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The Education 
Debate



Making sense 
of policy...

•What has 
stayed the 
same?
•What has 

changed?



Ball (2021) claims there are two dimensions to 
this:

Changes in the 
organisation and 

structure of schools, 
teaching and 

curriculum

Changes in the 
governance of, and 

control and delivery of 
education



Governance of, and control 
and delivery of education

• Prescription and direction

• Contracting out and 
performance management



Organisation and structure of schools, 
teaching and curriculum

Bureau- 
professionalism

Entreprenuerial-
managerialism



Think...

In what ways might this 
impact on the working 
experiences of people 
working in education?



In terms of your 
educational policy:

• What has changed and what 
has stayed the same?

• Why?

• What are the implications of 
this for stakeholders?



Squaring the circle of 
accountability
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Layers of accountability

Local 
authorities

Welsh 
Government

Estyn

Regional 
consortia

Governors

Parents/ 
GuardiansPupils

Media



Who are schools 
accountable to?



Key accountability relationships for schools:

Pupils and parents/local 
communities

(Moral accountability)

Colleagues
(Professional accountability)

Employers or government
(Contractual 

accountability)

The market, where clients 
have a choice

(Market accountability)

 (Earley & Weindling, 2004)



What drives 
accountability?

In the field of education there are three main 
types of accountability system: 

(a)compliance with regulations  system

(b) adherence to professional norms  peers

(c) results driven  learners/parents

All of these can be applied simultaneously….

(Anderson 2005)



Results driven 
accountability...

Results-driven accountability systems are 
based on student performance…

There are three general ways in which 
student performance can be interpreted 
and reported:

1)status of a cohort of students against a 
criterion

2)change in status of a cohort of students 
over time

3)longitudinal change in the performance of 
individual students.

                                                  (Anderson 2005)



Too often the end 
result of ‘high stakes’ 
external 
accountability is…

‘exhausted, discouraged teachers 
and leaders, stretched on the 
rack of contract accountability 
but not given the capacity – the 
time, resources or support – to 
make any of this really work. 
Policymakers are left scratching 
their heads, wondering why 
change is so resistant to their 
will’  

 (Munby & Fullan, 2016)



The end game:

‘The challenge is to develop an approach: 
in which the elements of a devolved 
system are held in creative tension, 
with checks and balances to make sure 
that autonomy does not lead to 
isolation, that diversity does not 
become a barrier to collaboration and 
that accountability does not slip into 
regulation.’

 (National College, 2012)





Vertical accountability

‘Under the last government, accountability was all about 
accountability upwards, either to the local authority or to the 
Department. We believe that accountability should also be 
downwards to the community and to individual parents, and that 
is why we have published far more data than ever before about 
the performance of schools.’ 

 (Gove, 2012)



Horizontal accountability

‘The majority of the energy and focus in the system should be on delivering school 
improvement, guided by effective self-evaluation, improvement planning and 
support in all schools… ​
‘With schools’ self-evaluations and development plans as the starting point, regional 
consortia and local authorities agree with the school the additional support it needs 
to improve and to build its own capacity…​
‘An important feature of the self-improving system is the central role of schools and 
teachers in supporting other schools, so that strengths are spread across the system 
and areas for improvement are addressed through collaboration between peers.’​
 (Welsh Government, 2021)​



‘While most modes of accountability focus on being held to account, rich accountabilities also value 
opportunities to give accounts, thereby changing the relationship between those who give the account and those 
who receive, and often judge, the account.’     (Lingard & Sellar, 2021)

Rich accountabilities – a new age?



Key Findings
1. All 13 countries carry out some form of jurisdiction-wide assessment … but it 
is only in six countries (including England and Wales) that the assessments are 
used to hold schools accountable for attainment and progress.
2. All 13 countries carry out statutory external evaluation… Of these, nine 
(including England and Wales) include inspection.

Curriculum
• Where performance is a measure, schools prioritise parts of the curriculum 
over others (‘teaching to the test’).
• Where systems focus on “borderline” measures, targeted teaching limit pupils’ 
experience of the curriculum.
• International benchmarking affects curriculum policy.

Standards
• Systems of accountability should feature clear responsibilities and aligned 
objectives at all levels
• Accountability should have a transparent performance assessment criteria.
• Measures of accountability can increase or decrease the achievement gap; it is 
all in the application.

Engagement
• Teacher education can support teachers’ engagement with assessment data to 
inform classroom teaching and learning.
• The extent to which pupils’ experiences of assessments, such as test anxiety, 
specifically relate to accountability is unclear.
• Placing undue emphasis on the performance of some groups at the expense of 
others may lessen pupil engagement.

(Brill et al., 2018)

ED590506.pdf

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED590506.pdf


How is accountability 
positioned within your 
policy issue? 

You need to consider:

• Horizontal 
accountability

• Vertical accountability

• Rich accountability

What are the implications 
of this for stakeholders?



Questions?
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