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Abstract

Accountability in education takes many forms. One of the most prominent in the Welsh context is
school inspection, which is considered an important measure of school performance and a way of
holding schools accountable for the public money they receive. However, inspections are not
accepted as adding value to the system without exception, and much has been written interna-
tionally about the negative impact of inspection on teachers and leaders. This small-scale study was
interested in better understanding the perception of school leaders, as those with ultimate re-
sponsibility for the direction and performance of schools, based on their experience of the in-
spection process in Wales. It used a series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews to explore
school leaders’ feelings about and responses to inspection, using Foucauldian insights on power and
discourse as a frame. Findings from the study suggest that the conduct of inspectors was more of a
concern to participants than the judgements they awarded. While school leaders accepted in-
spection was a necessary process linked to the need to build and maintain public confidence, they
were in broad agreement that the inspectors themselves did not communicate appropriately with
school staff, were too authoritarian, and were at times disrespectful.
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Introduction

Broadly speaking, when a person or an organisation is accountable for something, there is an
expectation that they will be held responsible for their actions and decisions (Normore, 2004). This
is nothing new and can be considered both a moral and ethical positioning to which we have become
accustomed over time. Accountability is important, argues Penzer (2011: 6), ‘because without it any
system risks losing legitimacy and public support’. Inspection is employed in many European
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countries as a way of maintaining system legitimacy and public support for its education institutions
(Gustafsson et al., 2015). In Wales, this is the responsibility of Estyn (which translates from Welsh
‘to reach out, stretch or extend’), the nation’s publicly funded education and training inspectorate.

A process through which the performance of institutions can be assessed (Kemethofer et al.,
2017), inspection involves the visit of inspectors to schools to quantify how well they are func-
tioning against a set of nationally agreed criteria. Typically, of particular interest to inspectors in
Wales are matters relating to standards, wellbeing, teaching and learning, care and support, and
school leadership (Estyn, 2020). Under the most recent, complete inspection framework (2016—
2022), upon which this research is based, schools in Wales were given one of four summative
judgements for each of the main inspection areas, which reflected their current performance and
areas for improvement. Depending on their inspection outcomes, schools were given different levels
of support and monitoring. As such, schools returning predominantly ‘Excellent’ and ‘Good’
judgements would be given greater autonomy than those considered ‘Adequate and needs im-
provement’ or ‘Unsatisfactory and needs urgent improvement’, which were often subject to more
sustained scrutiny.

The results of inspection are made publicly available through Estyn’s website, which is used by
parents and other key stakeholders to gauge schools’ performance relative to others (this is true of
the current framework, as well as that employed from 2016 to 2022). Inspections are therefore
considered an important mechanism of accountability, despite heavy reliance on inspectors’ own
professional judgement to inform their final decisions (Bezem et al., 2022). This raises a recurring
tension, between the drive for standardisation using inspection frameworks and the subjective view
of inspectors adjudicating, and has been the focus of much debate related to inspection reliability
(Baxter, 2013; Sinkinson and Jones, 2001). For example, a recent study on the efficacy of inspection
in England found a causal relationship between inspection outcomes and the characteristics of lead
inspectors, with male inspectors found to have made more lenient judgements about primary
schools than females (Bokhove et al., 2023).

In Wales, as in many other ‘high-stakes’ accountability systems (Sims, 2016), the outcomes of
inspection are significant and can have a lasting impact on the day-to-day running of a school. For
example, a school that was considered by Estyn to be ‘Unsatisfactory and needs urgent im-
provement’ could suffer serious consequences, such as job losses and/or a change of leadership
(Eyles and Machin, 2015; Jones and Tymms, 2014). In the most extreme cases, ongoing concerns
about school standards could lead to the imposition of ‘special measures’ — recognition that a school
is failing to give its pupils an acceptable standard of education (Welsh Government, 2017a). Such
interventions are rare, however, and while inspection outcomes can prove problematic for some (e.g.
those considered to be underachieving), they can also give cause for celebration.

It is common for schools deemed by the inspectorate to be performing well to attract attention
within their communities and, in much the same way as negative outcomes invite publicity, those
that receive positive feedback are often rewarded with favourable reporting in the press (Rosenthal,
2004). As such, a school in receipt of an ‘Excellent’ judgement would not only succeed in enhancing
teachers’ sense of efficacy and self-worth, but likely make the school more appealing to new recruits
(McNatt and Judge, 2008; Meyer et al., 2002). There is an expectation on these high-performing
schools that they will share what they have done with others, either formally through brokered
school-to-school collaboration or more informally, via ‘effective practice’ case studies (Estyn,
2021). Nevertheless, there is a perception that inspection in Wales has historically been ‘too
punitive’, a criticism recently acknowledged by a former chief inspector (Keane, 2023: 88).

This paper aims to shed new light on school leaders’ feelings towards and responses to in-
spection, from a specifically Welsh perspective. A series of semi-structured interviews were
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conducted with four school leaders, as those with ultimate responsibility for the direction and
performance of schools, and reflected variation in inspection outcomes and diversity in school size,
type and geographic location. Inspired by Foucault’s conceptions of discourse and power (Foucault,
1972, 1977), a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) was undertaken and provided a framework
for the exploration of school leaders’ perceptions of inspection and how they affect their subsequent
actions. Although small in scale and thus not representative of the wider system, the study brings
forth important messages related to inspector conduct and the way stakeholders interact during the
inspection process. The research was carried out before recent changes to Estyn’s inspection
framework, which forms the basis of its work during 2024-2030 and includes the removal of one-
word judgements to describe inspection performance.

Literature review

Inspections form a key part of school accountability architecture in many countries and are
considered an important tool in the school improvement armoury (Jerrim and Jones, 2024). There is
however strong evidence to suggest that, in some cases at least, inspection does not impact
positively on school standards or how a school is perceived within its wider community. For
example, in their analysis of so-called ‘stuck’ schools in England, described as those subject to a
continuous cycle of poor inspection outcomes, Munoz-Chereau et al. (2022) found that receipt of
below ‘Good’ grades carried reputational damage that made improvement more difficult. In other
words, rather than acting as the catalyst for favourable change, they argued that negative Ofsted
(Estyn’s English equivalent) judgements can play a contributory role in the onset of increasingly
challenging circumstances, and make it more likely that a school will experience further poor
inspection grades in the future. However, inspection outcomes are not guaranteed to impact in the
same way, irrespective of locale. Drawing on their work with schools in Germany, Gaertner et al.
(2014) note that principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of school quality were highly stable, whether
they had been inspected or not.

Emotional impact of inspection

As well as debate regarding the efficacy of inspection, there has been much written about its
emotional toll on staff and the potential for those being inspected to feel heightened tension and
strain (e.g. Jones and Egley, 2006; Nichols et al., 2006; Verger and Parcerisa, 2017). Research has
found that at its most extreme inspection can be ‘damaging emotionally and professionally’
(Hopkins et al., 2016: 59) and, in some cases, ‘profoundly toxic, damaging trust between staff,
pupils, parents and policymakers’ (Park, 2013: 120). Alternatively, teachers have reported feelings
of relief, elation and pride in the aftermath of inspection (e.g. Barnes, 2012; Ofsted, 2007), par-
ticularly if it is deemed to have gone well. Regardless of one’s own personal experience, there is
broad acceptance that inspection plays an important role in providing schools with valuable analyses
of their strengths and weaknesses, thus acting as a stimulus for support and resources provided
externally (Matthews and Sammons, 2004).

Overall, the global inspection regime has attracted mixed reviews (Rosenthal, 2004), albeit there
is strong evidence to suggest that teachers’ perceptions of the process tend to be more negative than
positive (Park, 2013; Tung et al., 2015; Vass and Simmonds, 2001). Reflecting on what she calls the
‘underlying power dynamics’ inherent in education inspection, Tian (2024: 5) notes that an upgrade
or downgrade in inspection results can significantly impact the wellbeing of those under scrutiny. In
their study of teachers’ response to inspection in England, Brunsden et al. (2006) reported unhealthy
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levels of anxiety in teachers at all times; that is, before, during and after inspections. Focussing on
staff at a single primary school, they found that the process of inspection (e.g. the visit of inspectors
to their school) rather than its outcome had generated most anxiety.

A similar study interested in the effects of Flemish school inspection (Penninckx et al., 2016)
found a strong increase in stress and anxiety amongst teachers, as well as a decreased level of
professional enthusiasm before and during inspection. Drawing from a much larger sample, it
concluded that respondents from schools with an unfavourable inspection judgement reported more
severe emotional effects post-inspection, whereas more positive outcomes elicited ‘a substantial
positive impact on the self-efficacy of individual staff members’ (Penninckx et al., 2016: 738).
Irrespective of outcome, Ouston and Davies (1998: 19) noted in the aftermath of inspection the
propensity of schools to ‘slow down’ while recovering from the ‘ordeal’ of having inspectors visit —
a phenomenon they described as the ‘post-inspection blues’.

A profession under surveillance

The subjecting of teachers to ongoing scrutiny of performance via inspection (Brix et al., 2014), has
created a climate in which they feel they are being continuously watched and challenged to achieve.
This ‘surveillance’, considered by Foucault (1977) a tool of social control, is in some part owing to
what Hardy and Lewis (2016: 671) describe as the ‘fetishisation of school performance data’, and an
apparent obsession within the educational sphere to quantify and measure what schools, and
therefore pupils, are able to do. Roberts-Holmes (2015: 1) calls this focus on measuring schools the
‘datafication’ of teaching which, he says, means that ‘teachers’ work is increasingly constrained by
performativity demands to produce “appropriate” data’. Stevenson’s (2017: 537) depiction of
datafication as transforming the educational process ‘into numbers that allow measurement,
comparison and the functioning of high-stakes accountability systems’ feels particularly relevant in
this context.

Burusic et al. (2016: 7) offer as a definition of educational effectiveness the ‘degree in which an
educational system and its components and stakeholders achieve specific desired goals and effects’.
But it is who or what determines those desired goals and effects that is of real interest here, given the
intense pressure on schools to perform in line with Estyn expectation. Within its 2016-2022 in-
spection framework, effectiveness in the eyes of Estyn was determined by a school’s performance
against its five key inspection areas (Estyn, 2020), of which ‘standards’ formed an important part.
One is mindful however that effectiveness is not a neutral term and instead dependent on the lens
through which performance is viewed. Firestone (1991: 2) reminds us that ‘defining the effec-
tiveness of a particular school always requires choices among competing values’ and that “criteria of
effectiveness will be the subject of political debate’. Richards (2020: 512) concurs, noting that
judgements ‘can only be mediated through inspectors’ past experience’, which results in inferences
and forecasts, rather than indisputable fact.

The implication for teachers and leaders is that there does not exist an objective classification of
performance, with practitioners having no option but to accept ‘the reality given to us by our patterns
and structures’ (Radford and Radford, 2005: 76). In some cases, this can lead to a fear amongst
teachers that their idea of innovation, so often encouraged by policymakers (Welsh Government,
2017b), might conflict with criteria promoted by school inspection (Dedering and Miiller, 2011).
According to Cunningham (2019: 55), whose research considered the relationship between in-
spection and school improvement (which is itself a contested space, given what constitutes im-
provement for one school might be considered normal or stagnation for another) in Australia, how a
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school performs in inspection will determine whether it considers itself ‘a winner or loser within the
policy framework’.

Heightened pressure on school leaders

Whilst all staff within a school are in some way susceptible to the outcomes of inspection and what
happens as a consequence, it is arguably school leaders that have the most to gain or lose (Segerholm
and Hult, 2016). As Wallace (2001: 156) makes clear, ‘heads alone are charged with legal re-
sponsibility for running the school within the oversight of the governing body’, and thus ultimate
responsibility for inspection performance rests with those appointed by governors to lead. Bolivar
etal. (2013: 20) take this thinking a step further, considering it a key responsibility of school leaders
to create ‘the institutional conditions that promote the effectiveness of schools as organizations’.
Earley (2017: 162) considers the social and practical aspect of the school leader’s role as their ability
to ‘influence others’ actions in achieving desirable ends’, which might be considered an over-
simplification of the dynamic between teacher and leader. However, in the case of inspection, it is
widely acknowledged that what school leaders understand by inspection outcomes will likely
impact on what action they take subsequently (Quintelier, 2020).

The heightened pressure on school leaders to perform in inspection was brought into sharp focus
recently, and towards the completion of this research, when it was widely reported in the media that
a headteacher in England had committed suicide after receiving a negative inspection report. Ruth
Perry’s family were quoted as saying she had taken her own life in January 2023 as a “direct result’
of the pressure put on her by the process and outcome of her inspection, which downgraded her
school from ‘Outstanding’ to ‘Inadequate’ (Weale, 2023: no page). Ms Perry’s tragic death and the
events leading up to it have been the subject of intense scrutiny and attracted heavy criticism, most
notably from education trade unions who believe inspection to be disproportionate and counter-
productive (Ng and Kingsley, 2023). There has since been pressure on England’s inspectorate,
Ofsted, to reform its inspection processes (Adams, 2023; Perryman et al., 2023; Santry, 2023).

Netolicky (2020: 392) describes school leaders as having to tread a fine balance between ac-
countability and autonomy: that is, school leaders are at once constrained by accountability regimes,
rankings, comparisons and an emphasis on external testing data, but at the same time have some
freedom to make their own decisions within tight parameters. This study explores these ideas
further, and considers the extent to which accountability regimes — specifically those related to
school inspection — constrain school leaders and, conversely, how much freedom they allow school
leaders to make their own decisions. In particular, it is interested in the factors contributing to school
leaders’ emotional and physical responses to inspection, and whether it is the process or outcome of
inspection that is of most significance.

Theoretical framework

The study adopted an interpretivist paradigm that relies on the subjective experience of individuals
to develop meaning (Arthur et al., 2012) and was rooted in the assumption that what we know to be
true is a construct of the material world in which we live (Cresswell, 2009). That school leaders do
not interpret or respond to inspection in a uniform way, owing to their own assumptions and
encounters (e.g. Courtney, 2013; Hopkins et al., 2016), served to justify this orientation. The interest
of interpretivist researchers in understanding, explaining and demystifying social reality through the
eyes of participants (Cohen et al., 2018) was a central tenet in this regard. The research adopted a
post-structuralist stance and drew heavily on the work of Foucault, which allowed for identification
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of key themes pertinent to inspection (e.g. the impact of inspection on school staff; inspection as a
mechanism of control; and the unintended consequences of inspection) and how they are manifested
in a Welsh context. In particular, the study was interested in Foucauldian conceptions of ‘discourse’
and ‘power’, and the relationship between the two.

Foucault’s (1972: 54) construct of discourse, or ‘discursive formations’, as bodies of knowledge
that ‘systematically form the objects of which they speak’, is useful in exploring why school leaders
might respond in a particular way. According to Foucault (2002: 42), individuals are bound by the
‘rules of formation’ that determine the objects, modes of statement, concepts and thematic choices
within a particular discourse. And so we can never fully separate ourselves from discourse and
discursive formations, which form the basis of articulation and action (Fadyl and Nicholls, 2013).
They are what privilege certain ideas and values, and make school leaders think and act in a given
way. Discourses mobilise and influence, and as far as inspection is concerned, are what separates
‘good’ from ‘bad’ and gives weight to the inspectorate as purveyors of ‘truth’ or what Foucault
(1977: 304) might call ‘the judges of normality’.

Evans (2022) argues that ‘performativity’ and ‘professionalism’ are two of the more prominent
discourses relevant to education in contemporary Wales. The former, a discourse that pervades
teachers’ work (Jeffrey, 2002), is described by Ball (2003: 216) as ‘a mode of regulation that
employs judgements, comparisons and displays as means of incentive, control, attrition and
change’, and can be related to the way in which teachers and leaders are compelled to evidence
performance, using standardised benchmarking criteria as a guide. In the case of inspection, this
means that those being inspected are required to reach certain targets, set and agreed by the in-
spectorate as a ruling authority on education, and provide evidence that they have done so as a way
of validating their practice.

The discourse of professionalism, meanwhile, is a much more contested terrain (Mockler, 2005).
It can, on the one hand, relate to the way in which members of a profession perceive their
knowledge, beliefs and skills as being somehow inherent to their professional practice. It is what
makes them a professional, and the currency through which they can showcase, legitimately, their
proficiency in a given field. The alternative is a more reductive top-down, institutional and
managerial form of professionalism (Dehghan, 2022; Leung, 2009). In essence, professionalism of
this kind is more prescribed, and requires the professional to do what is expected of someone in their
position. Troman’s (1996: 476) perception of professionalism as that being ‘defined by management
and expressed in its expectations of workers and the stipulation of tasks they will perform” would
align with this thinking.

Defined as a ‘multiplicity of force relations’ (Foucault, 1976: 92), Foucault’s conceptualisation
of ‘power’ relates, in simple terms, to the way in which one individual or organisation influences
another. This does not mean, however, that power resides only in the hands of a few and is instead
manifested in ‘localized episodes’ that have ‘effects on the entire network in which it is caught up’
(Foucault, 1977: 27). Deacon (1998: 113) moves this discussion forward, arguing that ‘multiple,
local and unstable relations of power are seen as inherent in all human interactions’, and thus power
is considered intangible and omnipresent, and an expression of the everyday connections we make.
In this case, and building on discursive principles laid out earlier, the inherent and diffuse nature of
power (Gaventa, 2003) means that a teacher is only a teacher if they have somebody to teach, and an
inspector only an inspector if they have something to inspect.

Foucault’s (1976) conceptualisation of ‘power’ as boundaryless and pervasive was particularly
helpful when exploring the relationship between inspectors, as those doing the inspecting, and
school leaders, as subjects of inspection. Pertinent in this case is what Foucault (1977) calls
‘discipline’, and the way in which school staff are monitored and surveilled by the establishment on
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behalf of'its citizens. A means through which discipline and disciplinary power is exerted (Foucault,
1977), the idea of surveillance takes inspiration from Bentham’s (1791) ‘panopticon’, a circular-
shaped prison that allowed watchmen to observe occupants without them knowing they were under
observation. Creating a dichotomy between the ‘watchers’ and the ‘watched’, such surveillance is,
according to Fiske (1999: 218), ‘the most efficient form of power, the most totalitarian and the
hardest to resist’. And so panopticism, as understood by Foucault, is representative of a wider
societal ordering that controls behaviours and compares performance using both visible and in-
visible forces (Hancock, 2018).

In his paper on the surveillance of teachers, Page (2017: 4) argues that watching the profession in
this way derives from the high-stakes nature of inspection, and is now commonplace, noting that
‘where once surveillance was temporal, focused on specific times and activities, teachers now work
within an environment of normalised visibility’. Subsequently, knowing that what they do and how
they behave is under constant scrutiny, teachers respond by customising their practice to suit what
they consider to be inspector preference in an activity commonly known as ‘window dressing’
(Ehren et al., 2016: 87), a process through which school leaders and their staff ‘re-story themselves
in and against the audit culture’ (Stronach et al., 2002: 130). It is what prompts these acts of
fabrication (Ball, 2000), and how such fabrications play out in the classroom, that is of interest here.

However, the surrender to surveilling forces is not hopeless and Foucault (1976) makes clear that
power can be undermined, exposed, made fragile and thwarted in an action commonly known as
‘resistance’. This resistance plays out in the attempt by individuals ‘to evade, subvert or contest
strategies of power’ (Gaventa, 2003: 4), albeit there are pluralities of resistances present everywhere
in power relations (Oksala, 2014). Haugaard (2022: 356) argues that social life is characterised by
two levels of ‘conflict’ (a version of resistance); those that are relatively shallow and take place
within existing social structures, and those that occur ‘when actors do not wish to collaborate in
structural reproduction’. In these ‘deeper’ conflicts, individuals are ‘not bound by mutually shared
perceptions of what are reasonable structural constraints’ (Haugaard, 2022: 357) and, often through
means of coercion or violence, seek to delegitimise the very processes on which societal norms are
based. Haugaard’s theorisation provides a useful mechanism for the exploration of resistance in the
context of inspection.

Research design

The study’s overarching aim was to better understand how school leaders in Wales interpret and
respond to school inspection outcomes. To this end, the following three research questions were
explored:

(1) How do school leaders understand inspection as a concept?

This question was considered an important foundation for subsequent questions related more
specifically to inspection outcomes. It worked on the assumption that school leaders interpret the
outcomes of inspection in different ways, based on their own prior experience of inspection and
interpretation of what inspection is designed to do (Bennett, 2003; Hopkins et al., 2016; Ouston
et al., 1997).

(2) How do school leaders interpret inspection outcomes?
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This question was designed to gauge what school leaders understand by key Estyn judgements
and was inspired by an earlier pilot study, involving semi-structured interviews with two school
leaders, that revealed contrasting interpretations of what ‘Good’ meant in the context of inspection.
For instance, one of those interviewed described ‘Good’ as ‘not good enough’, while the other was
sanguine about the same judgement he considered to be an accurate reflection of his school’s
accomplishments.

(3) How do school leaders respond to inspection outcomes?

The study’s third and final question was interested in the aftermath of inspection and what school
leaders do as a consequence of judgements awarded. This allowed scope for exploration of par-
ticipants’ behavioural responses, as well as the more practical interventions made by school leaders
in response to inspection outcomes.

Participants

Four school leaders were chosen to take part in the study, on the basis that: they held a senior
position within their school’s staffing structure (e.g. headteacher, deputy headteacher or assistant
headteacher); their school had been inspected during the last complete inspection cycle (2016—
2022); they were in post at the time of the last inspection; and there had been no significant material
change to the school (e.g. merger/federation) since the last inspection.

In addition, and in order to gain as broad a range of perspectives as possible, participants from
primary and secondary schools of different sizes and geographic locations were chosen. Variation in
schools’ performance in their last inspection (drawing from secondary data publicly available via
the Estyn website) was reflected in the inclusion of two schools that had fared particularly well, and
another two that were rated relatively poorly (see Table 1). Anonymity was agreed as a pre-requisite
for participation, and involved the omission of all contextual detail (e.g. exact location of school,
actual report outcomes and number of pupils, etc.) that could have led to identification.

Methods and analysis

The research was conducted in three stages. The first involved a retrospective review of inspection
outcomes in each school leader’s school. This was undertaken ahead of data generation to provide

Table I. Participating school leaders and school characteristics (anonymised).

School

leader School context School inspection outcomes

SLI Primary of fewer than 500 pupils; area of relatively high A mix of ‘Excellent’ and ‘Good’
deprivation

SL2 Primary of more than 500 pupils; area of relatively high A mix of ‘Excellent’ and ‘Good’
deprivation

SL3 Secondary of fewer than 1000 pupils; area of relatively low Mainly ‘Adequate and needs
deprivation improvement’

SL4 Secondary of fewer than 1000 pupils; area of relatively high Mainly ‘Adequate and needs

deprivation improvement’
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context and better understand what research participants had experienced through the process of
inspection. In stage two, semi-structured interviews were employed and although interview
questions were predominantly pre-planned for consistency, there was some nuance on the basis of
schools’ performance in Estyn inspection and school leaders were given opportunity to elaborate or
provide additional information as the interviews progressed (Bailey, 2014). Interviews were
conducted online during summer 2022 (before the introduction of new inspection arrangements)
and recorded to support transcription.

A Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) was used in stage three to analyse data and provide
greater depth of understanding of participants’ views (Khan and MacEachen, 2021). Building on the
study’s post-structuralist stance, FDA offered a framework for the exploration of popular per-
ceptions of inspection and how school leaders interpret and respond to inspection outcomes. The
interest of FDA in power relations and power effects inherent in discourses (Powers, 2007) made it
particularly useful in this context and [ was drawn to its capacity to explore ‘how people think, what
they know and how they speak about the world’ (Raby, 2002: 30). Willig’s (2008) six-stage
application was considered most applicable, as it provided a mechanism for the mapping of data
generated against key areas of interest (as outlined in the aforementioned research questions).

Willig (2008: 115-117) lists ‘discursive constructions’, ‘discourses’, ‘action orientation’,
‘positionings’, ‘practice’ and ‘subjectivity’ as being central to FDA, and the identification of these
stages was useful in that they allowed a richer analysis of the way in which both individuals and
institutions were framed by participants. The simplicity of Willig’s approach was another influ-
encing factor, with the 20-stage orientation offered by Parker (1992) considered unnecessarily
complicated and too political for the specific needs of this research. Building on the structure of
similar studies (e.g. Phillips, 2024), the use of FDA within an interpretivist paradigm provided a
means through which subjective experiences and interpretations could be properly explored, and
opened up a ‘window of understanding’ about what individuals really thought about inspection
(Khan and MacEachen, 2021: no page). An adaptation of Willig’s model of FDA, informed by the
pilot study and pertinent to the overarching research aims and questions, is offered in Table 2.

Findings

In this section, key findings related to the adapted model of Willig’s (2008) six-stage FDA are
presented in turn, using the questions presented in Table 2 as a scaffold for discussion. School
leaders are labelled SL1-4, in accordance with Table 1, for ease of reference.

Stage |: How do the school leaders describe inspection? On what are these
descriptions based?

School leaders described inspection in myriad ways, although there were a number of recurring
themes. The most obvious, evident in all participant interviews, was the role of inspection as a form
of accountability. Participants described the inspection process as an ‘audit’ (SL1) and a mechanism
by which the inspectorate could ‘inform’ various stakeholders about how their schools are faring
(SL4). SL2 considered it important that schools demonstrate ‘value for money’ in their offer to
children. Other descriptions included the perception of inspection as being intrusive and something
to be feared. SL4 used the following analogy to describe the process from his perspective:

I’ve said a few times that in the run-up to that inspection it was like watching a slow motion car crash — I
knew it was coming and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. And then the car crashed and you kind
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Table 2. Adaptation of Willig's (2008) six-stage FDA.

Stages Description Adaptation to research questions
|. Discursive How is the discursive object constructed!? How do the school leaders describe
constructions inspection? On what are these
descriptions based?
2. Discourses Similarities and differences in What are the similarities and differences in
constructions — location in wider these descriptions and the wider

discourses. What is their relationship to discourses in which they are located?
one another?

3. Action Context — what constructions achieve; what What do the school leaders do, based on
orientation are their purpose? The functions and gains  their understanding of the inspection
generated through constructing the (action), and why do they do it
object in a certain way (orientation)?

4. Positionings Subject positions in discourse — rights and Where are the school leaders positioned in
duties. How are different people relation to the discourse around
positioned? inspection? How does this effect what

they can and cannot do?

5. Practice How subject positions open or close How do school leaders’ subject positions
opportunities — what can people say and  open up or close down opportunities for
do given the positions made available in action?
discourses?

6. Subjectivity Feelings, thoughts and experiences — social What can be felt, thought and experienced
and psychological effects on the subject by school leaders? How does this impact

on their behaviour and interactions with
others?

of think you’re done, but then you realise, no it’s not done because the car crash is going to last for ages.
(SL4).

SL3 described inspection as a ‘very traumatic experience’, which he said stemmed from the
possible ramifications linked to poor outcomes. He made reference to the ‘fallout’ from inspection,
citing the potential for reputational damage to both schools and staff, and resolved that he ‘wouldn’t
want to put other people through what we went through’. Despite the broadly negative descriptions
of inspection, there was a feeling widely shared amongst participants that inspection is a necessary
process, closely connected to the need to build and maintain public confidence in schools as
educational institutions.

Stage 2: What are the similarities and differences in these descriptions and the wider
discourses in which they are located?

This section explores how the discursive constructions presented in Stage 1 align with the prominent
discourses of performativity and professionalism, outlined earlier. For example, the suggestion by
SL3 that inspection is designed ‘to make sure that they (schools) reach the required standards’ can
be considered performativity in action, as schools work to meet the requirements of the inspection
framework.

There are also performative connotations within the construction of inspection as intrusive. This
stems largely from the idea that inspectors are let into school to do as they wish, regardless of
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whether school leaders want them there in the first place. The process of granting inspectors access
to classrooms and other points of interest is accepted practice, albeit there was a feeling that
inspectors do so without staff’s full approval, as demonstrated by reference to the inspectorate
‘ransacking’ (SL3), ‘rifling through drawers’ (SL1) and looking through cupboards (SL2).

You know what, it’s almost like someone coming into your house and ransacking it, [and] then telling
you what’s wrong with it and leaving it in a mess. It’s almost personal — and it shouldn’t be — because the
whole premise of inspection is that it’s supposed to be a good thing. It’s more about the way it’s done —
there’s too much pressure and too much devastation. (SL3).

The most obvious manifestation of professionalism was that school leaders prepared diligently
for inspection so as to present the best possible version of themselves and their staff. They ap-
parently did this both to respond to the performative culture that surrounds the inspection process
(i.e. because the discourse of performativity requires that they have to), and as a symbol of their
professional pride in what they are employed to do (i.e. because of their inherent professionalism,
they want to prepare well). Take, for example, SL2’s admission that she encouraged her staff to ‘plan
in advance’ in readiness for the visit of inspectors, as she ‘didn’t want to leave anything to chance’.

Two of the school leaders interviewed made explicit reference to a lack of opportunity for
‘professional dialogue’ with inspectors. SL1 and SL3 both expressed disappointment that they were
not given a chance to discuss in greater detail their inspection outcomes, nor sufficient opportunity
to feed into scrutiny of school processes and practice during the inspection itself. SL1 said ‘there
was a lack of professional dialogue’ which led to ‘a kind of die in the ditch conversation where one
side is fighting for one word and the other side is fighting for the other’. She described how one of
her senior leadership team ‘had her hand pushed into her face’ after asking inspectors for their
attention. SL3 made similar representation about the conduct of those inspecting, recalling that the
inspection process ‘wasn’t ultra friendly’ and ‘wasn’t supportive’. He said the inspection had not
been undertaken in a collegiate way and ‘was done to us, not with us’. SL2 said the way in which
inspectors ‘conduct themselves personally’ was an issue:

It’s the way that they’re framing the questions — the body language, the facial looks coming back. You
know, it’s not as an equal, you’re not having a conversation with an equal professional. They make you
feel that ‘what I say can affect your career’. (SL2).

In what could be seen as an attack on her professional identity, SL.2 describes in this excerpt a
clear and unequal separation of school staff from those inspecting, born out of a hierarchical model
that affords inspectors control over teachers’ time and practice when in school. Frostenson (2015:
20) considers such actions ‘the hallmark of de-professionalisation, a process wherein professional
actors lose the ability to influence and the power to define the contents and forms of their own work’.

Stage 3: What do the school leaders do, based on their understanding of the inspection
(action), and why do they do it (orientation)?
School leaders presented contrasting views of what happens in the aftermath of inspection, which

appeared almost entirely dependent on how their school had performed and what judgements had
been given. For example, those who returned favourable inspection results felt a sense of liberation.
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It did give us the confidence to take the school off in the direction that we wanted to go in. It just gave us
that clean break almost to go and do something different. Once we’d seen the back of them, we could
move forward without having to have to answer that scrutiny. (SL2).

Those in receipt of weaker judgements described a very different set of influences; SL3 and
SL4 said the inspection process had consumed their schools for many months after the publication
of outcomes, and spoke of the profound emotional effect of their school’s inspection result on them
personally. SL4 described feeling ‘really isolated’ as the person responsible for making key de-
cisions post-inspection, while SL3 called his school’s inspection outcomes ‘a major distraction” and
something that dominated the entire school’s work. However, things changed quickly once the
school was removed from Estyn monitoring:

We’re now a professional learning school, [and] we’re getting money thrown at us by the local
consortium. They wanna work with us a lot more... And it’s almost immediate — as soon as you’ve got
out of monitoring, you’re invited back in to be a professional learning school because they know the stuff
that you’re doing. And that’s the thing, once you’re out of it, you can really go for it. But if you’re stuck
in it, you’re stuck; it’s almost like the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. (SL3).

Stage 4: Where are the school leaders positioned in relation to the discourse around
inspection? How does this effect what they can and cannot do?

The positioning of school leaders as being subordinate to visiting inspectors was a feature of all four
interviews. However, subordination was not absolute and, in many cases, did not endure for the
entirety of the inspection process. For example, SL3 described a higher level of subservience during
his senior leadership’s final meeting with inspectors:

It was a bit surreal — we all had to stand up as they (the inspection team) walked in and they sat down and
just went through it, and there was no interaction... It was almost like a verdict in a court and then off they
went and left us to, like, pick up the pieces. It was a very surreal experience, I gotta say, it left me flat.
Actually, I was devastated. (SL3).

In court, the way in which those present rise to their feet as the judge delivers their verdict is both
a display of respect to the higher authority, and a practice that has become normalised through the
discourse of law and order. That SL3 and his colleagues saw fit to stand in such a fashion is a
symptom of the performative culture in which they operate. SL3’s reflection that ‘we all had to stand
up as they walked in’ is not a literal representation of what happened; the staff did not zave to stand
up as inspectors entered the room, but they did so presumably because they felt they had to.

SL4 described what could be considered a similarly high level of subordination, although
manifested in a different way. He spoke of his regret that visiting inspectors had focussed so heavily
on his school’s pupil behaviour statistics, despite them having seen little evidence of poor behaviour
during their time in school.

We had this recommendation around behaviour, that behaviour had to improve because it was ‘Adequate
and needs improvement’, on the basis that we’d had an increase in exclusions. But, you know, exclusions
go up and down — that’s kind of the point of exclusions — and I remember saying at the time ‘have you
seen any instances of poor behaviour?” and they said ‘none... none at all’. (SL4).
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SL4 later reflected, in reference to behaviour, ‘that decisions had already been made before they
came in” and ‘I don’t think there was anything they would have seen that would have changed it
(their judgement)’. Instead, he said ‘it (Estyn’s interpretation of his school’s performance) was done
from the minute they walked in; you just knew and so it was just damage limitations’. SL1, whose
school had performed well by comparison, was of a similar opinion, noting that in her experience
inspectors had ‘a fixed view’ about schools ‘that they then have to find the evidence to back up’.

Another less prominent, although no less significant positioning was that of school leaders as
social outcasts. This was best demonstrated by SL4, who spoke of ‘being the person lots of people
talk to, to the person nobody talks to” following publication of his school’s disappointing inspection
outcomes. A perceived loss of confidence in his ability as a school leader manifested in a reluctance
to support others, either directly (via school-to-school collaboration) or indirectly (by presenting at
conferences). When asked for more specific detail, he said his inspection outcomes meant ‘I don’t
want to share as much’ and ‘I’'m less collaborative’. SL4 said he no longer volunteered to present
publicly about education as “you don’t want to set yourself up for a fall’ and described being ‘more
protective’ of himself and his school in the aftermath of inspection.

Stage 5: How do school leaders’ subject positions open up or close down opportunities
for action?

There is a material consequence to the positioning of school leaders as subordinate, which was
encapsulated by SL3 in his reflections on his school’s restricted access to professional opportunities
post-inspection (see Stage 3). He said the school was much healthier financially since its rein-
statement as a ‘professional learning school’, given it was now able to provide paid-for professional
support to other schools.

We’re back being a professional learning school, which is brilliant because we’re now on the cutting-
edge of, um, things like Curriculum for Wales, [and] local and national priorities. But when you’re not a
professional learning school, and you can’t have [initial teacher education] students or whatever, you
almost feel cut off so it’s almost unfair in a way, I think, that that’s put on the school. (SL3).

In this case, the reinstating of SL3’s school also appears to have led to more active participation in
curriculum reform, which was ongoing at the time of writing and includes a comprehensive
overhaul of Wales’ national curriculum offer for the entire 3—16 age range (Donaldson, 2015; Evans,
2023). This implies that schools with a professional learning designation have an advantage over
those who do not, and casts doubt over the capacity of schools deemed by the inspectorate to be
failing to properly engage in curricular developments (a point apparently supported by SL3’s earlier
reference to the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer).

Also of note in Stage 5 is the potential for school leaders to resist inspector representations, as
demonstrated by the decision of two participants to make formal complaints about the conduct of
those inspecting. In what could be considered an illustration of shallow conflict (Haugaard, 2022),
one school leader complained that an inspector had been ‘power mad... to the point it was un-
pleasant’, whereas another felt compelled to share with the inspectorate ways in which they believed
inspectors had been disrespectful.

One of the inspectors was quite aggressive in some respects, and so dismissive of some staff. They were
determined that they were in the driving seat — and that this was no kind of partnership. And for them to



14 Policy Futures in Education 0(0)

put a hand in the face of somebody who had worked so hard —I couldn’t imagine allowing anybody else
to come into our school and to, you know, to treat us in that way. (SL1).

Such complaints can be considered a more practical and, to some extent, scaffolded form of
resistance, based on inspection protocol (and thus respecting of existing social structures). In-
teresting in this case, however, is that both complainants appeared less confident in their ability to
challenge successfully what the inspectors decided following their inspection visit, than they were
inspectors’ behaviour. In other words, they were more comfortable criticising formally the conduct
of inspectors (i.e. what they did and how they behaved) than what the inspectors actually had fo say
(i.e. their judgements). Drawing again on Haugaard’s contrast in conflicts, it could be argued that
challenging inspector judgements is of ‘deeper’ concern than the criticism levelled here, as it implies
a level of distrust in established structures; in this case, the inspection framework.

The idea that challenging, and overturning, inspection judgements is a forlorn hope was
nevertheless a recurrent irritation. SL1 said that while she ‘took them (inspectors) on repeatedly’,
her protestations were ultimately futile (it fell on deaf ears’) and she felt certain that ‘no matter what
I'said or did, it wouldn’t have made any difference’. SL4 framed a disagreement with inspectors over
his school’s decision to enter all pupils for a particular GCSE qualification as ‘a real fight’ that ‘we
did challenge, but they didn’t listen’.

Stage 6: What can be felt, thought and experienced by school leaders? How does this
impact on their behaviour and interactions with others?

A common thread running through a number of interviews was an underlying feeling of failure on
the part of participants, who considered their school’s inspection outcomes a negative reflection of
their own performance as school leaders. For SL2, this feeling was prevalent after all inspections,
regardless of judgement awarded. In what might be considered symptomatic of the ‘post-inspection
blues’ (Ouston and Davies, 1998), she described ‘this sinking feeling after an inspection, no matter
what the outcome is’ and the tendency of teachers to hold onto even the smallest of criticisms, such
is their professional pride in their work. She spoke of ‘that tiny chunk of a development area’ that
‘hangs with you and makes you feel rotten for ages’ as being reflective of a teacher’s desire to do
their best by pupils, even in the most challenging of circumstances.

Colman (2022: 18) notes how the disciplinary gaze of the inspectorate ‘invokes in leaders
feelings of anxiety and fear, amid relentless pressure to perform’. Similar feelings were surfaced
during conversations with SL3 and SL4, who both questioned their own futures as school leaders as
a result of their inspection experience. In a more acute articulation of this, SL4 recalled a series of
exchanges with his wife, a local authority adviser, and his deputy, in which he questioned his
capacity to ‘turn around’ his school’s fortunes and speculated on what other jobs might be available
to him if he were to step back as headteacher (“if I don’t do this, what can I do?’). SL3 entertained
similar thoughts, describing fallout from his school’s inspection report as ‘the lowest point in my
career’. He later confessed to having considered leaving school to become a delivery driver in his
partner’s delivery firm.

That’s how low it was, I honestly saw driving around delivering things as a... that would have been a
complete relief [rather] than going back into school every day at a time when it was horrible. So that’s
how bad it got. (SL3).
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The most extreme response to inspection that arose during interview was the prospect of school
leaders taking their own lives as a result of their experiences. The shocking revelation that an
experienced school leader known to one of the participants had contemplated suicide following their
school’s inspection was surfaced during an exchange with SL2, who said that the lead inspector’s
conduct ‘was so awful’ her colleague had been made to ‘go into a very dark place’.

I think if within Estyn, if you just shoot them (school leaders) down and just tell them that they’re not
doing enough and make them flustered... and actually the member of staff is exceptionally strong, you
know, as a person. So when she said to me that it had made her, um, go into a very dark place, um, and
that she had contemplated suicide, I just, I just couldn’t believe it. (SL2).

SL2 said a formal complaint was submitted but the inspector continued in their role, despite the
severity of the accusations made against them and the impact of the inspector’s behaviour on her
colleague’s mental health.

Conclusion

This research adds to the existing weight of literature that views inspection as a necessary but
complex mechanism of accountability. This complexity, which stems from the need of inspectors to
make informed and fair judgement in what is by design an imperfect system, is not without
consequence and whilst acknowledging the important role of inspection in maintaining standards,
participants described a process of which they were fearful; a fear often deriving from the high-
stakes nature of inspection and the potential consequences associated with a poor inspection result.
However on this occasion, school leaders’ overwhelmingly negative perceptions of inspection were
not fuelled so much by their inspection outcomes (and whether or not they thought they had been
harshly treated in the award of inspection judgements), but by the way the inspections themselves
were conducted. Participants appeared particularly aggrieved about what visiting inspectors did and
how they behaved during the inspection process, thus corroborating the findings of earlier research
(Brunsden et al., 2006; Courtney, 2013).

Perryman (2007) argues that performativity is inextricably linked to the increased accountability
and surveillance under which teachers find themselves and their schools being judged. She describes
a process of ‘jumping through hoops’ to present one’s practice in the best possible light, only doing
so ‘can lead to teachers’ sense of emotional dissonance, as they lose their sense of professional
independence’ (Perryman, 2007: 176). At its most extreme, this can manifest in particularly
distressing ways, as demonstrated by the revelation in this study that a school leader’s colleague had
contemplated suicide following their inspection. Indeed, school leaders appear as vulnerable as any
to severe personal anguish, contrary to suggestion that stress levels reduce through experience
(Hopkins et al., 2016). At the time of writing, debate regarding the future of inspection in England
remains a live issue, although evidence presented here suggests that such extremities, involving the
potential for intense emotional distress amongst those subject to inspection, are not unique to
England and are of relevance to Wales also.

Notwithstanding the positive experiences of many in the school system (Penninckx et al., 2016;
Quesel et al., 2020), the well-documented link between inspection and psychological trauma could
in turn lead to further challenges and in some cases exacerbate ongoing difficulties with the re-
cruitment and retention of teachers (Hutchinson et al., 2024). A recent survey of more than
6700 teachers and school leaders in England found that 76% thought inspection had a negative
effect on retention, with 30% considering leaving the profession as a result of their most recent
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inspection (Perryman et al., 2024). That two of the four school leaders interviewed in this research
contemplated leaving the profession as a result of their inspection experience serves as a salutary
reminder of the high-stakes nature of inspection, which requires that schools ‘hold themselves in a
state of perpetual readiness’ (Perryman et al., 2018: 148) so as to satisfy the requirements of a
pervasive audit culture.

There are other factors impacting on school leaders’ negative perceptions of inspection. For
example, schools in receipt of weaker Estyn judgements are not typically afforded the same range of
developmental opportunities as other, more successful schools in relation to, for example, pro-
fessional learning, curriculum building or initial teacher education, which in the Welsh case
stipulates that only schools identified by Estyn as being ‘effective’ should directly contribute to
supporting aspiring teachers through their training (Welsh Government, 2023a). Thus it could be
argued that the capacity of schools in monitoring to improve is further impeded by restricted access
to such things which, somewhat perversely, contributes to the consolidation of already high-
performing schools. Indeed, the suggestion that schools with a ‘professional learning’ designation
are at ‘the cutting-edge’ of the Curriculum for Wales implies that those without are not. The
implication here, therefore, is that denying schools in monitoring chance to broaden their horizons —
through enrichment activities available to so-called stronger schools — could in fact advance their
decline as other schools begin to feel the benefit of new knowledge and understanding that only they
have access to.

Another unfortunate consequence of the panoptic imposition of power and surveillance over
schools and school leaders is that it can sometimes make them more protective of their practice, as
opposed to wanting to share the celebrated aspects of their work. This was demonstrated most
obviously by the school leader that had, following his disappointing inspection outcome, declined to
present at conferences for fear of making matters worse. At a time when schools in Wales are being
actively encouraged to collaborate (Welsh Government, 2023b), that inspection makes some school
leaders do the exact opposite seems entirely illogical. Buchanan (2015: 705) describes how the
paradigm of accountability, with its emphasis on what can be measured and compared, ‘gives rise to
particular professional practices that teachers and schools must engage in to remain legitimate’. It is
this quest for legitimacy, in the eyes of the inspectorate principally, but also in the eyes of their peers
and wider school communities, that can make school leaders behave and respond in
undesirable ways.

Tian (2024: no page) describes inspection in England as being at a “critical tipping point’, with a
fundamental decision to be made about whether inspections should be high-stakes (aimed at
accountability) or low-stakes (aimed at fostering development). Recent changes to inspection in
Wales, including the removal of one-word judgements in favour of more descriptive reporting of a
school’s achievements, suggest that Estyn is already on a journey to becoming lower-stakes, al-
though evidence presented here would imply that the inspectorate will need to encourage a change
in behaviours as well as practice if it is to truly transform the inspection experience for those at the
sharp-end of its activity.

In conclusion, the findings of this research should be taken for what they are: a snapshot of some
school leaders’ perceptions of inspection, based on their own lived experiences. These insights have
implications for both the inspectorate and the inspection regime more generally, and prompt further
questions about the centrality of its position within the broader educational ecosystem. The study’s
small sample size is an obvious limitation, but should not by itself preclude any remedial action from
being taken and, in the absence of other such studies, it is important that the voices of these and other
school leaders in Wales are heard.
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