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Abstract
This paper draws on recent research in Europe and England to discuss the politics of 
accountability. It is suggested that, as policies in education are increasingly focused 
on delivering technical-managerial accountability, that is accountability understood 
as evidenced in international, national, institutional and individual comparative 
measures of performance, so the shifting power relations of system redesign sup-
ported by data use are concealed and suppressed. System redesign is promoted by 
‘networked’ governance and the de-centred state, in institutional ‘freedom’ from 
bureaucracy, in the de-professionalisation of public sector workers, in the prolifera-
tion of managers, in the redefinition of citizens as consumers. The implications of 
such reforms for politics are profound, as political legitimacy is a fundamental pre-
condition for the sustainability of the welfare state and welfare state organizations 
are dependent on active political processes of producing legitimacy and political 
accountability.

Keywords Politics · Accountability · Data · Governance

Introduction: the politics of policy

The term accountability is much discussed: there are competing definitions in a vari-
ety of literatures, from political science, organisational studies and education: indeed 
Bovens (2007) suggests that it is necessary to clearly distinguish between norma-
tive and mechanistic uses of the term, in order to reduce confusion. In the field of 
education, scholars further identify different forms of accountability. For example, 
Ball et al. (2012) distinguish between market accountability that is achieved through 
provision of services and financial management and political accountability that 
involve direct contact with voters and responsiveness through elected officials. Ols-
sen and Peters (2005) differentiate bureaucratic–professional accountability based 
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on expertise consumer–managerial accountability based on market standards and 
externally defined objectives. More recent research has explored theuses of account-
ability in legitimating increased regulation of teachers (Mausethagen 2013) and the 
role of accountability practices in developing capacity (Stitzlein 2015).The range of 
approaches is very considerable.

Rather than attempt to summarise different usages of the term, this paper works 
with Raymond Williams’ practice of challenging the ‘nominal continuity’ of the 
meanings of what he termed ‘Keywords’ by focussing on their ‘radically different’ 
or ‘radically variable’ meanings (Williams 1988: 17), emphasising how meanings 
change in relation to who is using specific terms, in what circumstances and condi-
tions, and with what purposes. This approach to definition is political:

… it is necessary to insist that the most active problems of meaning are always 
primarily embedded in actual social relationships, and that both the meanings 
and the relationships are typically diverse and variable, within the structures 
of particular social orders and the processes of social and historical change. 
(1988: 21–22).

Williams thus draws our attention to the power relations embedded in and reflected 
in defining meanings, and it is the necessity of being attentive to those power rela-
tions that I refer to in discussing the politics of accountability here. The discussion 
of politics, I suggest, is largely absent from much scholarly work on accountability 
in education, where accountability policies is understood as given, as existing in the 
world as concrete, objective entities that reflect the decisions of rational authority 
and that then have effects in terms of action to solve problems and produce agreed 
solutions. In this perspective on policy, there is the assumption of a linked, but dis-
tinct, sequence of events, a linear process, through which policy is made: from anal-
ysis of the problem and reviewing responses, to selection of the best, evidence-based 
approach, to implementation of the chosen course of action, and finally, evaluation 
of its success, with the intention of further improvement based on lessons learned. 
These are approaches that exclude politics, and that limit policy to the formal mech-
anisms of government and official political actors. Such formal and rather static defi-
nitions of policy and policy making, associated with the more traditional versions of 
political science, reflected, and continue to reflect, the concerns of political scien-
tists to improve the development and implementation of public policy. These ideas 
were and are extremely powerful, especially in the US, where the history of the field 
of political science, with its emphasis on legislative actions and decision-making, 
and its continued disciplinary strengths, reinforced by a competitive academic cul-
ture, continues to act as a ‘straitjacket …[so that] to imagine policy in a new way has 
not been easy’ (Yanow 2011: 305–306)

Alternative perspectives place the emphasis on policy as process and draw 
attention to the contested politics that have shaped education policy in the strug-
gles over what constitutes public education. Such approaches are historically-
informed, drawing attention to the ways in which the redesign of systems of edu-
cation have always been central to the work of nation-state building, and to the 
sometimes contradictory aims of promoting citizenship, generating economic 
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productivity, sustaining (selected) cultures and enabling social inclusion (Novoa 
and Yariv-Maschal 2003; Ozga 2000; Green 1990). In this definition of policy, it 
is generated, promoted and contested in multiple sites, involving teachers, par-
ents and pupils as well as governments and their agents. It requires attention to 
the context of power, social structures and relationships and discourses around 
education in both national and global contexts. Seeing policy as politics focuses 
on how state policy in its design and attempted delivery involves politics, through 
interests, conflicts, power and control-so that politics is an essential element of 
policy:

This opens policy up to the appropriate participation of all those involved 
through points of conception, operational formulation, implementation, 
delivery on the ground, consumption and evaluation, rather than separat-
ing policy from politics, which has the effect of protecting and sustaining 
bureaucratic logics of practice from democratic possibilities (Ozga and Lin-
gard 2007: 67).

The erosion or suppression of democratic possibilities through the installation of 
managerial-technical forms of accountability is the primary concern of this paper. 
I draw on a body of research (details below) to argue that the ideological ‘project’ 
of welfare or public sector reform has installed particular principles of system 
design-of institutions and of governance itself-across Europe and beyond, and 
this redesign has real consequences for people working in schools and education 
institutions, and for how they are able to act politically to defend their interests 
and mediate policy ‘scripts’.

These principles of redesign are associated with neo-liberalism: characterised 
by the adoption of market-based solutions within governance, and by extension 
within a range of institutions and practices deemed ‘public’ in the previous lib-
eral welfare state settlements, such as education (Connell 2013). ‘Reform’ of the 
public is pursued through market competition, privatisation, managerialism, com-
petitive standardised testing, data-driven accountability measures, performance 
measurement and financial devolution in the context of reduced central funding. 
System redesign reflects a range of principles that are expressed in the idea of 
‘networked’ governance and the de-centring of the state, in institutional ‘free-
dom’ from bureaucracy, in the de-professionalisation of public sector workers, in 
the proliferation of managers, in the redefinition of citizens as consumers.

In its managerial-technical form, as Newman and Clarke suggest, account-
ability has been adopted internationally as part of the conception of informa-
tion or evidence-based ‘good governance’ in which transparency, participation 
and performance are combined (see Newman and Clarke 2009: 100–102), and 
where accountability through democratically-elected representatives is largely 
absent.The widespread promotion of accountability in its managerial-technical 
form as part of international agendas promoting particular definitions of ‘good 
governance’ (see, for example, Fazekas and Burns 2012) is highly dependent on 
growth of data use and capacity-in education and across public sector service 
provision. Data are crucial to creating and distributing particular meanings of 
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accountability, data-based regulatory instruments support this market, technical 
and performance-based version of accountability: data and data systems construct 
policy problems and frame policy solutions beyond and across the national scale 
(Novoa and Yariv-Maschal 2003; Ozga 2009 Grek and Ozga 2010; Carter and 
Lawn 2015; Lawn and Normand 2015).

The implications of such developments for politics are profound, as political 
legitimacy is a fundamental precondition for the sustainability of the welfare state 
(Laegrid and Mattei 2013) and welfare state organizations are dependent on active 
political processes of producing legitimacy and political accountability. Politics 
are thus central to debates on accountability and cannot be treated as separate from 
considerations of the effectiveness or otherwise of administrative and managerial 
changes. It is important to note that the production of legitimacy is understood here 
as a governing practice: the intention is not to invoke nostalgia for a lost golden 
age of democratic participation in policy making in education, but to highlight the 
significance of the shift away from governing through political institutions (where 
power relations are unequal but the possibility of contestation remains open) to gov-
erning practices that steer and mediate individual actions, and conceal and thus sup-
press politics.

In the next section of the paper I provide brief background information on the 
research on which this paper draws, and a summary of findings from that research, 
especially in relation to data use.

The research ‘project’

The research on which this paper draws was carried out, with colleagues, between 
2000 and 2017,1 and continues, in different forms, though now largely unfunded. It 
followed an agenda of enquiry framed by curiosity about how governing education 
was ‘done’ in globalizing times, especially in Europe, and looked in turn at three 
key aspects of the puzzle: (1) the growth of education as a key policy field in Europe 
(and especially the work of the European Commission) (2) the growth or regulatory 
instruments (especially data) in education and their national and transnational effects 
(3) the work of national and transnational policy actors in doing governing in the 
European education policy space. The research was carried out through interviews 
with policy actors at different ‘levels’ in a range of European contexts, (i.e. transna-
tional, national and institutional), surveys of policy practitioners, and documentary 
analysis. More information on the methodology and findings from the research can 
be found in Grek et al. (2009), Grek and Ozga (2012) Grek and Lindgren (2014).

1 Funded projects include: ESRC RES-062-23-2241 ‘Governing by Inspection: Inspection and the 
Governing of Education in England, Scotland and Sweden’, EC FP 6 (IP 028848-2) ‘KNOWANDPOL: 
The role of knowledge in the construction and regulation of health and education policy in Europe’ and 
ESRC RES-000-23-1385: ‘Governing by Numbers: data and Education Governance in Scotland and 
England’.
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Our overarching conclusions of the research, briefly summarized, were that, 
throughout Europe, the governing of education has changed from traditional, hier-
archical and bureaucratic forms to more horizontal, networked and distributed forms 
involving new political actors; that these governing assemblages of people and prac-
tices are held together by the meaning-making activities of political actors who work 
in them; that, in education, meaning-making is concentrated around data-based and 
comparative knowledge, that is used to promote ‘cognitive consensus’ about policy 
directions; that cognitive consensus is based on a dominant narrative of technical 
capacity and capability through which comparative data analysis produces ‘levers 
for action’ (Grundmann and Stehr 2012) which constitute ‘a condensed form of 
knowledge about social control and ways of exercising it’ (Lascoumes and le Gales 
2007), and finally, that all these developments have problematic consequences for 
the politics of education, in that they combine to erase the political from the govern-
ing of education, obscuring the interplay and conflict of different interests and mask-
ing the operation of power relations.

In other words, changes from government to governance in new networked forms, 
that appear to be less hierarchical and to involve new actors, combined with data-
based instruments, act to redefine political relations by:

….. orienting relations between political society (via the administrative execu-
tive) and civil society (via its administered subjects) through intermediaries in 
the form of devices that mix technical components (measuring, calculating the 
rule of law, procedure) and social components (representation, symbol). (Las-
coumbes and Le Galès 2007: 6)

The instruments of data collection and analysis, including those that support techni-
cal accountability (for example the PISA tests, or the attainment targets set by the 
UK Department for Education) invoke scientific and technical rationality, which 
combine to support their legitimacy and neutralize their political significance. Criti-
cism and contestation tend to cluster around the choice and design of the instru-
ments, thus concealing the absence of more fundamental debates, obscuring the 
political character of these instruments, the governing work that they do, and con-
tributing to the cognitive consensus on policy. These data are public and said to be 
‘transparent’. They are no longer produced for and distributed among the bureau-
cratic elite but distributed and doing political work in the wider population, not only 
for politicians and civil servants. They have what Nellie Piattoeva calls ‘popular and 
official currency’ (Piattoeva 2014). Public rankings, league tables, PISA results are 
both official and popular knowledge forms.

The availability and rapid distribution of data in many different forms is pro-
moted by international organisations as a driver and enabler of participatory 
governance. Social media are said to reach a broader set of actors, often those 
excluded from traditional politics, and to enable more open and representative 
public consultations. Proponents of social media point to its capacity to educate 
young people about the world in direct and appealing ways, and to develop their 
capacities for navigating in that world. They point to the increasing regulation 
of data use, and its progressive potential. Critics are concerned about the influ-
ence of big data providers (Williamson 2017). Social media can be used to put 



24 Journal of Educational Change (2020) 21:19–35

1 3

direct and instant pressure on schools and officials: indeed our research revealed 
increasing concern among policy actors about managing social media in such a 
way as to reinforce policy impact. Social media use may increase pressure for 
short-term policy change, however advocates of stakeholder involvement through 
the distribution of information argue that it creates a shared responsibility that 
strengthens accountability in the system (Burns and Köster 2016). Problems, 
they suggest, will be solved, indeed the involvement and engagement of a diverse 
group of actors ensures:

that educational governance will be able to continue to evolve along with 
our societies and schools. There is thus a need for mechanisms to include all 
stakeholders and voices (not only the most vocal or technologically savvy) 
in the governance process, and to design ways to strengthen participatory 
governance mechanisms. This will also require working with less active or 
less confident stakeholders to build capacity and empowerment to enable 
them to take part in the process. (Burns and Köster 2016: 13)

Yet, as more critical commentators have observed, this is performance rather than 
participation in which politics is reduced to public spectacle, or ‘audience democ-
racy’ (Manin 1997) in which politics is diminished and through which consumer-
citizens are positioned as spectators, without agency:

Politics is influenced, and in a certain sense constructed, through a system-
atic exposure to surveys, questionnaires and other means of data collection 
that would, or are perceived to have the ability to, estimate ‘public opinion’. 
This ongoing collection, production and publication of surveys leads to an 
‘instant democracy’, a regime of urgency that provokes a permanent need 
for self-justification’. (Novoa and Yariv-Maschal 2003: 427)

To summarise, with attention to the issues of accountability and politics, the 
research on which I draw here highlights the erosion of debate and conflict, so 
characteristic of past struggles over public education (Lawn 1996; Ozga 2000), 
and their concealment though reconfiguration of state functions: as Rose and 
Miller (2010) put it: [through a re-coding of] ‘the locus of the state in the dis-
course of politics’ through changing the governing practices operating between 
the state, private agents and the market, through the discursive construction of 
this development as rational and coherent, and through installing a range of prac-
tices that seek to govern economic life, public management, health provision, 
welfare policy and education. As Piattoeva (2014) argues, these practices, includ-
ing practices of accountability, need to be recognised as doing political work—
for example enabling and consolidating control over a wide network of actors 
and institutions-local authorities, schools and teachers included. The ‘popular’ 
work they do is make connections to individual citizens/learners/pupils is such 
a way as to steer of mediate their decisions and actions in the economy, fam-
ily sphere and any other aspect of everyday life, including, for example, in edu-
cation, in choice of school, curriculum choices, or choice of employment. This 
work is ‘popular’ because it displaces attention from structural factors such as 
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‘the system’ or economic context as limiting or enabling factors in determining 
or enabling ‘choice’, and places responsibility on the individual learner and con-
sumer of opportunity.

In the next section I report in more detail on some of the research on PISA that 
was carried out within the overarching ‘project’ referred to above.

Knowledge, policy, politics

Our research agenda included attention to PISA as a powerful, knowledge-based 
regulatory instrument. Our findings illustrated its significance in building con-
sensus through comparison, ordering and meaning-making within the framework 
of accountability understood as performance-based reporting. Here I draw on the 
specific project [‘KNOWANDPOL: The role of knowledge in the construction and 
regulation of health and education policy in Europe’], although PISA also featured 
in research beyond that project but within the overarching agenda of enquiry. The 
EC funded project KNOWANDPOL was carried out between 2006 and 2011 in 
eight European countries, and contained a number of comparative case studies of 
significant policy instruments, including PISA (for details see Delvaux and Man-
gez 2008). The use of PISA in six national contexts in Europe was examined using 
a shared set of research methods including extensive documentary analyses of rel-
evant PISA instruments and reports along with interviews with politicians, analysts 
and professionals and with the PISA secretariat. Comparative analysis showed PISA 
to be a very powerful policy instrument that is able to penetrate different kinds of 
policy-making regimes and very diverse political circumstances, because of its 
high level of credibility and trustworthiness as the ‘gold standard’ of performance 
assessment, and because of its apparent adaptability to many disparate political ends 
(Grek et al. 2009). A further element of the research consisted of a meta-analytical 
overview of PISA that explored the selection by policy makers of issues from the 
massive data base on education performance that PISA generates. Three modes of 
PISA knowledge use were identified: (1) as a basis for knowledge-based analyses 
of specific issues on the policy agenda; (2) as a source for studies of national educa-
tion ‘problems’; and (3) as a resource for improving domestic regulation tools—in 
particular accountability mechanisms and quality assurance policies. PISA knowl-
edge was mobilised to support the legitimacy of specific education policies within a 
broad policy framework, promoted by the European Commission, of enhanced eco-
nomic competitiveness, as other commentators have noted (Lawn and Grek 2012: 
104–105).

The nation-states participating in PISA and studied in our research engage 
actively with this regulatory instrument despite the threat that PISA may pose to 
the nation-state’s capacity to act independently in the governing of its education 
system. This engagement requires the building of consensus about how problems 
are translated into national contexts (Piattoeva 2015) through the creation of con-
sensus and the incorporation and dissemination of ways of thinking and acting 
that draw policy makers into monitoring and mutual surveillance of education 
systems-practices that define their new identities and roles as system managers, 
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operating within a technical-managerial form of accountability. PISA texts ena-
ble policy-makers to underline the rationality and scientific basis of their actions; 
to embrace modernization agendas that break away from national traditions, and 
to see their system’s performance in comparative terms within a European and 
global competitive space-all these things enable them to ‘move’ their education 
systems to the (imagined) future (Grek 2012; Bieber et al. 2015).

Whatever the use to which PISA is put, it is not a form of political account-
ability, instead, through the politics of mutual accountability and the international 
spectacle (Novoa and Yariv-Maschal 2003), it creates acceptance and indeed reli-
ance on a new form of knowledge-based regulation tool, which requires a spe-
cific kind of knowledge: simplified, comparative, normative, transportable. These 
were our findings in 2006–2011, and it is important to note the fact that we found 
that systems with strong narratives about their purposes and traditions were more 
resilient in responding to PISA results (Ozga 2017). It is also, of course, quite 
possible that other contexts of enquiry might produce different results, for exam-
ple recent literature draws attention to China’s measured response to PISA 2015 
(Tan 2017) and Grek has noted the possibly diminishing effects of PISA shock 
(Grek 2017).

A further finding from our research on PISA was the shift in political influence 
away from politicians and towards non-governmental actors, especially external 
experts, commercial agencies and consultants. At the same time, because-in the 
shadow of PISA-so many sources of knowledge and information have become 
available, the issue of interpretation of performance-related data becomes para-
mount. We found evidence to support Grundmann and Stehr’s identification of 
the tendency to simplify complex knowledge and information in order to arrive 
at a basis for action, and of the growing role of experts and consultants in doing 
this:

‘The rapid growth of experts, advisers and consultants in education arises 
from the rapid expansion of knowledge/information, this provides opportu-
nities for simplification of the problem of endless competing interpretation 
in order to provide a basis for action’ (Grundmann and Stehr 2012: 20–21).

These experts are:

‘more than the diffusers of ideas; they develop conceptual knowledge in 
order to promote educational reforms, drawing on their substantial experi-
ence as policy advisers to governments and IOs’.

Moreover:

‘their attributes as experts and consultants tend to obscure the ideological 
and political dimension of their activities of knowledge production for pol-
icy’ (Shiroma 2014: 2).

The political nature of that interpretation is often concealed, as Shiroma points 
out, because the label ‘expert’ confers scientific status and authority. Our 
research revealed the ways in which much of the activity around data involves the 
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application of rules, standards and processes stored in algorithims and technical 
fomulae that mobilise the particular preferences of their creators and are applied 
without explicit reference to the choices they contain (Higgins and Lerner 2012: 
7). Data analysts talked about making data intelligible to policy makers, about 
simplifying complexity. As Williamson (2017: 4) puts it: ‘Digital software tech-
nologies, data systems and the code and algorithms that enact them have become 
powerful yet largely hidden influences in the governing of education.’

The growth of this form of expertise is recognised as a transnational phenom-
enon, with experts increasingly working between national and transnational arenas, 
and claiming status as a ‘new governing elite’ (Stone 2013: 41; Lawn and Grek 
2012: 75), also described as a ‘magistracy of influence’ (Lawn and Lingard 2002: 
292) and a new ‘European technocracy’ (Normand 2016: 129). The authority of sci-
ence is invoked to sustain their position, but, as Dale points out, the idea of sci-
ence that is invoked here fails to acknowledge that ‘scientific authority’ is not mono-
lithic, but arises from debate and dispute, and does not in itself ensure acceptance 
of models, without reference to ‘the set of political conditions’ under which they 
are advanced (Dale 2000: 445). Nor is it attentive to the related recognition that sci-
entific knowledge is produced, accepted and contested in specific political contexts 
(Connell 2007; Demszky and Nassehi 2014).

To summarise, the erosion and concealment of politics that is produced by techni-
cal-managerial versions of accountability, also enables a technocratic elite to accrue 
power and influence in education, to profit from its provision, and to pursue political 
agendas that appear to be neutral, objective and necessary.

In the next section I look in more detail at the changing policy context of Eng-
land, which often appeared as an ‘outlier’ in our research, going further and more 
rapidly in the dismantling of established institutional structures and practices than 
did other European systems, perhaps especially in adopting technical-managerial 
forms of accountability (Ozga 2009, 2016; Ozga et  al. 2011). I identify a shift in 
system design from a hierarchical, stable organization that linked schools as institu-
tions directly to local government and thence to the centre, to a fragmented, frac-
tured and dis-integrated ‘system’ of provision, and consider the implications for 
education politics.

Accountability in a system of systems?

Accountability in its technical-managerial form was most highly visible in our 
research in the context of England, which has claimed ‘world class’ status on the 
basis of its sophisticated instruments of performance management in education, and, 
in particular, its data systems, since the 1990s. The governing of England is now 
organised in networks where public–private hybrids offer education services, provi-
sion is shaped by parental choice and other new public management methods. In 
the 1980s and 1990s, England adopted deregulation through enhanced institutional 
autonomy and school-based management along with enhanced parental choice of 
school and competition between schools to a greater degree than the European sys-
tems that we studied, and, indeed, to a greater degree than its neighbour, Scotland. 
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Decentralisation and devolution were pursued with the aim of enabling the market 
to operate effectively. The reliance on market mechanisms reflected policy commit-
ments to shrinking the state and redefining the citizen as consumer with responsi-
bility for making informed choices, based on widely distributed information (New-
man and Clarke 2009). Policy and provision were distributed or decentralised to a 
range of actors and agencies, including, in some cases, private companies (Ball and 
Junemann 2012). The idea of political or democratic accountability was absent from 
the discussion of these developments, in contrast to debates in some Nordic sys-
tems-especially Denmark (Andersen and Dahler-Larsen 2007). Instead the case was 
made with reference to efficiency, the need to improve teacher performance through 
regulation and the assumption of improved performance following from increased 
responsiveness to consumers.

This policy direction was maintained throughout the 2000s though the setting 
of national targets and performance indicators and the monitoring of local perfor-
mance through national inspectorates, including the Office for Standards in Educa-
tion (Ofsted). Output monitoring was the means of delivering consumer and market 
forms of accountability, despite their inadequacy in ensuring democratic partici-
pation in priority setting for social outcomes (Institute for Public Policy Research 
2001). Moreover, the dependency created by central regulation, especially through 
data use, established patterns of interaction between the centre, the locality and the 
schools that strengthened key elements of managerial accountability or ‘answerabil-
ity’ (Ranson 2003).

In this way the possibility of building political accountability around social goals 
and democratic processes was reduced. Local government was profoundly reshaped 
through the continued influence of the centre on data production and use and the 
restriction of the role of Local Education Authorities (LEAs) to that of data provider 
(Ozga et  al. 2011) Data, then, remain central to the governing work of education 
in England, indeed there is to be much more data, freely available to parents and 
others—much more transparency and unmediated information is promised. Govern-
ment presents policy as informed, justified and legitimated by data and constructed 
and circulated an overarching narrative of knowledge-policy relations, and, in addi-
tion to home-grown data systems, global comparative data from OECD’s PISA pro-
vides a key reference point.

The political act of reframing citizens as consumers (Newman and Clarke 2009) 
that is supported by data on school performance, is clearly illustrated in this extract 
from the UK Department for Education’s White Paper in which ‘direct accountabil-
ity’ is to be achieved through the provision of ‘much more information’ is to be 
made available to enable parental choice in an ‘autonomous’ school system:

In creating a more autonomous school system, we will reduce duties, require-
ments and guidance on all schools, and make sure that every school can, over 
time, enjoy the freedoms that Academies currently have. We will dismantle 
the apparatus of central control and bureaucratic compliance. We will instead 
make direct accountability more meaningful, making much more information 
about schools available in standardised formats to enable parents and others to 
assess and compare their performance. And, through freeing up the system, we 
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will increase parents ability to make meaningful choices about where to send 
their children to school. (DfE 2010).

One of the people responsible for getting this information out in ‘standardised for-
mats’ commented on the opportunities thus presented to commercial actors:

…….we’re putting more information out all the time about the performance 
of schools-and that’s another thing this government has done-to make all this 
data available-and part of the reason was to maximise commercial usage-com-
mercial agencies were to come in and just use the data –if that becomes more 
regularly used and you get a kind of ‘trip adviser’ view of how schools are 
doing-you might think, well-that’s pretty imperfect.…. (Policy actor 01)2

Because of the need to create diversity in provision-so that choice and competition 
can operate appropriately-the landscape of provision looks increasingly differenti-
ated and involves new actors, including public–private hybrids, and new types of 
school, created in pursuit of ‘freedom’ from local authority control—so that almost 
half of all state secondary schools in England are now academy schools. Free 
Schools are also growing in number, these are all-ability state-funded schools set 
up ‘in response to parental demand’ by a wide range of proposers, including chari-
ties, universities, businesses and groups of parents. They operate under the same 
legal requirements as academies. As these types of provision increase, examina-
tions and curricula are also changing in order to reflect policy priorities, however 
the speed of change in policy making in education in England, especially in the 
period 2010–2015, is making a complex situation even more complex. For example, 
changes in academisation policy brought with them major shifts in the requirements 
on sponsors and schools engaged in the process, to the extent that there was consid-
erable confusion about which rules applied.

The Conservative-led coalition government established following the UK general 
election of May 2010 saw rapid growth in the number of schools becoming academies. 
This was made possible by the Academies Act of 2010, which was rushed through the 
UK Parliament in order to enable schools to opt for academy status by the start of the 
new academic year in September. This policy signalled the intention to move towards 
academy status for the majority of schools in England. The majority of these so-called 
converter academies are high performing schools. The policy shift was promoted as 
enabling autonomy, and freeing schools from local authority bureaucracy. This policy 
gathered momentum once a Conservative government was elected in 2015, indeed in 
October 2015, the then Prime Minister, David Cameron, told the Conservative Party 
conference that all schools should become academies. In March 2016 the Department 
for Education published a White Paper which stated that all state-funded schools in 
England would become academies by 2022, an announcement that provoked consider-
able opposition and led to some shift in the policy by allowing successful local author-
ity schools to escape compulsion to move to academy status.

2 We used the term Policy actor to refer to official policy makers (at international/transnational local and 
central government levels) across the different research projects that made up the overarching research 
work, and assigned them numerical codes in order to protect their identities.
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Academy governance has attracted controversy. Academy trusts have consider-
able power and may shape their decision-making structures more or less as they 
choose. There are two layers of academy governance: academy members, who sit 
at the top of the governance structure for a single-or multi-school academy trust, 
and trustees. The members, who can be as small as three in number—although the 
DfE recommends that there are at least five—have ultimate responsibility for ensur-
ing that the trust achieves its objectives. In sponsored academies, the lead spon-
sor has the right to control the governing body by having the ability to appoint the 
majority of members. The trustees collectively act as the trust’s governing body and 
must ensure it complies with company and charity law and with the trust’s fund-
ing agreement with the Secretary of State (DfE 2015). In this respect, Academies 
may be seen as embodying the characteristics of network governance identified ear-
lier, they are horizontal and distributed forms involving new political actors, often 
with commercial interests, and with no local representation of democratic oversight. 
These schools sometimes form multi-academy trusts, or MATs, but MATs them-
selves are single legal entities, and have one set of trustees. Their member schools 
operate under a single governance structure. Some MATs are very large, with 40 or 
more schools; yet these schools are directly responsible to the Secretary of State for 
Education-a situation summed up by one of our interviewees, a former HMSCI, as 
‘madness’ (policy actor 07).

This extent of confusion brought about by the proliferation of types of provision 
is revealed by the DfE itself in the 2016 White Paper Educational Excellence Eve-
rywhere, which recognised the problem of variation in the operation of academies, 
especially in Funding Agreements which differ depending on when those agree-
ments were signed. The White Paper stated that the Government will engage with 
existing sponsors, academies, dioceses and the wider schools sector to redesign the 
legal framework for academies, in order to ‘strike the right balance of freedoms for 
and controls over academies, with the aim that the new framework: (a). Protects 
and promotes autonomy, alongside robust and proportionate accountability and (b). 
Ensures that ministers are able to make and evolve policy that will apply equally to 
both past and future academies, particularly in urgent situations’ (DfE 2016: 84).

Our research reveals considerable tensions between the different purposes and 
types of accountability—and, by extension—in governing processes, especially 
those where simultaneous regulation and de-regulation is evident. Attempts by the 
centre to recover or promote trust through more bottom up and self-generated forms 
of evaluation of performance are repeatedly undermined by the weight of the work 
of data production and use and the continued effects of managerial accountability 
on political or professional accountability (Grek and Lindgren 2014). They are also 
undermined by the absence of democratic accountability, in a chaotic environment 
of ‘systems within systems’, as this former senior civil servant suggests:

Historically we’ve all looked at that –that whole system-as being the responsi-
bility largely if not exclusively of one agency-the local authority-I think what 
we’re going to see is a system of systems within systems-a number of differ-
ent players. I even ask the question whether it will be possible to talk about an 
education system in the future. Sub systems within national systems-some sub 
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systems that will have really no role at all for a local authority –not for provi-
sion or democratic oversight-whatever that means. …accountability is a huge 
issue-to whom are schools accountable is the question. Well you can answer 
that at different levels. You can say first and foremost you’re accountable to the 
parents and the children who attend the school. And for quite a few Conserva-
tive politicians that’s where you would end. You’re not mediating accounta-
bility through elected politicians –you’re saying here’s a public service, being 
provided, people either chose to use it or they don’t (Policy actor 01).

To summarise, then, our research in England revealed that, to a greater extent than 
in the other European systems in our studies, the lines of accountability were blurred 
by constant and quite radical system redesign. The English system of provision was 
no longer a system but ‘a system of systems within systems’: in such a situation 
‘accountability is a huge issue’ but political accountability is absent, eroded by the 
multiplicity of providers and the absence of participation at institutional and local 
levels. In this redesign, accountability is located in the school and restricted to per-
formance, with an overview at the centre provided by performance data.

Discussion

The research on which I have drawn in this paper always included a strong com-
parative element, and working with European colleagues across a range of con-
texts has underlined the need for historically informed and culturally-alert forms of 
enquiry (Ozga 2019). Our research in continental Europe identified key trends-as 
discussed above, these may be summarised as changes in governing practices, nota-
bly the influence of transnational agencies such as OECD and the EC, producing 
‘consensus’ around policy directions, including accountability policies. We also 
identified the rapid growth of regulatory instruments, that enable technical-mana-
gerial accountability, and identified the growth of experts and analysts as powerful 
policy actors in education policy making in Europe. In the specific case of England, 
the speed and depth of change perhaps indicates that the post-war settlement was a 
break from established governing practices in education there: the rapid develop-
ment of multiple providers and commercial interests in education marks a return to 
an established pattern that was disrupted by the post-war welfare settlement. The 
post-war system was characterised by those who ran it as a ‘partnership’ between 
the centre, local government and the organised teachers. It was constructed as part 
a national system ‘under the control and direction’ of the Minister, but that control 
and direction was dependent upon the Minister’s guardianship of democratic prin-
ciples, that required real partnership with local authorities, and teacher unions. The 
education service was decentralized and ‘a large measure of power and responsi-
bility should rest with democratically elected authorities … as a safeguard against 
totalitarianism’ (Wood 1946: 269)
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In post-war Britain (more accurately England) policy making relied on a 
claimed process of consensus about education (Musgrave 1970), though the 
nature of the consensus is open to debate (Lawn and Ozga 1986; Gewirtz and 
Ozga 1990). Democratic ideas were central to the discourse of the new social 
democratic settlement and were clearly antagonistic to authoritarian regimes. The 
core ideals of the new public services were that they had to be universal, com-
prehensive and engage the state and citizens in their organization (Shipman 1984 
p30). A consequence of this new settlement was that the system was described 
in terms of power and responsibility, and most of all, as a service: it was to be 
organised to reflect or represent a balance of power between central government, 
the local education authorities and organized teachers (Lawn 2013).

The notion that policy making was better described as administration (Birley 
1970) conveys the extent to which the politics of education was constructed and 
presented as restricted to party political difference, and managed within a fairly 
closed system-a policy community, in some accounts, a policy elite in others-
which shared a set of implicit -and sometimes more explicit assumptions about 
how education should be governed, and how it should be organised. Although 
tensions between these ‘partners’ were acknowledged, they were characterised as 
binding the system in a ‘triangle’ in productive tension. This policy community 
reflected governing assumptions about mass education provision in the twentieth 
century. The model for schooling was industrial, and in the context of expansion 
of basic provision the use of bureaucratic and professional norms and practices 
to manage accountability was logical. National or local/municipal governments 
set (loose) guidelines for standards of curriculum content and attainment levels, 
credentialed professionals were expected to meet these standards, and central 
governments relied on their ‘partners’ in local government and the professions to 
provide a credible account of their efforts.

By the 1960s and into the 70s, the tension in the triangle had increased, espe-
cially as assumptions about the distribution of intelligence/capacity and wider social 
change produced demands for fairness and, increasingly, equality, of opportunity, 
first on the basis of class, later in relation to gender and ethnicity, that led to strug-
gles between the ‘partners’ over the structures of schooling, and a shift in the poli-
tics of education that reflected a move away from joint problem solving and exposed 
fractures in the system. Political struggles over the shape of provision took place 
outside the formal structures and processes of the partnership: they involved teach-
ers and local government workers, education researchers and parent organisations, 
education pressure groups and campaigners.

The Thatcherite response to this in the 1980s set out to eliminate the possibil-
ity of an oppositional politics of education through the gradual erosion of the local 
authority presence in education, through the evisceration of the teacher unions, and 
various reforms of teacher education, curriculum, school governance, all of which 
laid the groundwork for the current wave of systemic reforms. The elimination or 
hollowing out of the politics of education, then, is the result of the governing work 
that technical accountability and its adherents do-but also of a long process of attri-
tion, in which potential political actors were disempowered, stigmatised and set in 
tension with the new education ‘stakeholders’.



33

1 3

Journal of Educational Change (2020) 21:19–35 

These developments show that political legitimacy as ‘a fundamental precondi-
tion for the sustainability of the welfare state’ (Laegrid and Mattei 2013) has to be 
constructed and is susceptible to challenge and renegotiation. The current redesign 
of systems in England, including systems of accountability, has suppressed diver-
gent narratives that conveyed meaning about values in contexts of multiple and pos-
sibly conflicting answerabilities (Ranson 2003).

In this situation, it is important to keep in mind Raymond Williams’ insights into 
how meanings are made, and how Keywords may operate to express and dissemi-
nate very selective interpretations, including of accountability. This paper has drawn 
on recent research to illustrate how contestation of those selective interpretations 
by practitioners, parents and professionals is inhibited by the popular as well as the 
official currency that data have (Piattoeva 2014), along with a technical-manage-
rial definition of accountability that restricts debate or dissent by presenting these 
devices (performance testing, league tables etc.) as carrying scientific authority and 
powerful symbolism. Together, these have the effect of disempowering the popula-
tions who use public services through their encouragement of individualism, and 
their redefinition of the citizens as consumers, and thus the politics of education is 
concealed or suppressed.
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