p. 100)
The role of headteachers and school leaders in inspections is therefore considerable. In a 2006 study exploring the experiences of headteachers who had undergone inspection, Watts found that leaders often likened the process to a “game”—one in which they had to “learn the rules and prepare [their] team for the contest” (p. 306). 
The stakes for ITE partnerships are similarly high. In January 2023, the Aberystwyth partnership underwent inspection, during which a number of concerns were raised by Estyn (Estyn, 2023b). As a result, the partnership was placed in the 'Reinspection' category, then the lowest possible classification. Subsequently, the EWC did not grant reaccreditation to the partnership, and it has since ceased to operate. Livingston and Waters-Davies (2024), in exploring the original formation of ITE partnerships in Wales, posit that the sense of jeopardy for university staff is greater than that for schools, as they “…continue to function whether or not they are involved in ITE partnerships” (p. 1077). However, to date, there has been limited research into how this perceived imbalance is reflected in inspection processes, particularly whether schools experience the same level of pressure during ITE partnership inspections as they do during inspections of their own institution. 
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Although written two decades ago, Bassett’s (2004, p.4) observation that a system “which requires one partner to comply with legislative requirements and confers on the other the right to opt in or not is unlikely to encourage the effective development of ‘equal partnership’” remains highly relevant in the Welsh context, today. Mutton (2016, p.212) echoes similar sentiments, stating that ‘teacher education remains a secondary focus’ of schools’ activities, since their ‘primary focus remains the learning of its own pupils’.  However, the extent to which each partner is equally invested in the partnership model warrants further exploration. In contrast to England, where School Centred Initial Teacher Training (SCITT) programmes are school led, resulting in “fewer tensions than if the programme were being managed elsewhere” (Mutton et al., 2018), Lead Partner Schools in Wales are expected to jointly construct, lead and deliver ITE programmes alongside Higher Education Institutions (Welsh Government, 2023).

When exploring the nature of this relationship between HEIs and Lead Partner Schools, it is important to note that there is a financial incentive for Lead Partner Schools to participate in an ITE partnership. For example, in a partnership in South Wales, a payment of £45,000 for “providing 15 days of school-led training for 30 student teachers” is advertised (Partnership A, n.d). This raises important questions about the feasibility of achieving a truly equal or joint relationship within such a financially structured model, particularly where differing institutional priorities may contribute to an imbalance. 
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[bookmark: _Toc196454525]Extending the Literature and Bridging Knowledge Gaps

This research aims to build on the work of Livingston and Waters-Davies (2024), whose longitudinal study explores ITE partnerships in Wales during a period of ongoing educational reform. Their findings highlight disparities in both agency and emotional investment among staff, underscoring the need to cultivate a sense of joint agency and ensure clarity around roles and responsibilities in order to reduce potential tensions. Importantly, the authors emphasise that effective partnerships are underpinned by transparent communication and an acknowledgement of the emotional demands that arise during periods of change. However, the authors do not focus on the extent to which partners are able to enact the expectations associated with being jointly accountable amid these tensions, something that this research project seeks to address. Additionally, Livingston and Waters Davies (2024) do not examine the range of perspectives among staff within Lead Partner Schools, highlighting a gap in the literature. This is of particular interest here given the expectation for whole-school commitment to ITE (Welsh Government, 2023) and the current pressures on schools, which may amplify any such differences. Therefore, the focus here is on understanding the perspectives and experiences of both senior leaders and mentors, as their roles are pivotal to the effective implementation of the partnership model. 

The impact of school inspections on teachers and leaders in England has been the focus of considerable research in recent years (Sims, 2016; Hopkins et al., 2016; Munoz-Chereau and Ehren, 2022). Comparable studies have also been undertaken in various European contexts (Pinninckx et al., 2015; Wagner, 2020; Quintelier, De Maeyer and Vanhoof, 2020), offering useful insights into how inspections are experienced across different systems. Additionally, a substantial body of research has explored the cultures of performativity in schools, most notably the work of Ball (2003; 2013) and Bottery (2007), who have critically examined how accountability measures shape school practices and professional identities. However, there remains a notable gap in the literature concerning the role of Estyn and the specific experiences of educators within the Welsh context. The exception to this is the work of Evans (2023; 2025) who has conducted research into the impact of inspection on four school leaders in Wales. Interestingly, in the context of this study, the impact of inspections on participants was significant. This raises important questions about whether similar sentiments are evoked in relation to ITE inspections in Lead Partner Schools. While Evans (2025) acknowledges the limitations of a small sample size in his research, the findings nonetheless suggest a compelling case for further exploration in this area which indicates that a contribution to this emerging field is both timely and valuable.
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As outlined previously, there is a growing expectation within Wales for schools and HEIs to share joint responsibility for the design, delivery, and evaluation of ITE programmes. In light of this, this study aims to investigate the perceptions of senior leaders and mentors in Lead Partner Schools regarding their responsibilities for joint accountability within these partnerships. It also seeks to identify the commonalities and differences in how these two key groups understand and experience joint accountability in practice. Furthermore, the research examines how headteachers in Lead Partner Schools perceive the inspection processes associated with ITE partnerships compared to those of standard school inspections. Finally, it aims to explore the underlying factors that may shape or influence any perceived similarities or differences in these views, particularly in relation to the high-stakes nature of accountability and inspection. Through this, the study seeks to contribute a nuanced understanding of how joint accountability is being interpreted and enacted at the school level within the current Welsh ITE landscape.
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In response to the issues outlined, including the evolving expectations of joint accountability, the complexity of ITE partnerships, and the pressures facing school staff, this study aims to explore how these challenges are experienced and interpreted by those working in Lead Partner Schools in Wales. To guide this, the following research questions have been developed:

1. What similarities and differences exist between senior leaders and mentors regarding their perceptions of joint accountability in Lead Partner Schools within an Initial Teacher Education partnership?

2. Do headteachers in Lead Partner Schools within an Initial Teacher Education partnership in Wales perceive school inspections and Initial Teacher Education inspections in the same way, and what factors influence any similarities or differences in their perceptions?

These questions aim to offer a deeper understanding of how school-based professionals interpret their responsibilities and experiences within the context of ITE partnerships, particularly in relation to inspection and the pressures of accountability. The findings will help build a clearer picture of how joint accountability is understood at school level, adding to the existing research in this area and highlighting practical insights from those working directly within partnerships.

[bookmark: _Toc196454528]Conclusion 

This research proposal aims to examine the perceptions of senior leaders and mentors in Lead Partner Schools within Initial Teacher Education partnerships in Wales, particularly in relation to joint accountability. As discussed in a review of the literature, the concept of joint accountability is central to the Welsh Government's reform agenda for teacher education, and understanding how this is experienced by school-based partners is critical to the ongoing development of ITE programmes. By exploring both the similarities and differences in how senior leaders and mentors perceive their roles within these partnerships, this study will provide valuable insights into the dynamics that shape effective collaboration between schools and HEIs.

The research will also investigate how headteachers perceive and experience inspection processes, particularly the distinctions and similarities between school inspections and ITE inspections. Understanding how these perceptions influence the overall implementation of the joint accountability model will be essential for identifying areas where tensions arise and where improvements may be needed.

Given the evolving nature of ITE partnerships in Wales and the increasing demands placed on schools through reforms such as the Curriculum for Wales, this study is timely and relevant. The findings will contribute to the broader understanding of accountability in teacher education, offering insights that may inform policy and practice, particularly regarding the support and resources necessary for schools and HEIs to work effectively in partnership. 
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