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Abstract 
This thesis challenges the way the concept of quality is understood, approached and 

defined.  The concept of quality has fascinated me for over a decade.  Initially I was 

shocked by the importance of the concept and the complete absence of any clear 

understanding about what it means.  In recent years I have become increasingly concerned 

about the emphasis on simple outcome oriented definitions ï the acceptance that quality 

can be measured solely in terms of pupils test scores.   

 

The literature depicts the concept of quality as complex and elusive in equal measure, 

compounded by narrow interpretations that focus on pupil outcomes as an overly simplistic 

(and problematic) definitional approach.  It also suggests ways of approaching the concept 

that offer broader more humanist interpretations but these do not feature in the dominant 

definitions.  Quality as a concept has received attention from the academic world but the 

literature is complex and contradictory.  I argue that quality is typically treated as abstract 

but defined as concrete ï it has become reified.  The evidence would suggest that quality is 

in fact contested, poorly defined and hard to debate.  This has been associated with 

problematic positioning of teachers and pupils ï separately and in relation to each other 

 

In my quest to challenge the concept of quality my intentions have been threefold: 1) to 

explore the literature and reveal weaknesses or gaps in the current understandings; 2) then, 

to reawaken interest in less prevalent ways of investigating or understanding the concept; 

and finally, 3) to experiment with investigating quality through interaction in particular. 

 

I have done this in four ways: 1) through exploring the way that the concept of quality has 

been understood and defined in text (the academic literature) arriving at  two conceptual 

frameworks; 2) through exploring with staff and pupils in four English primary schools 

how they understand the concept of quality (talk)  by collating the views 45 staff members 

and 97 pupils; 3) through observing and interpreting the interactions and enactments of 

four teachers and four pupils (interaction); and through critical consideration of a 

connection I think may exist between the work of research-engaged schools and  an 

alternative approach to defining quality that has been proposed but ignored in the literature. 
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Inspired by post-structuralism and social constructionism, with influences from 

interpretivism and discourse analysis the thesis combines an analysis and synthesis of 

literature with two phases of empirical work that were conducted in four primary schools 

in England.    

 

The thesis contributes to knowledge theoretically and empirically.  First, through the 

development of two conceptual frameworks from a synthesis of literature; secondly, by 

privileging in-school voices and exploring what quality means to staff and pupils; and 

thirdly, by investigating the concept of quality through observation of teacher/pupil 

interaction and enactment. 
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Chapter 1 Ā Introduction  

1.1 Introduction and background 
This study is concerned with investigating the concept of quality in the context of primary 

schools in England.  Its aim is to challenge the ways in which quality can be understood by 

reconsidering definitions that are already in the public domain alongside the voices of 

people in schools (including school leaders, teachers and pupils) and by analysing their 

actions as well as their words.   

 

1.1.1 A personal comment 
I became interested in quality as a concept while doing a Masters in Education and 

Development about 12 years ago.  At the time the óqualityô of education was recognised as 

a problematic issue in developing countries where the drive to get more children in school 

was high and challenging (UNESCO, 2000; 2004) yet there was a dearth of literature and 

research that explored what óqualityô actually meant.  It seemed odd to me that so much 

effort was invested in creating something that was not well understood or described.  I was 

struck by the absurdity that óqualityô was such an explicitly central concept in the provision 

of education in the developing world but remained so poorly debated.  In the early 2000s 

quality was predominantly measured by quantitative data about enrolment and retention 

rates of pupils entering basic education (equivalent to primary level education in the UK). 

This was used as a proxy judgment of quality ï if pupils entered education and stayed on 

then the education was good, if it was not good then the assumption was they would leave.   

 

Over a decade later, and having worked as an educational researcher in an applied context 

(at NFER and CfBT Education Trust) since on projects mainly concerning education in the 

UK, my interest in the concept of quality remains but has shifted to focus on England and 

particularly on primary education because this is where most of my research work has 

focused.  Despite the different socio-cultural, economic, political and educational context 

of England compared to developing nations I have been struck by a similarly narrow focus 

on measurability from the UK government and lack of questioning or dialogue about what 

quality means.   
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My own personal understanding of the concept of quality at the start of this thesis is that it 

should refer to something great ï it should be aspirational and almost unattainable in its 

excellence.  I have tried, despite my prejudicial viewpoint, to treat the concept of quality as 

neutrally as possible.  I have done this by not imposing any particular definition or 

interpretation in what follows and instead seeking to map through analysis of literature (in 

the first instance) how quality has been defined and interpreted by others.  I will revisit my 

understanding of the concept in the final chapter.   

 

1.1.2 A challenge to narrow or weak definitions of quality 
In my literature review I explore a range of different meanings and ways of approaching a 

definition of quality arriving at two distinct conceptual frameworks.  These two 

frameworks play a key role in structuring my subsequent challenge to the concept of 

quality1.   

 

The literature shows that much of the attention given to the concept of quality has come 

from scholars interested in the ongoing debate about quality in Higher Education (Harvey 

and Green, 1993, Thomas and MacNab, 2007, Thomas and Gorard, 2007, Halliday, 1994, 

Tobin, 2007), the ongoing quest for improved quality of education in developing countries 

spurred on by the Dakar goals and Education for All (UNESCO, 2004, Hawes and 

Stephens, 1990) and from within our own school system in the UK usually focused on 

effectiveness, achievement and attainment (James et al., 2006) in part driven by the 

standards agenda (Ofsted, 2012) and a political desire to compete educationally and 

economically on a global stage (DfE, 2010).  

 

The definitions that Chapter 2 presents and discusses are complicated by links to 

contentious areas of debate such as the purpose, aims and values that underpin our 

education system (Greyling, 2009, Alexander et al., 2009), all of which are difficult areas 

of academic discussion existing uncomfortably in the same world as fiscal pressures and 

performance commodification (Brown and Lauder, 2004).  Some examinations of the 

concept of quality reveal an implicit definition of adequacy ï an understanding in 

opposition to other more ambitious interpretations that hint at its association with almost 

                                                 
1 At times I use the word quality alone but refer always to the concept of quality in education 
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unattainable excellence (Harvey and Green, 1993, Grice, 1999).  Yet, according to some, 

such higher level meaning is easily compromised by influences from business, bringing a 

focus on measurability and accountability (Hart, 1997, de Grauwe, 2005) that move away 

from broader more humanistic interpretations of the term (Gewirtz, 2000, Biesta, 2009).   

 

It is the combination of complexity, ambiguity and narrowing within definitions that has 

implications within schools, re-casting teachers in roles where freedom and creativity are 

reduced and accountability and managerialism are increased.  This, it has been suggested, 

negatively reshapes the roles and relationships of teachers, pupils (and parents) with 

consequences for teaching and learning (Woods and Jeffrey, 2002, Thomas and Loxley, 

2005, McNess, 2004, Pollard et al., 2000, Pollard with Filer, 1996, Bibby, 2009).       

 

1.1.3 Finding another way 
The literature also reveals evidence of new ideas, debate and direction which offer promise 

for further study.  Interestingly, with a strong foundation in Early Years education, scholars 

such as New (2005) and Moss (2005) have considered the concept in a quite different way.  

Independently, Burbules (2004) and New (2005) in their writing expressed the belief that a 

new way of approaching the concept of quality in education is needed (by policy makers, 

practitioners, researchers and possibly even parents)  and one such way is to treat it as both 

óquest and questionô (New, 2005).  Instead of attempting to describe the inputs, outputs or 

features of quality this alternative approach favours instead treating quality as a never 

ending mission or quest ï and as something unattainable that cannot actually be achieved.    

 

These two ideas in particular (quality as a quest and quality as unachievable) suggest to me 

similarities with the research-engaged school  movement (Sharp et al., 2005) which, 

without explicitly making links to the concept of quality, strives to embed a óquest and 

questioningô approach in every aspect of school life with the purpose of driving school 

improvement in an evidenced-based way.  A óresearch-engaged schoolô is one that places 

evidence and research at the heart of school improvement ï such a school might engage 

many (or even all staff) in activities such as reading published research, using research 

evidence (that they have accessed through published sources) to make decisions, and even 

generating their own evidence where gaps exist in published research. There is an 

assumption that staff in research-engaged schools have some degree of understanding 
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about how to conduct educational research, how to use the results of externally published 

research to inform the conduct of their own research and how to apply their own research 

results to their pupilsô learning. The use of evidence in these ways drives activity linked to 

core aspects of educational provision such as SLT decision making, school improvement,  

professional development and teaching and learning. The assumption is not that teachers in 

non-research-engaged schools do not have the capacity or skill to do this, they may have 

the requisite expertise.  The difference is that in a research-engaged school the use of such 

an approach would be strategic and collective. 2  (The connections between a óquest and 

questionô approach, quality and school improvement are discussed in more detail in the 

following chapter ï see section 2.3.4).  Elements of Newôs thinking which are particularly 

influential here include her issue with interpretations of quality that óinhibit critical 

thinking about alternative possibilitiesô, (2005, p.446); her belief that learning is a socially 

constructed activity (ibid.; Mallory and New, 1994); her interest in the differing forms that 

quality can take in different contexts; and her recommendation that quality is underpinned 

by ósustain[ed] critically reflective practiceô and ócollaborative enquiryô, (New, 2005, 

p.447).  Quality described as óassigning value to its role as a heuristic for insuring the 

ongoing and active engagement of citizensô, (ibid. p.448).  Anecdotally, much of this I 

have seen reflected in the actions of those within research-engaged schools prior to 

commencing this study.  The similarity I perceive between Newôs suggestion and the 

intention of research-engaged schools raises questions as to whether (and if so, how) 

quality is conceptualised differently by those in these school communities.   This small but 

unique element of the thesis is followed through methodologically in the inclusion of two 

research-engaged schools in the sample and in analysis through comparison of data 

between these schools and those that were not research-engaged (more details are given in 

Chapter 3).   

 

1.1.4 A desire to privilege particular voices 
The literature also reveals weakness in the existing evidence base ï in particular the views 

of people within schools and their definitions of quality are rarely a key part of more 

dominant or prevalent understandings of quality.  Again, with the intention of challenging 

how quality can be understood I have sought the views of school leaders, governors, staff 
                                                 
2 Research-engaged schools can apply for recognition through an award scheme operated jointly by NFER, 
NUT, IfL, NCSL and Education Journal.  .  
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and pupils within four primary schools in England.  The views of pupils have been 

particularly interesting to me.  At the time I completed my Masters was also coincidentally 

at the start of the renewed interest in pupil voice in education (McCallum et al. 2000; 

Johnson, 2004; Warwick, 2007) and the voices of pupils were a particularly key part of my 

Masters research study.   Although my interests have developed since then I retain a strong 

interest in the way that children define the concept of quality.  A small but impressive 

collection of the literature analysed in this thesis also suggests that pupil views are both 

important and relatively unheard in the debate about quality (Pollard, 1985; Pollard with 

Filer, 1996; Pollard et al. 2000; Cullingford, 1997). Privileging the voices of pupils is 

therefore an explicit intention of the research I have conducted for this thesis.  

 

1.1.5 Defining quality through enactment 
A fascinating element of the literature included in this review points to another element of 

the work around quality as a concept in education ï that of the pupil/teacher relationship, 

or interaction between pupils and teachers.  It is perhaps worth emphasising the point, 

albeit briefly here, that looking at quality through óinteractionô is unusual.  This approach 

has been inspired by the work of Pollard (Pollard et al., 2000; Pollard with Filer, 1996), 

and offers insights into the way that definitions of quality are óacted outô in the classroom.   

Despite this relationship being identified by a number of scholars (Pollard, 1985; Wrigley, 

2103) as vital in the delivery of a quality education or in the business of teaching and 

learning I have not come across any research work which attempts to unpick this further.  

In my thesis I have focused on pupil/teacher interaction and dedicated a phase of empirical 

work to exploring how quality is enacted within the relationships of four teachers and four 

pupils.  This has added an emotive dimension to the findings and a strong thread of 

originality. 
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1.2 Research intention 
The abridged discussion, based on both an overview of literature and reflection on the 

interests and prejudices I bring to this thesis, serves to highlight the following points: 

  

 there is no clear and/or universally accepted understanding of the concept of quality 
 the extent to which different/opposing conceptualisations of quality impact on those 

working in schools is thought to be problematic but not well understood 
 there are areas within the current literature that are weak or absent ï for example: 

o in-school perspectives on what quality means 
o definitions of quality based on pupil/teacher interaction  
o further examination of alternative approaches to defining the concept) revealing 

opportunity for development of current knowledge and for new research. 
 

In this thesis I seek to challenge quality and by doing so provide an expanded 

understanding of what itï a central but poorly defined and complex concept in education ï 

can mean.   

 

In particular I focus on the academic and theoretical definitions that are available and 

attempt to synthesis a complex and large literature.  This generates two very different 

conceptual frameworks which support data collection and analysis.  The weaknesses in the 

literature (mentioned above in the third bullet point) inspire the empirical work which 

includes the collection of in-school voices (staff and pupils in four English primary 

schools), exploration of quality and the way it can be understood in óinteractionô between 

teachers and pupils and in the comparison of data from research-engaged and non-

research-engaged schools.   
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1.3 Methodological approach 
The assumptions and influences that have brought me to investigate the concept of quality 

have shaped the methodology and its epistemological and ontological basis. As a result I 

combine post-structuralism, social constructionism, interpretivism and some elements of 

discourse and comparative analysis.  These influences support the premise that quality can 

be understood within structures, for example the communicative structure of language or 

the organisational or social composition of a school or classroom setting.  It is the multiple 

frameworks that offer explanation that lie behind the complexity, ambiguity and confusion 

that goes hand in hand with the concept of quality in education.  However, in addition to 

structuring the problem these influences also provide a framework for further exploration.  

They do so by suggesting either participant discourses in which quality may be defined and 

methods of data collection.  A focus on ótalk, text and interactionô (Silverman, 1993) 

provides a thread through the methods I have chosen to employ in the research conducted 

for this thesis.  For example, I have conducted interviews with school staff and pupils 

(talk), analysis of academic literature, research reports, policy documents and national 

guidance materials (text) and classroom observations of pupils and teachers (interaction).  

What I add to this is a comparative element which allows a focus on the complex interplay 

between structure and agency; for example the relationship between what teachers and 

pupils say and do.    The outcome is both a direct challenge to conventional understandings 

of quality and prioritises the need for an applied understanding or definition of the concept 

of quality.   
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1.4 The structure of the thesis 
Chapter 2 follows this introduction and explores the academic literature on the topic of 

quality in education.  Chapter 3 explains the methodological underpinnings of the study, 

the research design and sets out the methods.  Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings from 

the qualitative investigations in four English primary schools ï Chapter 4 explores the 

views of school staff and pupils on the topic of quality and what it means to them; Chapter 

5 explores the concept of quality and the way it is enacted in the interactions of four pupils 

and teacher relationships.  The final two chapters, 6 and 7, examine the thesis in terms of 

what it has offered in response to the research intentions and comments on the implications 

of the findings more widely.  Chapter 6 presents an introspective discussion pulling 

together the evidence and addressing what the thesis has offered.  The final chapter 

concludes the thesis and offers comment on its originality and implications for further 

research.   
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Chapter 2 Ā Defining quality 

2.1 Introduction  
This review chapter presents a range of definitions of quality providing descriptions, 

analysis and synthesis of their different (and similar) aspects.  It offers a critical appraisal 

of the strengths and weakness of the definitions that dominate and searches for alternatives 

that offer broader yet pragmatic understandings.  The review takes a definitional approach 

for two reasons.  Firstly, the majority of writings on the concept of quality take such an 

approach and attempt (explicitly or implicitly) to set out what quality means.  Secondly, a 

synthesised understanding provides a map of the way quality is understood revealing 

elements of definitions that abound or are alone ï that dominate or are subjugated by 

others ï and elements of definitions that are accepted and those that are contested.  Such a 

map also shows who defines quality and who does not.   Understanding the way that 

quality is currently being defined in this way forms the basis for what follows in this thesis.  

The result is two conceptual frameworks ï one mapping prevailing or dominant definitions 

and the second mapping an alternative model.   

 

Quality as a concept has received attention from the academic and political world but the 

literature is complex and contradictory.  I argue that quality is typically treated as abstract 

but defined as concrete ï it has become reified.  The evidence would suggest that quality is 

in fact contested, poorly defined and hard to debate.  This has been associated with 

problematic positioning of teachers and pupils ï separately and in relation to each other 

(Pollard with Filer, 1996; Pollard et al. 2000).  For this reason I take a critical view of the 

narrowing interpretations and seek alternative models for conceptualising quality in 

education ï this can be found within a set of writing that attempts to look at the concept of 

quality in a different way questioning what it can mean rather than seeking to provide my 

own concrete, tangible definition.  That said, as acknowledged in the introduction (p.12), 

my starting viewpoint has been to err towards a definition of quality that describes quality 

in education as superiority of kind.   
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2.1.1 The structure of this chapter 
This chapter has three sections, roughly these equate to description, analysis and synthesis. 

Part 1 presents a broad descriptive look at how quality is conceptualised and defined in 

academic literature, select policy papers and research reports.  Part 2 revisits some of the 

literature introduced in Part 1 in a more critical way adding in new literature to further 

these lines of criticism.  It culminates in an exposition and discussion of both weaknesses 

and alternatives that have been suggested, setting the scene for the final section.  Finally, 

Part 3 pulls this together in two conceptual frameworks and explains the roles these play 

throughout the thesis.   

 

2.1.2 The literature included 
This review has considered literature relevant to the primary phase but also beyond.  Much 

of the debate around the concept of quality has been generated within particular fields of 

education study.  Much can be learnt from looking in detail at ideas coming from literature 

from Higher Education (HE), Early Years, Development Education as well as the way in 

which quality as a concept has been framed in political dialogues for example.   

Conceptualisations of quality and definitions of quality generated in these areas are 

relevant to understanding quality in relation to primary education because they are or have 

been influential in structuring a dominant conceptualisation of the word which is used to 

shape the concept of quality more broadly.   

 

Literature searches were conducted of online databases such as ERIC and Education 

Research Complete, the university library system, and the British Library catalogue.  The 

searches relied on combinations of words and phrases like óqualityô AND óprimary 

educationô, or óeducationô.  This returned substantial numbers (in excess of 1000) of 

potential references which were further refined by source types where relevant (peer 

reviewed journals or publication by date for example).   

 

Once initial searches were completed the abstracts or summaries were used to highlight 

those sources which were most likely to be relevant and less germane materials were 

removed.  All sources were imported into Endnote Web and the LinkSource tool used to 

keep a record of materials throughout the development of the thesis.  The searches were 

updated at the mid-point and end of the PhD course period.  In the case of key pieces of 
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literature reference lists were also studied for literature that was relevant and not picked up 

through other searching activity.  

 

Criteria for discounting materials from the final list of materials included subject specific 

pieces (for example, materials that dealt with quality in science teaching only for 

example).  In the case of a particular aspect of quality (for example, Quality Assurance) 

some literature was included but not all that the searches retrieved.  The better pieces 

(judged by date, provenance and comprehensiveness) were included to further reduce the 

literature data set.  The final number of literature items exceeded 650.  Only those items 

directly referenced in this text are listed at the end in the References section. 
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2.2 Part 1 

This section describes the way in which quality is conceptualised in the literature.  There 

are four sub-sections, these are: 1) levels of quality; 2) the influence of business; 3) the 

complex relationship of quality with values and debates about purpose, aims, and goals of 

education; and 4) the related conceptualisations of good (and bad) schools, teachers/ing 

and pupils. 

 

2.2.1 Not all óqualityô education is the same 
Harvey and Greenôs (1993) article entitled óDefining Qualityô takes the analysis of quality 

as an educational concept in a number of directions presenting some positions and 

problems in the quest to define it. They describe quality as relative in nature ï suggesting 

that it is not possible to reach agreement on what it is, and that stakeholders3 in education 

are all capable of holding and using different meanings of the word dependent on the 

context in which the term is used.  Importantly, they identify five categories: exception, 

perfection, fitness for purpose, value for money and as a transformative force.  This 

categorisation, though not one I entirely agree with, has influenced the empirical element 

of my study ï described in Chapter 3 ï and provides a useful starting point for a deeper 

discussion about the influences on and approaches to defining quality. 

 

Harvey and Green’s five categories of quality 

Exception 

óExceptionô has three elements: quality as distinctive, quality as excellence and quality as 

meeting a minimum set of requirements.  Firstly Harvey and Green (1993) say quality can 

be defined as distinctive and that it is possible to know instinctively that something is 

exceptional (in this way it is similar to truth or beauty).  Similar interpretations are 

described in the work of Hawes and Stephens (1990).   

  

Exceptional understandings of quality raise issues of inequality (ibid.).  Harvey and Green 

use the example of Oxbridge to illustrate quality as distinctive ï due to a combination of 

the best students, best teachers and best funding the result is exceptional.  The problem 

                                                 
3 For example, policy makers, academics, educationalists, leaders, teachers and parents. 
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they identify is that education of this nature is for a lucky elite and not for everyone ï it is, 

for most, unattainable.   They also state that understandings such as these are unhelpful in 

education óbecause [they] provide no definable means of determining qualityô (p.4) adding 

that this notion ósticksô and óobscuresô more meaningful, definable conceptualisations 

(ibid.).   

 

The next two elements are less intangible. Excellence and the meeting of a set of minimum 

requirements Harvey and Green describe as exceptional because they are above and 

beyond the expected (1993).   

 

Their argument refutes the issues of equity because quality for the masses can still be 

considered exceptional if it is excellent or meets a set of minimum requirements.  It may 

not be the same as distinctive but it can still be described as exceptional.  The description 

here of ólevelsô of quality is interesting, something that Coffield and Edward (2009) also 

touch upon in their work which focuses on the concept of excellence in relation to post-

compulsory education.  Like Harvey and Green, they claim that excellence is in fact an 

equitable term. They compare it to óbestô which they argue imposes a similar educational 

elitism when used alongside words such as ópracticeô ï best practice is something that only 

a few could deliver or receive whereas excellence is not limited in the same way.  

 

Perfection 

Harvey and Green also describe quality as perfection or consistency, an idea that 

supposedly overcomes the ethical implications and issues mentioned above.  Quality as 

perfection is for the masses and is about óconformance to [a predetermined and 

measureable] specificationô.  It is about ózero defectsô and embodied by óa cultureô 

whereby responsibility for quality is shared equally between and reflected at every stage in 

a process.  They use the example of car manufacturing to explain the relativity inherent in 

this conceptualisation of quality:  óA quality Volkswagen car is one that on delivery from 

the manufacturer exhibits no defects at all.  This approach does not provide a basis for 

comparison with the specification of a Ford or a Hondaô.   If applied to education or 

schooling then it would mean that education conforming to a pre-agreed description could 

be perfect but it says little about the quality of the description.  
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Fitness for Purpose 

Next Harvey and Green tackle quality as fitness for purpose.  This is a functional and 

inclusive definition of quality and at face value simple ï quality means that a thing is 

suitable for its purpose.  If it meets these criteria then it is good quality.  It is not that 

simple when applied to education however.  As a conceptualisation of quality it raises 

questions about how fitness is measured, who decides the purpose and how it is known that 

the purpose has been achieved.  Harvey and Green describe the customer as having a key 

role in deciding the latter.  (It is also worth noting that defining who the customer is also 

raises problems of definition as well as inclination.) Harvey and Green also describe the 

usefulness of this interpretation within quality assurance procedures where óthe desired 

quality, however defined and measured, is deliveredô. This, in practice, is about processes, 

management and customer satisfaction.  As a means of defining quality they argue it has 

been popular because it offers a clear and defined mechanism for monitoring and tracking 

quality.  

 

Value for money  

Another way of interpreting quality according to Harvey and Green is to view it as óvalue 

for moneyô.   They argue that if quality is interpreted in this way accountability, market 

forces, competition, efficiency and performance indicators become key pillars.  The funder 

and the customer have a role in holding the providers to account and the action taken in the 

face of poor quality is not to address it and attempt to improve it but to move resources 

away from it.  The need to measure effectiveness and efficiency are necessary to ensure the 

market has the information it needs to act.  The tendency has been to measure both 

effectiveness and efficiency in quantifiable ways ï staff/student ratios, inputs and outputs, 

performance indicators for example.  Harvey and Green suggest that, in fact, such 

measures are better at measuring efficiency than they are at measuring effectiveness (ibid. 

p.16).     

 

Transformation 

Harvey and Green state that the transformational potential of education is rooted within 

Western philosophy ï the better the education the greater the potential to transform the 

lives of those who received it.  This interpretation of the concept is problematic in the 
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context of more óproduct-centred notionsô included in the four categories already 

mentioned.   

‘Education is not a service for a customer but an ongoing process of 

transformation of the participant, be it student or researcher. This leads to two 

notions of transformative quality in education, enhancing the consumer and 

empowering the consumer’ (ibid. p.17).   
 

According to Harvey and Green, value added becomes a key idea ï and that value can take 

two forms ï enhancing the individual and empowering the individual.  Again, Harvey and 

Green emphasise the need (presumably the need of policy makers/advisors and educational 

leaders, though this is not clear) to seek quantifiable measures in order to know that value 

is being added.  Such measures they admit mask the qualitative nature of transformation 

which is embedded within the philosophical stance behind this interpretation of quality.  

This they say can be accessed through feedback from learners in the form of student 

evaluations which shares the responsibility for monitoring quality and control over content 

of learning with the consumers.  However, they also say, that in HE sector, there are 

barriers that prevent meaningful student empowerment.  For example, education rarely 

challenges learners óprejudices and habits of mindô, and they say, perhaps controversially, 

it does not explicitly teach criticality.  Without that challenge and without the necessary 

critical skills learners are unlikely to be able to act in an empowered way that has any 

impact on the underpinning foundational definition of quality that affects what they 

receive.  They say also, that in HE empowered students are not necessarily what 

institutions want anyway ï this is in fact perceived as a threat (ibid. p.19).   

 

Hawes and Stephens (1990) like Harvey and Green (1993), make explicit a connection 

between education quality understood in terms of its transformational power and quality 

understood as excellence ï Hawes and Stephens (1990) phrase this as óhuman bettermentô 

and ósomething specialô. This encompasses concern for others, inventiveness, stimulation, 

excitement and happiness.  This was their attempt to embrace some of the softer and more 

slippery aspects of quality but their text does little more than acknowledge the presence of 

such difficulties in defining a pragmatic approach to quality.    
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2.2.2 The influence of business on conceptualisations of quality 
The word óqualityô has a history of use in a production and commerce sense and is evident 

in Harvey and Greenôs five categories of quality indicating a transposition of these 

influences onto education.  A more overt connection was made by others (Sayed, 1993; 

1997; Hoy et al., 2000) and some literature maps the introduction of quality into the 

discourse of education back to the 1970ôs, inspired by Ford and Deming, amongst others, 

(Holt, 2000; Yoshida, 1994).   Brundrett and Rhodes (2011) offered a view of quality 

similar to that set forth by Deming.  Their focus was on Total Quality Management (TQM) 

ï quality as a management strategy ï quality control and quality assurance, also 

emphasised by the definition given by Hoy et al. (2000).   All have their roots in the 

discourse of commercial production ï quality control refers to finding and eradicating poor 

quality outputs and quality assurance is more process driven and about avoiding poor 

quality outputs by overseeing the process of production.   Brundrett and Rhodes (2011) 

believed that quality assurance was suited to educational transposition because it was 

closely in line morally with the work of schools.  However, despite quality assurance 

having made its presence felt in educational management (Brown and Lauder, 2004; 

Gewirtz, 2000; Navaratnam, 1997) it has not always been seen as a way to ensure quality.  

For example Anderson, based on research involving academics from Australian 

Universities, argued that academics see quality assurance as a game or set of boxes to be 

ticked and not necessarily representative of their personal beliefs about what quality means 

(Anderson, 2006).    

 

Arguments against the business influence on definitions of quality 

Whilst the influence from business may help to clarify what quality means and how it can 

be put into operation (Blatter et al., 2010; Loukkola and Zhang, 2010; Association for 

Quality Assurance in Higher Education, 2005) the association is something that others are 

deeply unhappy about (New, 2005; Halliday, 1994; Courtney, 2008; Hart, 1997).  Halliday 

stated that business influences encourage views of education as a service (1994), the 

connotations being negative.  This has been fuelled by the perceived link between 

education and economic contribution to society. The concept of quality, as a result, then 

relates primarily to the monitoring of the service which has been criticised as an 

oversimplification of the full meaning of the concept of quality (Hart, 1997). To Moss 

(quoted in New, 2005), the ramifications of the connection between business and 
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interpretations of quality reach deeper with broader interpretations of quality becoming 

invisible in a system which uses standards to view values and assumptions.  Such an 

approach also offers greater confidence in accountability measures than is merited (Hart 

1997).  Hart suggests that a wider group of stakeholders in education need to ójoin others in 

judgementô which cannot be done óscientificallyô or ótechnicallyô, (ibid. p.302).  What he 

calls for is a conceptualisation of quality that requires engagement in the difficult and 

uncomfortable discussions about specifics, including the need to engage with the purpose 

of education which can be a contentious area.  The warning Hart offers is that narrow 

frames of quality based primarily on what is measurable make it is easier to avoid 

disagreement and conflict.  What Hart criticises is the production line, business influenced 

conceptualisations of quality because they are reductionist and (overly) simplistic.  Whilst 

appealing for these reasons the result is a definition or interpretation of quality that is 

abstracted from the practical reality of the system, of schools and of values.  

 

The idea that quality can be interpreted as provision of what is necessary Hart argues, has 

been directly transposed onto education by the óqualitymongersô (ibid. title).  He proposed 

that the ways of measuring quality or the standards that reflect quality in education are 

hard to agree on and tend to be those most easily converted into measurements, which 

further facilitate the connection to fitness for purpose definitions  ï a point that Courtney 

agrees with (Courtney, 2008).  Hart (1997) proposes that couching quality in terms of 

customer satisfaction reduces value judgements to a óWhich Reportô, reduces man (sic) to a 

paying customer and the meaning of life to consumption.  This has resulted in a move from 

a world where the understanding of quality was considered tied up with the concept of 

craftsmanship to one where competitive mass production means quality has come to 

signify precision and predictability.  The concept must also now take account of cost which 

ultimately results in ó[...] not providing more or better of something than is strictly 

necessaryô, (ibid. p.299).    

 

Others have agreed that the problem lies not in the above but in what is valued as an 

output.  If the standard expected is defined in limiting terms (in others words only pupil 

outcomes) then the impact on quality is narrow.  This is suggested by Griffith (2008) who 

describes the opposite suggesting that if in fact the standard expected is broad rather than 

narrow then the impact on quality as a concept is similarly broad.  For example, Griffith 
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stated that standards are vitally important to quality, to have good quality one must first 

have good standards (2008).  His understanding of standards was broad, encompassing 

much more than ótest performanceô.  He asserted that in the wider international community 

standards encompassed all the learning outcomes and the expectations of students.  Such a 

definition stretched understanding of the term to include some other aspects of quality 

including values and behaviours.  His view is summed up in the following quote:  

‘Standards at every level of the education system, must reflect not only the 

knowledge and skills that should be acquired, but also the values and attitudes that 

are increasingly important considerations in the world in which students will live 

and work’, (ibid. p.101).   
 

 

2.2.3 Effectiveness and quality 
Effectiveness as a concept was introduced in relation to the óvalue for moneyô 

interpretations on p.22.  Now it is expanded upon in relation to education. Effectiveness 

has been directly linked to the concept of quality in the school effectiveness literature 

(Sammons et al., 2014) and has dominated the quality discussion since the late 1980s 

(Wrigley, 2013).  Often used synonymously or instead of the word quality, typically those 

working in the field of effectiveness research have maintained strong associations with the 

business influences ï particularly concepts such as efficiency and quantifiably measureable 

impact (Sammons et al., 2014; Wrigley, 2013).   Wrigley wrote about effectiveness as a 

model of school evaluation (p.31)  that places undue emphasis on exam results, is unable to 

explain complex interconnections and is undermined by questionable validity which comes 

about from quantifying characteristics of effectiveness which are not quantifiable (Wrigley 

cites the example óclear and continuing focus on  teaching and learningô), (2013, p.36).   

 

In response to narrow interpretations of effectiveness and the concerns summarised in the 

previous paragraph, some authors have attempted to broaden the definition of effectiveness 

(for example James, 2006).  James et al. wrote about quality in their book on very effective 

primary schools: schools that achieve excellence despite starting with a much weaker or 

poorer set of inputs and circumstances (ibid.).  The research was based on a large empirical 

study involving 18 outstanding schools in challenging circumstances.  Data was collected 

via individual and group interviews with school leaders, teachers, teaching assistants 

(TAs), parents and community stakeholders.  The views of pupils were sought too through 
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group interviews. In this sense there are similarities with the research conducted in this 

thesis ï inspired in part by James and colleagues my own work has involved schools, 

teachers and pupils.  The implicit statement in his work was that quality means exceptional 

ï more specifically exceptionally effective and measured in terms of pupil achievement and 

attainment.    

 

Jamesôs team concluded that there were seven elements which impacted on the 

achievement and attainment of pupils and therefore underpinned school effectiveness.  

These were the teaching team, efficient and effective organisation and management, 

mutual support, validation and valuing of community, mindset , pupils and their parents, 

leadership and a central characteristic (which was largely about the culture and ethos of the 

school).  The resulting report was a detailed and comprehensive view of effectiveness.   

 

The dominance of effectiveness as a concept in education has received criticism from those 

who argue that there is a tendency to interpret effectiveness in a way that narrows what 

education is for, emphasising assessment and testing.  The result over time is that these two 

sources of data become óprivilegedô and representative of the definition of effectiveness 

(Gorard, 2010, p.759, emphasis added).  Others such as Scott of course also consider it 

flawed methodologically (Scott, 1997). The work of Ko and colleagues looked at more 

than just assessment data (2013) widening the net to include a range of more complex 

factors.  In a review of research and evidence on teacher effectiveness they summed up 

approaches to conceptualising effectiveness.  The list included definitions based on 

observable behaviours, definitions based on value-added interpretations, definitions based 

on the impact of a range of classroom practice on pupils (there are narrow and broader 

versions of this they argue), definitions based on the consistency of teacher behaviour and 

then a ótotalô definition which included much of the above (Ko et al. 2013, p. 7). 

 

Despite attempts to broaden the net of effectiveness (James, 2006; Ko et al., 2013; 

Sammons et al. 2014) criticism of effectiveness-inspired definitions of quality continued to 

be levied because of a narrow focus on measurable and quantifiable outputs.  Wrigley 

(2013) made a similar point to that made by Gorard (2010).  He summarised that issues 

with effectiveness included a reliance on assessment data and highlight the inability of the 

data to describe any connections between the complex aspects of broader definitions of 
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effectiveness.  This throws into question the validity of the data collected and analysed in 

the name of effectiveness research (Gorard, 2010, p.36).  Wrigley went on to argue that the 

paradigmatic description of effectiveness presented a óreductionistô picture of context 

(schools do not operate in isolation), history and the social impact of schools (2013).   

 

A relation between school improvement research and school effectiveness research is 

apparent.  Like Ko et al. (2013) Wrigleyôs article dealt with both effectiveness and school 

improvement ï the latter he treated as if it was the paradigmatic opposite to effectiveness, 

in theory at least.  In reality it is not he says (Wrigley, 2013, p. 38/9).  School improvement 

he argued, promised to be qualitative, concerned with ódynamics of organisations 

processes and to treat educational outcomes as óproblematicô. Despite this theoretical 

difference effectiveness and school improvement have been interpreted in similarly 

quantifiable ways due to a lack of challenge and debate.  What he suggested is needed to 

drive óschool developmentô is analysis of interactions within schools (ibid. p.44).   

 

Finding out what works 

A popularist approach to conceiving quality in recent years is characterised by a desire to 

know how to spend limited funds to maximum effect.  óWhat worksô is common parlance 

in recent educational research (including James et al., 2006) and influential publications 

(Hattie, 2008; 2011) and organisations such as the Alliance for Useful Evidence and the 

Education Endowment Foundation.   

 

The ówhat worksô movement is similar to effectiveness in its philosophical roots and its 

favouring of positivist methods. Resources created in recent years such as Hattieôs meta-

analyses results (Hattie, 2008) and the Education Endowment Foundationôs Toolkit have 

relied on a positivist style of research that results in knowledge about the effect size and 

cost of a range of educational intervention (Goldacre, 2103; EEF, 2013a; 2013b).  The 

results have been largely welcomed in the educational community in a climate of limited 

resourcing, changing educational structures and increasing accountability and inspection 

pressures.  These also encourage a focus on quantitative and measurable outputs in implicit 

definitions of quality. 
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2.2.4 Values in conceptualisations of educational quality 
This next section looks at the role of values in understanding the concept of quality in 

education.  Values are often considered to be made visible through aims, purpose and goals 

(Moss and Pence, 1994) (all three of which are used synonymously across different texts) 

but also sometimes assumed visible through standards, benchmarks and measurement tools 

too (Griffith, 2008).   

 
One obvious, but far from simple, relationship between quality and purpose in education is 

the creation of an end result ï knowing the purpose of education gives you an explicit end 

goal or aim.  That end result also captures what is most valued in education ï hence the 

close link between values and purpose (or aims or goals).  What the values should be as 

well as what the explicit purposes, aims and goals are that represent these values remains 

deeply contested.   

 

Shuayb and OôDonnell (2008) take a pragmatic approach in their contribution to the 

Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, 2009).  Their research review looked at the way 

in which England, Scotland, Germany, New Zealand, Sweden and the Netherlands had 

stated their aims, purpose, and values in education between 1965 and 2006.  In summary 

Shuayb and OôDonnell found two guiding philosophies; one which favoured a óflexible 

and autonomous systemô advocated by those who place the child at the heart of primary 

education and another which óemphasise[d] centralisation and standardisationô encouraged 

by economic and political intent (2008, p.2).  These rather dissimilar camps are seen as 

opposite, irreconcilably so according to the authors. 

 

There is also debate about whether the purpose of education is simply functional (like 

learning to read) or about something far more profound (like becoming a better person).  

Campbell (2008) says that the purpose of education is almost synonymous with ódesirable 

outcomesô (ibid. p.254), but there is a difference between this as a function and as a higher 

purpose, the dissimilarity being that the former relates to specifics such as the ability to 

read and write and the latter concerns óexplaining how a person benefits from education in 

a deeper wayô (ibid. p.254).  The better the quality of education a person  receives, the 

better the benefits that accrue to them  ï something Sammonsôs study on the impact of 

school effectiveness on disadvantaged primary pupilsô academic outcomes found to be 

evident (Sammons et al. 2014).  Although because the study is not longitudinal in the 
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sense of extending into mature adulthood the issue of whether a reduction in disadvantage 

has sustained benefit remains unanswered.  According to Campbell, such benefits would 

include economic prosperity and productiveness and full and active citizenship and 

participation in social life (2008).  Gow et al. (1989) echo, to some extent, the idea that 

there is a difference between functional outcomes and a higher purpose in education.  

Their article asserted that the purpose of education remains, as it has throughout history, to 

be about the teaching of wisdom and virtue.  This translates as intellectual skills (including 

criticality), knowledge, character, ethics and morals (ibid. p.546).  Some of this resonates 

with Harvey and Greensôs (1993) fifth categorisation of quality where quality in education 

is defined as a transformative force. 

 

Individual, sociological and market driven purposes 

There is a range of different perspectives and philosophies about the central purpose in 

education.  These include education and learning as a human need; part of what it is to be 

human (as an individual) (Wilson, 2010); an idealist or utopian philosophy akin to the 

discipline of Sociology (what it is to be part of a community) (Sayed, 1997; Ball, 2004) 

and market driven approaches which are inspired by the drive for economic prosperity in a 

capitalist system.  These three categorisations are discussed in more detail below. 

 

Education for the individual 

An individual model of understanding purpose in education suggests that it is about the 

development of everything it is to be human and positions learning as a human need (Riley 

et al., 2004).  Shields and Mohan (2008) suggested the primary aim or purpose of 

education should be to address social inequality and empowerment of the individual.  They 

wrote about the direct link between learning, academic performance and social justice: 

‘Creating learning environments and developing curricula which are responsive to 

the disparate lived experiences of children is a practical way to help students 

connect to, make sense of, and actually learn what is required to succeed, not only 

on tests, but in life’,( ibid. p.290).   

 

Relevance becomes an important aspect of such conceptualisations and indeed Shields and 

Mohanôs belief in social justice was partly about making education and learning relevant 

and related to the studentôs lived experiences.  The idea links with ideals reflected in the 
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Early Yearôs philosophy of learning through play and following the interests of the child 

which make learning relevant and meaningful to the child (Sanders, 2005). 

 

Sociological and democratic purposes 

A sociological model suggests that purpose in education is about ensuring and challenging 

inequalities in social class, justice and equality of access (Ball, 2004; Kantor and Lowe, 

2004); providing opportunity and empowerment to enable social mobility; exercising 

social control (Ball, 2004); providing social welfare (Brown and Lauder, 2004); and 

ensuring relevance and functionalism (Hawes and Stephens, 1990) and democratic health 

and participation (Kershaw, 2008; Pirrie and Lowden, 2004; Nussbaum, 2006). 

 

Much has been written about democracy as an educational purpose (Kershaw, 2008; 

Nussbaum, 2006; Riley et al., 2004; Pirrie and Lowden, 2004).   Kershaw says óthe 

fundamental purpose of education in a democracy is democracy: to create citizens who are 

capable of self-governanceô, (2008, p.304).  He argued that in order to improve educational 

policy and outcomes students need to be put back at the heart of the action and debate, 

empowering them to participate in the process of improving education alongside schooling 

them in the process of democratic contribution.   

 

Gerwirtz (2000) talked about the need to re-engage with purpose in education at a political 

level.  Her article suggested that politics have been avoided in educational debate and she 

calls for this to be addressed.  She said that what is needed is for those within the system to 

face head on questions of purpose and the process of developing shared understandings of 

key concepts like quality.  She also criticised the way internal school politics and decision 

making operate to create an environment incompatible with the ideals of citizenship and 

democratic participation. This direct critique of the undemocratic functioning of formal 

schooling is something that Nussbaum has written more on.  Nussbaum says (in an article 

specifically about education challenges in India and largely inspired by the work of Dewey 

and Tagore) education is a fundamental part of a healthy democracy, (Nussbaum, 2006).  

Education with the purpose of serving democracy needs to foster freedom of mind (ibid. 

p.387) and value the humanities and arts alongside more economically productive subjects 

like science and technology (ibid. p.388).  This should be done through curriculum subjects 

and pedagogical styles ï for example, topic based teaching using drama and music as a 
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medium for delivering a wider subject curriculum.  Education should also foster a sense of 

connectedness to as well as understanding of the similarities and differences within the 

human race (ibid. p.389).   

 

Nussbaum argued that it is through these activities and experiences that a person develops 

the skills for democratic participation: skills such as critical thinking, rational thought and 

argument, reflexivity and empathy.  In terms of the implications for understanding quality 

Nussbaumôs work suggests the need to privilege a broad curriculum and a range of 

pedagogies that collectively prepare students for full democratic participation.  

 

A large part of the underlying messages of Nussbaumôs article is bound up with a notion of 

the wider purpose in life being about problem and conflict resolution.  This is probably in 

part a result of the geographical context of the article (rural areas of India characterised by 

low economic opportunity, political instability, poverty and challenged educational 

provision).   Similar arguments have been put forth in relation to other geographical 

contexts suggesting that the geography, or more specifically the political, economic and 

cultural climate, is influential.  In his article about quality in South African schooling 

Greyling (2009) said: ó[...] attempts to improve quality raise questions about the aims of 

society and the purpose of schoolingô, (p.426).  For Greyling the values of óequity, 

entitlement, community, participation and respect for diversityô, (ibid. p.427) were 

important.  His point also introduces the idea that context (geographical, economic, social 

etc.) matters when defining purpose or aims in education and therefore what lies behind 

conceptualisations of quality in education. 

 

Market-oriented purpose 

An economics inspired explanation of the purpose of education places at its heart theories 

of social, cultural and economic capital, the influence and importance of competition 

within a global economy as well as national economic production and growth (Brown and 

Lauder, 2004; Halsey et al., 1997). 

 

Brown and Lauder discuss the implications for education of neo- and post-Fordism (Brown 

and Lauder, 2004).  Neo-Fordist aims of education would value market competition, 

privatisation and competitive individualism whereas post-Fordism would value customised 
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production, services and multi-skilled workers.  Although both tie the aims of education to 

economics and the production of workers for the market, post-Fordism places value in 

education  on realising óhuman potentialô (ibid. p.57) and a highly skilled workforce ï 

connecting market orientated and individualistic purposes of education.    However, Brown 

and Lauder went on to say that the post-Fordist ideals are rather romantic, based on 

imperialist notions and blinkered to the reality of globalised economic markets. They 

suggested that post-Fordists wrongly assume a óhigh-skill = high-wageô link (in other 

words the better your education the more highly paid an individual will be) as this requires 

a supply of jobs for those coming out of education ï not a given in todayôs economic 

climate.  

 

Dahlberg and ¡s®n (1994) also wrote about an economic purpose which they describe 

within a market-oriented goal-governing model which is about achieving a system of 

consumer choice.  Such a system relies on evaluation which measures productivity, 

efficiency and user or consumer satisfaction.  They distinguished between goals within this 

goal-governing model specifically highlighting political, professional and associative 

goals.  The political goal is decided by politicians and evaluation assesses the extent to 

which the goals set at national level are achieved.  Professional goals translate these 

political goals into pedagogical goals ï the processes needed to achieve the end result.  

Different strands of evaluative activity are needed to assess these.  However, these are less 

measurable than other goals and óaccomplished by relating practice to specific criteria or 

standards of what is high pedagogical qualityô (ibid. p.162).  What constitutes óhigh 

qualityô pedagogy has to be decided which presents its own set of challenges.  According 

to the authors, good pedagogic practice is adaptive and necessitates reflective approaches 

to education supported by processes of documentation which underpin reflection and 

discussion (ibid. p.169).  They asserted that inspection systems and scales are a common 

manifestation of professional goal evaluation. The associative goals (p.166) were 

conceived by Dahlberg and ¡s®n to make space for the political and professional visions of 

quality to act together alongside a participatory, democratic ideal.  A key feature of this is 

the creation of space for reflective dialogue and practice which attributes importance to 

pupil voice. Despite offering a complex but broad array of goals suggesting a broad 

foundation of values, Dahlberg and ¡s®nôs models remain largely measurable and 
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quantifiable.  That said, I think the associative model is different and will be discussed 

later in Part 2. 

 

Good ‘aims’ 

To add to the complex nature of relying or attempting to understand quality through values 

are arguments from scholars who have explored the notion that there can be good aims 

(and therefore bad aims).   

 

Alexander et al. (2009) recognised the changing nature of educational values over time and 

critiqued the tendency to refer to values with reference to a point in time, suggesting the 

need to look to the past, present and the future when thinking about such things.  They also 

pointed out that aims have a complicated track record; too often they have been overly 

politicised, vague, or narrow in their coverage and they complained that the linkage 

between the aims and the reality of education are often far apart (Alexander et al., 2009).   

A ógoodô set of educational aims or purposes should include elements from across the three 

categories introduced on p.32: individual, sociological and market oriented purposes 

(ibid.).  When looking at texts which tackle purpose in education it is possible to see how 

these broad philosophies are represented.   For example the aims set forth by Alexander 

and his colleagues in the Cambridge Primary Review (ibid.) covered more than one of the 

three categories referred to earlier, as did those discussed by Shuayb and OôDonnell (2008) 

on p.30.   

 

Alexander et al. (2009) set out 12 aims that schools could adopt as their own.  These 

include (ibid. p.197-199): 

 

 the individual: well-being; engagement; empowerment; autonomy 

 self, others and the wider world: encouraging respect and reciprocity; promoting 

interdependence and sustainability; empowering local, national and global 

citizenship; celebrating culture and community 

 learning, knowing and doing: exploring, knowing, understanding and making 

sense; fostering skill; exciting the imagination; enacting dialogue. 
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Alexander expressed preference for a set of aims that span compulsory education with 

specific sets developed for each phase (ibid. p.183) recognising in subsequent pages the 

difficulties associated with agreeing such a set of aims.  Later the report talked of the 

óprinciplesô that should be applied (these include: entitlement, equity, quality, standards 

and accountability; responsiveness to national need; balancing national, local and 

individual; balancing preparation and development; guidance not prescription; continuity 

and consistency; respect for human rights; sustainability; democratic engagement; respect 

of evidence and resource and support), (ibid. p.195-197).   Alexander and colleagues 

concluded: ówithin a broad statutory framework of aims and principles [...] detailed aims 

are best determined at the level of the community and school or group of schoolsô, (ibid. 

p.200). 

 

Something addressed throughout this section has been the tension and conflict that can 

exist in understandings of quality that are based upon the desired end result.  Nikel and 

Loweôs definition of quality reflected this well (2010). They drew upon an analogy of 

quality as a fabric stretched and held in tension between different and competing ideals and 

outcomes, when this fabric was stretched in every direction evenly it was most strong, 

(ibid.).   

 

They separate óseven conceptual dimensionsô (ibid. p.594) which combined a cocktail of 

elements discussed thus far in this review, most of which are also framed in terms of the 

desired outcome: 

 

 effectiveness ï the degree to which stated aims are met at national, local, school or 

individual levels 

 efficiency ï the ratio of inputs to outputs (rates of return) and economic and non-

economic judgements made by people about whether the education is worth their 

while 

 equity ï ómobilising potential for education to address economic, political and 

social inequalities, to expand opportunities available [...]ô, (p.597) 

 responsiveness ï within education systems and classrooms alike, taking into 

consideration the diversity of individuals and learning environments 
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 relevance ï to user needs (individuals, families, communities, nations, global 

communities) as well as to the future and the present 

 reflectiveness ï within the education system and fostering greater ability for 

reflective thinking within the individual 

 sustainability ï the knowledge and skills required for change, acceptance of 

responsibility and uncertainty. 

 

Nikel and Lowe claimed their ideas got away from the oversimplified models of quality 

which were based on input-process-output models ï the great strength of their model of 

quality is not the dimensions but its ability to reflect the conflict and tensions inherent 

within the concept.   

 

2.2.5 Good (and bad) schools, teachers and pupils 
Another characteristic of the concept of quality in the literature is based on a simple 

polarity ï that quality can be described as good and conversely as bad, poor or absent.   

 

In the mid-1990s, Gray and Wilcox published a book entitled óGood School, Bad Schoolô 

(1995).  Like James and his colleagues did a decade or so later (James et al., 2006) they 

regarded effectiveness as a synonym for quality.  In the early chapters they address 

óframeworks for judgingô quality (ibid.).  The two key words in the text are evaluation and 

improvement and they are the basis of the definition of quality put forward within the text.  

The frameworks for evaluating or judging quality in education are built upon measurable 

outcomes like exam results, staying on rates and truancy rates but also consider elements 

such as punctuality, environment/buildings, toilets, school management, pupil/teacher 

relationships and behaviour as critical aspects of quality.  (It is interesting to note that these 

are some of the frameworks discussed in the empirical research by the pupils themselves.)  

 

Good judgments (or bad judgments) 

The most interesting point that Gray and Wilcox (1995) raised was about the quality of the 

evidence upon which many of the judgements are made.  In a study of how schools were 

deemed to be good or not, Gray and Wilcox wrote that about three out of ten schools who 

did not score well on the judgement criteria factors achieved ógoodô results anyway. This 
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casts questions about the legitimacy and validity of judgments of quality based on outcome 

and process ómeasuresô.  Gray and Wilcox argued that when using criteria to judge quality 

there was a tendency to rely on descriptive factors and not enough on searching for 

evidence supporting causal links between the determining factors and school quality.  They 

wanted a move away from focusing on what schools ódoô to be good to what they could 

ôachieveô to be good (ibid. p.21/22).   

 

A key point about any definition of óqualityô is that it is a term that has been captured in 

accountability regimes as mechanisms of managerial and political control over education.  

Kleiger and Oster (2008) discussed who can legitimately judge quality and how.  

According to Gray and Wilcox (1995), performance indicators were introduced to England 

by the Audit Commission in early 1980s and by the time of the 1988 Education Act which 

brought in wide ranging changes there was much uncertainty about what performance 

indicators should be and debate as to whether they measured what was actually important 

(ibid.).   Gray and Wilcox went as far as to say there were only three really important 

performance indicators: academic progress, pupil satisfaction and pupil-teacher 

relationship (a point very relevant to this thesis and revisited later in this chapter). They 

accepted that this was not going to capture excellence necessarily but believed that these 

three are enough to judge a school ógoodô.  They added in a fourth dimension which was 

less easy to see or assess ï they did not give it a specific name but referred to it as 

ómoments of excellenceô, ómissing dimensionô, or óhighsô. These refer to moments when 

some significant learning has taken place; these are inspirational moments and perhaps in 

line with the immeasurable/uncertain dimensions of quality referred to by Harvey and 

Green (1993) and Hawes and Stephens (1990).  

 

Ofsted, in England, is the institutional body responsible for judging and monitoring quality 

in schools.  In relation to primary school education (the topic of this thesis) its role 

involves the inspection and regulation of maintained schools, academies and other 

educational institutions, initial teacher training providers, ensuring organisations are safe 

for vulnerable children, publishing reports on the findings and reporting to policy makers 

on the effectiveness of services (Ofsted, 2015)   In its inspection of schools it functions to 

offer judgement and guidance via a written report and verbal feedback in a broad range of 

areas including teaching and learning, curriculum delivery, pastoral care, the well-being, 
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safety and happiness of learners.  It also engages with parents via an online platform called 

Parent View which invites parents to share their views about the quality of teaching, school 

leadership and issues of safety and behaviour in their childôs school.   

 

Ofstedôs current priorities (Ofsted, 2014) include achieving improved outcomes, improved 

inspection and regulation, improved public involvement and better ways of working.  In 

recent years there have been a number of changes which have affected the way that Ofsted 

appears to implicitly define quality emphasising a move towards more ambitious targets 

for schools to aspire to and less tolerance of poor quality provision for pupils. Since the 

end of the academic year 2011/12 there have been changes in the language used to describe 

schools.  Schools were judged to be either inadequate, requiring improvement, good or 

outstanding.  At the same time the criteria for judgments changed too; schools that had 

previously been judged good or outstanding might not still achieve the equivalent grading.  

Ofsted report on the overall effectiveness, achievement of pupils, the quality of teaching, 

behaviour and safety of pupils and leadership and management (Ofsted, 2012a).  In a 

recent annual report (Ofsted, 2012a) Ofsted wrote that leadership was central to improving 

education in this country and competing on a global stage (ibid. p.9), it highlighted the 

need to continue to address inequality through deployment of the pupil premium (Ofsted, 

2012a; 2012b) and the role of partnerships and collaboration (including the role of 

teaching-schools and academy chains).  Some scholars recognise the influence that Ofsted 

holds over the system indicating to schools and those within them what is valued most and 

subsequently encouraging greater focus on these issues, privileging them above others 

(Gorard, 2010). 

 

Despite the influence that powerful accountability regimes may exert on the interpretation 

of quality in education, some evidence from the early 2000s was critical of their impact 

and, empirically, these questions remain unanswered. The following examples are taken 

from a number of studies (conducted in the UK and Europe) on the role of inspection in 

school improvement and teaching quality.  Rosenthal (2004) investigated the impact of 

Ofsted inspections on the quality of secondary examination results and found that they had 

a negative effect.  Case and colleagues (2000) reached a similarly damning conclusion in 

their study looking at the legacy of inspection.  Their article concluded that after one year 

there had been no lasting impact on teachers as a result of Ofsted inspections (Case et al., 
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2000).  Conversely, there is also evidence to suggest that inspection can support school 

improvement.  In a study of Dutch schools Luginbuhl and colleagues found that inspection 

had no detrimental effect on results but did not appear to have a positive impact 

(Luginbuhl and Webbink, 2009) and in another study of Dutch schools Ehren and Visscher 

(2008) reached slightly more positive conclusions suggesting that there were elements of 

the inspection process that may impact positively on school improvement. Ehren also led 

an investigation for the European Commission (2014) and found some connections 

between inspection systems and school improvement but also questioned the sustainability 

of this beyond two years and the impact of it on student outcomes. 

 

The discussion serves to highlight that while there seems to be a connecting line drawn 

between inspection systems and quality, there is no firm evidence to support these claims 

either on the basis that inspection measures quality accurately or on the basis that they 

encourage quality improvements (Jones and Tymms, 2014).   

 

Quality – the realm of leaders and leadership 

Leadership is a substantial area within quality debates, one that is considered to be 

amongst, if not the most important within some academic literature.  I have not given its 

consideration pronounced attention here because it has not been a key focus of my 

empirical work.  What I have included is acknowledgement of the connection that has been 

made between school leadership and quality - the assumption being that the focus on 

quality can be shifted instead onto leadership (as it was before onto values) ï instead it is 

not quality that needs to be understood but leadership (Leithwood and Riehl, 2003; 

Leithwood et al., 2006).   

 

Similarly, Brundrett and Rhodes (2011) grouped quality, leadership and accountability, 

historically rather than ideologically, describing the way that these three ideas have been 

knitted together in recent social, economic and educational developments.  Their book 

described the ways in which these three things work together but did not challenge their 

conceptual compatibility ï perhaps the main weakness of the work.  Three ideas (quality, 

leadership and accountability) formed the points on a triangle ï the combination of 

effective leadership and the right framework of accountability will result in quality in 

education.  By connecting the three in this way they shifted the focus away from the need 
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to define quality towards the need to define what effective leadership and accountability 

structures look like.   This resonates with much of what was written in section 2.3 of this 

chapter.    

 

The impact of narrow interpretations of quality on teachers  

The work of scholars who believe that there is a relationship between language and reality 

have contributed interesting ideas to the notion of ógoodô and óbadô in relation to 

understanding quality as a concept in education.  For example Thomas and Loxley (2005) 

and Woods and Jeffrey (2002) have written about the way in which discourse constructs 

reality and connected this with a changing epistemology of practitioners.   

 

Thomas and Loxley (2005) would consider it plausible that parts of the discourse 

surrounding quality detailed earlier, the narrowing of values for example, or the political 

environments that encourage market pressures (Gewirtz, 2000) could reconstruct teacherôs 

epistemological views on what teaching and learning is, subsequently altering the modes of 

relational behaviour they have with children or coming into conflict with what children 

want and view as quality.  The result is the creation of óbad childrenô, or children in 

schools who are deemed bad because they do not fit into what practitioners are encouraged 

to believe that óteachersô do or that ó teachingô is about. 

 

Osgood (2009) would agree.  In her article about childcare workforce reform and raising 

the status of Early Years professionals she talked about how Early Years work was 

constructed in official discourses.  She argued that the discourse surrounding and 

constructing the Early Years work served to justify neo-liberal politics, constructing reality 

in such a way that the education is politically justifiable, do-able and measurable.  

Teachers are encouraged to conform to such ideas.     

 

Similarly, to Larsen a focus on teaching as central to understanding quality caused 

problems (Larsen, 2010).  In Larsenôs paper about the centrality of teachers it was argued 

that there are some unintended and negative consequences that come from market-oriented 

discourses about the work that teachers do.  Larsen made a connection between the 

importance afforded to teachers in the educating of pupils ï pupil success depends on the 

teachers ï and the rise in prescription over what teachers do alongside greater 
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accountability measures and greater study of effectiveness.  Larsen saw these as two 

incompatible elements ï this clash was unintended and arose from a desire from policy 

makers to ensure that teachers are good and doing what they must to ensure that pupils are 

achieving combined with the belief that teachers are absolutely crucial to the outcome of 

pupils almost at the exclusion of other factors.  This is something that others have 

described as obsession with apportioning credit for pupil progress to teacher quality 

(Sammons et al., 2008). 

 

In the last ten years there have been a number of official, policy and independent reviews 

which have, purposely or otherwise, made a statement about how quality is to be defined 

and have positioned teachers in a central role in relation to the concept (see HMSO, 2011; 

Rose, 2009; Alexander et al., 2009).   

  

The Importance of Teaching,  published in November 2010 by what was then a relatively 

new coalition government, (DfE, 2010) and subsequently passed in the Education Act 

(HMSO, 2011) succeeded in implementing a number of key changes including changes to 

arrangements for setting up óFree Schoolsô and Academies (also discussed in Alexander et 

al., 2009) and  the cancellation (or subsuming under government control) of a number of 

fairly high profile organisations including the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority 

(QCA) and General Teaching Council of England (GTCE),  changes to the inspection 

system, changes to the governance of schools and changes of a financial nature.  The 

content of the white paper seemed in part to make a statement that the new coalition 

government believed education to be a problem (in addition to perhaps wanting to make a 

political statement, distancing themselves from the previous government and defining a 

new political direction) in a time of great economic challenge and alongside radical fiscal 

review and spending cuts.   

  

Highlighted in the White Paper was the need to give teachers and leaders more power to 

control poor pupil behaviour along with a focus on the poorest pupils through interventions 

such as the pupil premium4.  Teachers were among those credited as both the saviours of 

                                                 
4 Other documents add emphasis on closing the gap in attainment of pupils from poorer background and 
those from wealthier families echoed by Cordingley (2010), NCTL (2011) and Wilson (2014).   
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educational quality as well as among the causes of poor educational quality5.  The Rose 

review of the curriculum also painted a similarly conflicted account of teachers (Rose, 

2009).  The role and responsibility of teachers for quality becomes an interesting element 

of quality definitions. 

 

Pupils’ experience of school and the teacher/pupil relationship 

Pupils have not featured in the literature on quality thus far but are an important participant 

group in my work.  This section moves towards literature that does consider the pupil 

within the concept of quality pointing to an alternative way to view the concept, one much 

more aligned to an experiential rather than an outcome based view6.  The introduction of 

pupils at this stage also raises questions about the match between the definitions expressed 

thus far and those of children and young people in schools.  This question will be picked 

up in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. 

 

Rhetoric in government papers (HMSO, 2011; Rose, 2009) also depicted pupils in 

conflicting ways ï as both deserving and problematic.  Pupilsô experience of school may 

be key to understanding quality ï the idea that school is a social setting with which pupils 

cope (not enjoy), the notion that understanding the social side of schooling (including the 

pupil/teacher interaction) and the role of pedagogy as important to understanding quality 

come largely from Pollardôs early work (Pollard with Filer, 1996; Pollard et al., 2000).  To 

Pollard children and their relationships with people in schools was a crucial part of 

learning and essentially where the quality of their educational experience and attainment 

rested.  In addition, Pollard and Filerôs work (1996) suggested that the relationship 

between children and teachers was central to a definition of quality.  Much of his work was 

concerned with school as a place of experience, the interface between three groups of 

people (teachers, pupils and parents) and a site where complex sociological dimensions 

                                                 
5 Interestingly teaching assistants were not recognised as equally credited or blamed despite some 
consideration of the role as important ï the literature about TAs and quality is split between those writings 
that see them as a valued part of the teaching team and an enhancement to quality (Hancock and Eyres, 2004) 
and those who conclude the opposite (Christine et al., 2010; Hammersley-Fletcher and Lowe, 2011).   
 
6 By outcome based view I refer to definitions of quality that focus predominantly on what a learner has 
gained by the end of education.  Such an approach emphasises the end rather than the process or experience 
of learning.  This focus on the end result subsequently impacts on how the concept of quality is understood. 
Although not solely measured in quantifiably ways (for example through tests) it is often the case that an 
outcome focused approach to defining quality does favour tangible, measurable or testable gains. 
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such as social class were forced together.  This interface was the point where policy, expert 

opinion, curriculum, pedagogy, personality, social class, background, ideas about 

education all coincided and were played out.  For Pollard, the three central people 

(teachers, pupils and parents) were involved at the interface of the created context of the 

school.  This context dictated and shaped their behaviour.  Teachers occupied a special 

position between the concerns of the outside context and the concerns of the teachersô 

context.  This interface is one of the key elements of this thesis and the empirical work in 

particular, described in more detail later.  

 

Pollard (1985) drew on the sociological approaches of symbolic interactions, 

phenomenology and ethnographic methods as well as his personal experience of teaching 

in primary schools.  He concluded that from the perspective of a child school is a place 

where they must manage the conflicting demands placed on them by adults (including 

teachers) and a place where they occupy a structural position in the classroom finding they 

are part of a crowd, constantly under evaluation, without power and subject to the 

curriculum as imposed from above.   

 

He also touched on the ógood and evilô ideas about children that he claimed most teachers 

harbour about pupils ï feeling that pupils can be both good and evil at the same time 

(ibid.). Pollard also considered child culture in his work and in this book.  Drawing on the 

work of others he identified groups of children ï óthe goodies, jokers and gangsô (1985, 

p.57).  These he described as the identities that children employ to help them navigate their 

way through a complex and highly structured social organisation ï both the formal 

structured school and the socially constructed experience of schools and peers.     

  

Given the difficulties and complexities that pupils and teachers have to deal with, Pollard 

and others argued that school is something that pupils cope with rather than enjoy (Pollard 

with Filer, 1996; Cullingford, 1997).  How pupils cope with the difficulties or complexities 

of formal education and social structures that operate both in the classroom and in the 

playground are central to their experience of school.  (Coping also relates to how the 

teachers cope with having to deal with the demands of the children, themselves and their 

sense of identity and the demands made on them by the education system.)  Pollard used 

the word ócopeô on purpose to stress the difficultness of the situation for everyone 
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concerned; to emphasise the point that school is something that people have to find a way 

of surviving rather than something they automatically enjoy.  The interaction between 

pupil and teachers considered the strategies and processes pupils and teachers adopt to 

enable them to cope with school and schooling.  Two basic ideas are paramount ï firstly 

teacher and pupil interests are in opposition and therefore schools/classrooms are sites of 

conflict, and secondly, that in order to deal with this both teachers and pupils develop 

mechanisms to navigate their way through the experience.   

 

Cullingford agreed with Pollard and said that schools are difficult places for children to 

navigate (1997).  Children are controlled by the teacher, however nicely they have to do 

what they are told or guided to do and they try to please the teacher.  Schools are highly 

social environments where children have to manage a whole host of social relationships 

with their peers and others.  Friendships, fallings out, bullying, naughtiness and being in 

trouble, popularity and unpopularity are everyday experiences for children and school can 

be a frightening place for pupils because of this.  Children are aware of social behaviours 

and attitudes and hierarchies within schools ï the official ones like headteachers, teachers 

and teaching assistants but also the unofficial ones like who the teacher likes and does not 

like within a class.  Pupils also know their own place and they have to contend with trying 

not to be the worst or slowest at anything but also not be the best and be labelled a show 

off ï a point echoed elsewhere (Breggin, 2000).  Cullingford (1997) also argued that 

children experience schools as individuals; by themselves.  Cullingford questioned whether 

the focus was on the right things for children ï ó[...] the legislation that has affected 

schools over the years still concentrates on the way the curriculum is delivered rather than 

the way it is received and on the governance of schools rather than the effects on pupilsô 

(1997, p.50).  An even more extreme example is evident in the work of Harber who wrote 

about schools as prisons and sites of violence (Harber, 2004).  In terms of understanding 

quality this presents an alternative way to view the concept, one much more aligned to the 

experiential view rather than an outcome based view.  It also begs the question; do current, 

dominant and relatively uncontested definitions of quality reflect what is important to 

children?   

 

There has been some reaction to the idea that schooling is not enjoyable.  For example, 

enjoyment is (or has become) a more central element of the way that quality is understood 
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in education exemplified in documents such as Excellence and Enjoyment (DfES, 2003).  

Gorard and See wrote a report based on a study which included nearly 800 Year 11 

students (2011).  Their study indicated that enjoyment was a key element of the experience 

of schooling and played an important role in achievement and attainment.  According to 

their findings enjoyment was affected most by friendships, relationships with teachers, 

varied and imaginative lesson delivery and good support for learning.  The three factors 

most often cited as reasons for disengagement with learning included disruptive behaviour 

from other pupils, lack of teacher rapport and unimaginative lesson delivery.  They also 

observed that there was no connection between factors such as free school meals, school 

type and levels of enjoyment.  This, they suggested, meant that enjoyment was something 

that could be tackled cheaply and easily because it appeared not to be connected to 

complex social systems, deprivation and other structural limitations.  Therefore, there may 

be potential practical gains to be realised in the battle to close the achievement gap by 

placing enjoyment more centrally within definitions of quality. 

 

The relationship and interaction between pupil and teacher 

The importance of the pupil teacher relationship was raised first on p.18.  Although not a 

topic often linked to quality directly the relationship between teacher and pupil still 

features in the views of significant authors. Alexander and colleagues considered that one 

of the most central ópoints of convergenceô was óthe character and quality of interaction 

that takes place in schools and classroomsô, (Alexander et al., 2009, p.301).   Pollard 

described it as the interface (1996).  Gewirtz (2000) asserted that óthere is also evidence to 

suggest that a narrow quality agenda alters relations between students and teachers, [...] 

conspiring to undermine intimate and complicated relationships between teachers and 

students  and make them tend towards an instrumental form of ñproduction lineò relationsô, 

(p.361).   

  

To Pollard, this relationship encapsulated everything that happens during the formal school 

day and underpinned how ówellô both teacher and pupil were able to cope with the school 

day, the assumption being that the better the pupils copes the better they learn and the 

better the teacher copes the better they teach (Pollard with Filer, 1996; Osborn et al., 

2000). Pollard detailed some coping strategies adopted within classrooms, mainly 

necessitated by having large numbers of children supervised by few adults.  He talked 
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about the classroom as a theatre within which each individualôs personal interests are 

protected and negotiated amongst the interests of all the others.  This picture reflects the 

view that Cullingford took which explained that each child experienced schooling alone 

even though there are many children in each class (Cullingford, 1997).    

 

What Pollardôs work does not do is explore the link between the central relationship of 

pupil and teacher and learning, achievement and attainment but others have taken these 

ideas further.  In an article exploring what is needed to move towards a child-centred 

pedagogy, Bibby drew on data from two research studies in which children and young 

people were interviewed about maths as a subject (2009).  During these interviews the 

children and young people found it impossible to separate the subject from the teacher.  

Bibby, used this data to illustrate how learners cannot separate learning from the 

relationships with the people doing the teaching.  She developed a tentative learner centred 

idea of pedagogy which challenges the traditional idea of pedagogy which characterises 

participants as óteachers/learners’ and ‘doers/done toô (ibid. p.42).  Teachers can be open to 

having relationships with their students which facilitate learning or they can choose to 

block those relationships, hindering or even reversing learning.  She put forward some 

explanations as to why it might be hard for teachers to foster and choose to involve 

themselves in positive learning relationships. These reasons included the need or desire to 

preserve a sense of professional efficacy (distance from success or failure of the student), a 

response to cultural and policy idealisations of what knowledge, learning and teaching are, 

the difficulty of being involved in emotional work every day and the challenge and hard 

work involved in sustaining an emotional relationship. 

 

She went on to talk about the kinds of teachers that such a learner-centred pedagogy would 

require (ibid. p.51) and criticised the English policy context for not welcoming or inviting 

teacher engagement in thinking about the unconscious aspects of pedagogic relationships.  

There is evidence that such learning relationships are highly complex in practice and easy 

to get wrong (Bennet et al. 1984).   Bibby concluded that childrenôs pedagogic 

requirements need to be a part of what informs professional thinking by teachers (Bibby, 

2009, p.53).  There needs to be a language that makes the nature and qualities of 

relationships visible and enables them to become objects for consideration.  It should not 

become just another thing that teachersô performance is judged on.   
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2.3 Part 2: Analysis of the literature 
This part of the review revisits and extends many of the ideas introduced in Part 1, 

reflecting on the literature presented and adding new literature where relevant to further the 

analysis and moves the argument towards the presentation of two conceptual frameworks 

described in part 3.  In it I build a narrative that is in opposition to influences that narrow 

the concept of quality.  In the final section I look to a different literature for an alternative 

approach to defining quality for an approach that might promise a broader but still 

pragmatic understanding of the term  

 

2.3.1 Narrowing influence of business 
The connection between business influences and quality interpretations makes a bold 

statement about how quality is defined and as well as perhaps a more unintentional 

statement about how it is reified through learning processes/outcomes and enacted 

pedagogically by teachers in schools (Ball, 1997).  The results have been an increasing 

focus on measurement, standards, functionalism, learnification, performativity, education 

as a service, customers and consumption.   Most of Harvey and Greenôs categorisations of 

quality are based on these ideas as is quality as effectiveness.  I acknowledge that scholars 

in the latter field have accepted criticism of this nature and there have been research 

studies carried out which take a broader view of effectiveness ï for example Ko et al. 

(2013) and James et al. (2006).  In fact, the breadth of stakeholder involvement that the 

James et al. study included has been influential in the development of my empirical work.  

Whilst I reject the application of any single interpretation of quality (for example, 

effectiveness) and seek instead to explore multiple conceptualisations within schools I do 

choose to include a broad range of stakeholder as James et al. (2006), did.   

  

Issues with measurement and monitoring  

Measurement and monitoring require frameworks for practical application but the evidence 

would suggest that these result in mediocrity in a climate of stagnated debate about the 

very frameworks in use and the comment they make (implicitly) about how quality is being 
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defined.  Support for such a viewpoint comes from authors such as Thomas and Macnab 

(2007) and Tobin (2005). 

 A common approach to assessing and monitoring quality in academic terms is to set out a 

definition or develop a framework for practical application (for example TQM).  Thomas 

and Macnab (2007) suggested that imposing an understanding of quality or a framework 

for assessing it fosters mediocrity.  This happens because it is only possible to lay out 

essential criteria for something satisfactory and not for something exceptional.  The 

example given in their article is about peer reviewed journals fostering cronyism, a lack of 

creativity and favouring projects with expected outcomes because these all adhere to the 

normal, accepted framework of what is judged to be good (Thomas and MacNab, 2007).  

Such authors have suggested that the tendency to preference similar, non-challenging 

methods and methodologies and safe choices could be applied to frameworks of quality in 

primary education, for example the framework applied by Ofsted (2012a).  

 

While Thomas and Macnab suggested frameworks and criteria of quality foster mediocrity, 

Tobin (2007) criticised the influence of scientific empiricism for narrowing the boundaries 

of what passes as quality, essentially redefining the concept.  He argued that if science-

based ideas about what constitutes quality in research are allowed to dictate what is good 

and not good then the result is very narrow research.  The link between educational 

research and scientific empiricism is clear ï they exist within the field of research more 

generally.  The link between scientific empiricism and primary education I think can be 

seen in the preference for quantitative, positivist markers of quality.  Tobinôs argument 

raises questions about the extent to which dominant ideas (scientific empiricism or others) 

impact on conceptualisation of quality in schools.   

 

The idea that conceptualisations of quality have been (unintentionally) restricted by the 

approaches adopted to ensure that children and young people have access to a good 

education  is one I find compelling.  The suggestion that these positivist and narrow 

approaches to understanding quality dominate at the expense of what some describe as 

óhumanistô interpretations (Tobin, 2005) I find uncomfortable and intriguing.  Questions 

about the way this might play out in the classroom are important ï how do teachers and 

pupils navigate this?  Do they subscribe to the same production-line mentality?  If not how 

do they rationalise this with their preferred way of conceptualising quality?  In a system 
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that was described earlier as one which discourages engagement and debate about just this 

sort of thing do they even understand it?   Does everyone in a school value the same 

elements of education that quantitative, positivist influences privilege ï in particular 

pupils?  These are among the concerns this thesis wishes to address. 

 

Epistemological and semantic complexity 

The idea that quality suffers from epistemological and semantic complexity is an important 

one.  Hallidayôs article (1994) questioning the meaning and future of quality in education 

defined the concept as those aspects of HE that are óconsidered desirable or under threatô, 

(p.33).  At the root of his argument was the belief that association between the concept of 

quality and the world of business is inappropriate.  When such influences permeate 

understandings of quality in educational settings it leads to ósemantic and epistemological 

difficulties which have undesirable practical applicationsô, (ibid. p.34).  For example, this 

manifests as a tendency to rely on interpretations sympathetic to economic origins which 

highlight an óindividual and [é] private ethicô (ibid. p.47).  This sits in opposition to 

broader interpretations which might include social justice, equality and democratic 

participation (ibid.).     

 

It is also evident from reading texts about quality that there is a level of complexity created 

by inconsistent terminology, as well as confusing and unclear arguments.  This makes it a 

hard area to read or write about with any clarity. Harvey and Greenôs (1993) article does 

well in unpacking quality in relation to HE but the ideas within it lack clarity at times 

because of the confusing and sometimes overlapping words that are used to talk about and 

describe different forms of quality.  Very little reference is made to explain or even 

acknowledge this issue.  One of the most confusing problems is the use of words like 

óbenchmarkô and óstandardsô which have, to use Hallidayôs  words, their own semantic and 

epistemological difficulties (1994).  This is part of the nature of debating quality; it cannot 

be done without addressing and facing complex issues of discourse.    

 

The idea that the language surrounding óqualityô as a concept in education is structured and 

defined by the language used to talk about it is important (Thomas and Loxley, 2005; 

Jaworski and Coupland, 1999; Wetherell et al., 2001).  These issues have influenced my 

study encouraging the need to acknowledge issues of semantics and epistemology, and 
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influences from discourse and discourse analysis that can support the way in which the 

concept of quality can be approached. 

Multiple discourses 

Harvey and Greenôs (1993) work also highlights the way in which quality as a concept can 

be interpreted or defined differently by different people ï and even that it can be 

interpreted by the same person in different ways at different times and in different 

contexts.  Hawes and Stephens (1990) agree, a personôs definition of quality can change 

and may depend not only on who they are and what they do but also on who is asking.  

Different aspects of quality may be highlighted for different audiences.    

 

According to Thomas and MacNab, it is necessary to ask óquality for whom?ô  To different 

stakeholders, quality might be a very different thing, which means that legitimately 

different versions of quality can co-exist (2007).  Their article also questions the levels of 

awareness people have in relation to the concept of quality, not everyone will have the 

same level of understanding or questioning of the concept creating an uneven starting point 

from which discussions or debates around quality are started from.  So what it might look 

like in practice or mean to each individual could be very different and be further 

complicated by the very different starting points they are working from in terms of the 

level of understanding they might possess about the concept.   

 

Harvey and Green might add to this the point that conceptualising quality as an absolute is 

helpful in education because such approaches do not easily translate into measurable and 

monitorable elements.  Despite this they believe that quality defined in such a way is 

always present in critiques, debates about the meaning and interpretation of quality, they 

would argue unhelpfully so (Harvey and Green, 1993).  Indeed, it is present in my work ï 

one intention of this thesis is to seek and explore interpretations of quality that offer an 

alternative approach to defining quality and one that does not have to ignore those 

elements which are not easily quantifiable. 

 

As I move towards developing a framework for empirical data collection the notion that 

there can be legitimately different conceptualisations of quality in different discourses is 

influential as is the idea that individuals can also move between discourses dependent on 

the context, the audience or the asker.  Such arguments suggest to me that any acceptance 
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of a prevailing definition must be flawed ï if the meaning of quality can be so different it is 

wrong that one definition or interpretation of quality be applied.  Another intention of this 

thesis is to gain some clarity on whether multiple discourses might exist in schools ï the 

different discourses of groups such as teachers and pupils but also the different discourses 

that individuals might apply to the way they understand the concept (for example, 

influences that might shape peopleôs definitions of quality). 

 

2.3.2 Aims, values, purpose and goals 
Considering what the concept of quality means in education by exploring the values 

inherent within an education system provides a different outlook but is not without its own 

set of complicating factors.  For example the interchangeable nature of words used by 

scholars is unhelpful ï values, purpose, aims and goals are used without care or thought.  

These terms have been treated synonymously because of their future oriented, outcome 

focused meaning.  Understanding quality through values promises (in theory) a broader 

interpretation of quality because of links to words such as purpose, aims and goals which 

do not have to be measurable or quantifiable in nature.   

 

Shuayb and OôDonnell (2008) pointed out two different philosophical approaches ï one 

based upon centralisation and standardisation and the other being more flexible, 

autonomous and child centred.  The literature also highlighted debate around functional 

and profound purposes in education and the complex interplay of individual, 

sociological/political and market oriented purposes (see p.30).  The acceptance that there 

can be ógoodô aims too (Alexander, 2009) is an interesting one that highlighting the 

multiplicity in values associated with education and the difficult nature of reconciling these 

to the satisfaction of all (see p.36). 

 

Some important and recurrent trends are also apparent ï for example issues to do with 

narrowing of what in education is valued as well as questions about the transferability of 

quality raised by looking at the concept from a values viewpoint (Tobin, 2005) .  The issue 

highlighted concerns whether one definition or enactment of quality can be transferred 

elsewhere (geographically) and still be considered to deliver quality if the values of the 

new location are different. 
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Functionalism 

Although it promises potential of a broader outlook, understanding the concept of quality 

from the angle of values does not always provide a broader interpretation.  The influence 

of business, economics and commerce shows through in the guise of functionalism ï that 

education has a function to provide manpower and human resources to drive the economy 

of the country (Wilson, 2010).  The preoccupation with measuring the outcomes and 

outputs of education also means little attention is given to questioning whether what is 

measured is also what is valued, (Biesta, 2009; Tobin, 2007).  Biesta also argued that the 

functionalist beliefs frame quality as effectiveness and frame effectiveness as óan 

instrumental value concerned with quality of processesô and not outcomes, (2009, p.35).  

This he surmised neglects value judgements about the end results or outcomes of 

education, what he called óultimate valuesô, (ibid. p.35). Like Hart (1997), Biesta 

concluded that the solution is to continue to discuss the aims and ends of education that are 

valued, however difficult this is.   

 

Like Hart and Biesta, Burbules (2004) linked education quality to results or outcomes ï he 

talked about óteleologicalô views and these could be both social/societal, individual or 

knowledge based in nature were very much linked to desired outcomes.  He suggested that 

there was an alternative position which he explained was captured by a polar argument and 

reflected the sentiment that a focus solely on definable and measurable outcomes in 

education is objectionable.  What he described as óanti-teleologicalô were the views of 

those who believe that it would be constraining to have a framework imposed on quality 

such as would be the case if the ultimate aims of education were written and attached to an 

education system or experience.  This represents a point of tension ï where on the one 

hand there is the desire to see quality described and on the other there are those who 

believe that quality cannot be described without compromising the thing itself.   He argued 

that these polar positions are rationalised through a move in focus from the ends to the 

means (what he called activities) (ibid. p.7).  

 

Interestingly what he concluded was that the approach to aims should be órelentlessly self-

critical, about the function and effects of aims themselvesô, (p.8) ï this should be 

accompanied by the recognition that there can be a virtuous (or vicious) cycle whereby 

aims define quality conceptualisations which leads to definitions that support the aims. To 
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ensure that any unintended impact on the learner is negated requires this criticality that he 

refers to.  He stressed that to the learner the impact, intentional or otherwise, matters. 

Burbules suggested that built in to the way that aims are thought about is an ability to 

appraise the impact on different groups and react in a morally correct manner.  He said at 

the end of the article: 

 

‘I am suggesting that one “aim” of education should be to develop an ongoing 

capacity to reflect upon and questions the sort of education one is receiving, or that 

one is providing to others – an aim that involves subjecting our educational aims to 

a relentless scepticism’, (p.8).  

 

This critical reflection is a key dimension of one of the conceptual frameworks that are 

presented in Part 3. 

 

Purpose and relevance 

The connection and elevation of relevance as a concept in education needs also to be 

considered in the context of a key question: relevance for whom?  Shields and Mohanôs 

(2008) belief in social justice as a purpose of education connects with ideas from Pirrieôs 

research (Pirrie and Lowden 2004; Pirrie et al., 2002) which raised questions about who 

decides what the purpose of education should be, who decides what is relevant for people 

to learn and subsequently who is in command of issues of power, who has social control, 

what the political motivations are and so on.  Their work revealed how education had 

failed marginalised groups and remained the domain of the more privileged in life and how 

the purpose of education as conceived by this group was, in fact, irrelevant to others.   

 

This suggests to me echoes of the multiplicity discussed earlier ï further complicating 

understandings of quality as it becomes evident that the things that make quality so 

complex and conflicted also apply to the various elements of quality too.  

 

Questions about transferability 

One reason for the need for measurable performance data is comparability to fuel global 

competition.  In relation to the concept of quality this presents questions about whether 

quality can be understood as something general (a definition for all contexts) or whether it 

is only possible to understand it in one context. This was touched on by Hoey (2001). 
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Government interest in international comparisons (like the OECDôs Programme for 

International Student Assessment known more commonly as PISA ï OECD, 2014) in 

education and the focus of these in setting out what is valued and/or desirable in education 

puts at the heart of quality issues of context ï both local and global.  Tobin wrote about 

quality in early childhood education in America, Japan and France and suggested that 

quality was not something that moved easily across cultural boarders but rather is linked to 

particular cultures and therefore different everywhere (Tobin, 2005).  He talked also about 

cultural relativism ï the idea that we cannot judge another culture by the standards and 

criteria of our own and therefore cannot judge another cultureôs quality by the criteria of 

our own system.  Progressivism is key to his ideas ï each new era brings with it new 

scientific knowledge breakthroughs and each one is hailed as the new truth and adopted 

and plastered over documents to sell it to the masses as correct.  Wrongly or rightly this 

means that quality standards are constantly changing in response to the latest trends.  To 

exemplify some of these notions he talked about how decontextualised ideas and theories 

travel better across cultures and peoples and places using the example of religion: 

 

‘A religion featuring gods that belong to particular valleys, such as many of the 

deities of the Hawaiians, could not become a world religion as could a religion like 

Christianity, which featured a god who is omniscient, who belongs to no one place, 

and has wisdom for people, in all times, in all places. The argument I am making 

here is that a cost of decontextualized quality standards in early childhood 

education will be that local approaches that are well adapted to their local context 

will be driven into extinction by ideas and programs that are less context-

dependent.’, (Tobin, 2005, p.427) 
 

He also drew on the example of Reggio Emilio in a similar vein suggesting that it has 

been decontextualised: separated from the local context that it was conceived within.  

Reggio Emilio, a popular and widely respected approach to Early Years Education 

received much attention in the first decade of this century (Zhang et al., 2009).  There are 

those who voice concern for the international interest in it over and above other systems 

of pre-school.  Other areas of Italy have great pre-schools too and they are great because 

they reflect the locale they come from, serve and are situated within.  In other words, they 

are context dependent:  
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‘[...] the spread of universal standards of quality has the negative effects of 

replacing local standards, which may be a better fit to local conditions, with 

national ones and of thereby depleting the diversity of educational approaches to 

be found in the nation. (Tobin, 2005, p.428) 
 

The importance of localism is interestingly an element of school-based management and 

often associated with quality because of the local nature of the decision making which is 

said to increase the likelihood of relevance and democratic involvement of the population 

rather than centralised policy makers for example (de Grauwe, 2005).   

 

Colonialism, linked to globalisation is a problem for Tobin (2005) also.  Countries, for 

example Turkey, have been encouraged to adopt western styles of pre-school education in 

order to be allowed into the European Union.  Such measures involved western/American 

experts in advising the process and sharing their knowledge of great pre-school 

approaches (ibid.).  The dangers that Tobin thought were inherent included damage to 

national modes of childhood education, ideas about childhood, parenting and purpose of 

education and even economic production and globalisation.   

 

Local context can also be a barrier to quality education.  Mirroring some of Nikel and 

Loweôs dimensions and building on the ideas suggested by Tobin above, Greyling talked 

about quality, equality and inclusion as issues within the quality debate, (Greyling, 2009).  

His article was about the quest for and issues preventing the provision of quality 

education in South Africa.  In South Africa access to and provision of a good schooling 

system is not equitably spread across the country; it is not equally available to all ethnic 

groups or geographic regions and there are great differences in available resources in rural 

and urban areas.  On top of this there is a history of political and social segregation and 

ongoing economic, health and development challenges.  All of this places issues such as 

equality and inclusion at the centre of the quest for quality in education.  The points that 

Greyling and Tobin raise centralise the notion that context is an important factor in 

shaping what quality does and does not mean or should and should not mean.  

Interestingly, this is something that features in my own analysis of data from schools 

(described in greater detail in Chapter 4). 
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2.3.3 Stakeholders and their role in conceptualising or defining quality 
Political definitions of quality exert influence on the prevailing conceptualisation and 

highlight movement and instability in the way the concept is understood and interpreted.   

Gewirtz wrote, ó[...] official versions of quality characterised by a narrow, economist 

instrumentality are being promoted in school by various forms of quality control and are 

squeezing out broader, more humanistic conceptions of qualityô, (Gewirtz, 2000, p.353/4).  

In light of the dominance of official discourses in educational quality I find it interesting to 

compare this with other discourses particularly those of people in schools (pupils, teachers 

and leaders in particular).  

 

In the 2010 White Paper two groups were depicted as particularly problematic and 

conflicted; teachers and pupils (DfE, 2010b).  Teachers were described as inadequate, of 

low quality, under-qualified and ineffective and also as under-valued, impotent to control 

behaviour, restricted or limited by centralised direction.   The paper hinted at two types of 

pupil: there was the ideal child/pupil portrayed as deserving and as an innocent victim of 

time, history or chance and opposite was the disengaged, disruptive pupil who was already 

posing problems not just in school but in society too.  This idea that there can be a good 

teachers and pupil is an interesting idea and one that as the thesis develops becomes 

increasingly central (and controversial).  The good pupil is not alien to some who have 

written about quality.  MacLure et al. studied what it was to be a good pupil in Early Years 

education (2012).  They summarised that being a good pupil required the possession and 

application of a range of demanding social skills:   

‘Children needed to be able to identify the ‘category bound activities’ that 

characterise the good student—such as ‘being kind’, ‘being helpful’, ‘joining in’, 

keeping quiet, ‘being sensible’, ‘sitting properly’, ‘good listening’, ‘sharing’ and 

making the teacher ‘happy’—and display them through their participation in 

classroom interaction. They also needed to display the emotional registers that are 

judged appropriate for their age and status. They had to be able to negotiate 

conflicting expectations—for instance between competition and sharing; taking 

part and keeping quiet; self-reliance and compliance to authority—and know which 

to mobilise in a given situation, through competent participation in the turn-taking 

systems of classroom talk. Moreover children were required not only to accomplish 

these complex tasks, but crucially, to secure public recognition for having done 

so—an outcome that was never solely within the compass of the individual child’ 
(p. 453). 
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What teachers do: pedagogy 

In the final report that came from the Cambridge Review, Alexander talked about 

pedagogy in some depth as it was a key area of interest within the Review and has been an 

area of interest to Alexander for many years (Alexander, 2004, Alexander et al., 2009).  In 

putting forward a challenge to pedagogical thinking they asked for a reaction against 

thinking of pedagogy in terms of the national strategies or effectiveness research and 

instead to focus on alternative frameworks which encouraged a more comprehensive 

approach, a point echoed by Husbands and Pearce (2012).  This way of considering 

pedagogy is opposite to the approach taken by both Hattie and the EEF, described earlier 

(see p.30).  Alexander and colleagues argued against such compartmentalised approaches 

to pedagogy suggesting they are unhelpful.  Not specifically referring to either the Hattie 

or EEF accounts they wrote: óSuch models fragment teaching into its constituent parts but 

convey no sense of how these might be reconstitutedô adding that frameworks like 

effectiveness óprovide only some [parts of the puzzle], mislay the rest but still expect 

teachers to see the full pictureô, (Alexander et al., 2009, p.300/1). 

 

In their article Nikel and Lowe (2010) distinguished between the óquality movementô and 

the óquality debateô within education.  The former is the influence of neo-liberal ideas, 

accountability, measuring outcomes ï essentially the idea that quality is a management 

issue.  The latter, the quality debate, is more about teaching and learning processes where 

quality is a matter of pedagogy and accountability and relates quite closely to the concept 

of effectiveness (p.592).  (Although not mirroring Nikel and Loweôs ideas exactly, such a 

distinction has been used in this chapter to separate the content of Part 1 and Part 2.)  This 

distinction between management issues and pedagogical enactments of quality is an 

interesting separation, hinting at a deeper questioning of what quality is and how it is 

played out in schools.   

 

The idea that quality within education would benefit from greater freedom from central 

control is also extended to teachers and teaching and the ability to be a professional and 

make professional decisions about teaching and learning (Whitty, 2006).  In fact, part of 

the idea of freedom is closely associated with other ideas like trust and accountability.  For 

example there has already been some suggestion that teachers and other school staff, 

including headteachers, are not trusted to do their job well, their sense of identity as 
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professionals has been eroded and limited by outside bodies and yet they are held 

accountable more so than ever for their actions (actions they are no longer trusted to do). 

The results of which, according to some, include demoralisation, de-skilling of the 

workforce, and driving out of creativity from teaching (and subsequently learning) 

(Odhiambo, 2008).  Woods and Jeffrey (2002) reporting on their research with 90 teachers 

interviewed before and after an inspection, wrote a moving article about teacherôs identity 

and how changes in education, particularly the introduction of Ofsted inspections, have 

negatively affected how teachers see themselves.  Such changes have resulted in feelings 

of not being trusted, not being professional, being tested, measured and diminished.  

Teachers also reported that changes had ruined child-centeredness in teaching ï teachers 

no longer had the space to concern themselves with the whole-child as they were busy 

ensuring they themselves would pass the tests imposed on them from outside.  

 

McNess extends these ideas to the freedom teachers are given to participate in education in 

a meaningful way outside the classroom, for example the freedom and trust in teachers to 

take on roles in policy formation (McNess, 2004).  This becomes a central concern of the 

thesis in the latter chapters. 

 

2.3.4 An alternative to narrow definitions  
This section is an attempt to reawaken a counter position to the narrow and limited 

definitions espoused, intentionally or otherwise, by prevailing and dominant ways of 

conceptualising quality in education.  It does this by putting together three key elements 

for which there is limited but intriguing evidence that, to me, suggests new avenues for 

exploration.  What it offers is the promise of a different way of thinking about quality that 

encapsulates the following ideas:  

 a desire to focus on defining quality through activities rather than outcomes 
 a challenge to think harder about how to deal with the conflict between descriptions 

like Harvey and Greenôs (1993) distinctive version of excellence (which is 
marginalised in quality conceptualisations in education because of the difficulties 
associated with reducing it to a catalogue of measurable criteria) alongside the 
myriad of definitions that share a production line philosophy with quantitative 
monitoring at their core  

 a request that critical reflection be placed at the heart of an approach to 
understanding and achieving quality 
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There is a small literature that connects with these ideas and helps to provide a framework 

for exploring quality in a less narrowing way.  Three themes are important: enactment and 

interaction; professional reflective practice and critical reflection; and treating quality as a 

quest and question.  These are discussed below.  

 

Enactment and interaction 

Enactment and interaction are key ideas as the alternative framework emerges because it is 

influenced by a desire to add to the way in which quality can be understood by looking at 

the concept of quality within the relationships and actions in schools.  For my study the 

enactment of quality becomes more central as the means of interpreting how quality is 

defined.   Resonant points have been made by Pollard and colleagues whose work studied 

relationships and socio-emotional aspects of the experience of school (Pollard with Filer, 

1996; Pollard et al., 2000).  The work of Ko et al. (2013) and James et al. (2006) who 

placed relationships in a more central position within effectiveness research is also 

influential as is Wrigleyôs (2013) argument for greater focus on interaction in relation to 

understanding quality.  Coffield and Edward state that based on their research in the post-

compulsory teaching and learning sector that: óunequivocally [...] the relationship between 

tutor and student is, or should be, at the heart of the sectorô, (2009, p.373).  Such 

arguments collectively suggest that pupil/teacher interaction is a vital component of quality 

discussions and supports the development of research which places this among the focal 

points of quality investigations.    

  

Professional reflective practice and critical reflection 

Burbulesôs (2004) call for critical reflection speaks to other writings included in this 

review that have called for or highlighted either the need for more reflective practice or 

included this as one descriptive element of quality.  In research work that I conducted for 

NFER in the mid-2000s I worked with research-engaged schools.  These schools had 

embedded professional reflective practice, critical reflection and research activity in all 

aspects of school.  As referenced in the opening chapter (p.13-14) the research-engaged 

school is one which places research activity óat the heart of the school, its outlook, systems 

and activityô (Handscomb and MacBeath, 2003). 
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Handscomb and MacBeathôs early work stated that a research-engaged school had four 

main features: a research orientation; research-rich pedagogy; research communities and 

research at the heart of school policy and practice (taken from Sharp, 2005).  The idea was 

built upon Stenhouseôs definition of research as ósystematic inquiry, made publicô 

(Stenhouse, 1980, p.1).  The work I was involved in coincided with the requirement that 

schools complete a Self Evaluation Form (commonly known as a SEF) for Ofsted 

(Plowright, 2007).  The idea advocated by NFER was that research activity conducted 

within and by school communities would provide a sound evidential basis that could 

support the SEF and a robust foundation upon which to base school improvement activity 

(Sharp et al., 2005).  The 15 schools that took part in that first project made a direct 

connection between engaging with research in a pan-school way and quality stating that 

their reason for doing this was to óimprove the quality of teaching and learningô, (ibid. p.4).  

In the five main outputs from this work it is evident that the benefits were twofold (Sharp 

et al., 2005; Sharp et al., 2006a; Sharp et al. (2006b; Eames, et al., 2006; Sanders et al., 

2006)7.  First, schools learnt about the particular topic they had chosen to investigate and 

secondly (and more importantly to this study), their research-engagement had changed the 

roles and relationships within the school.  As research and evidence had become a 

fundamental mechanism in the business of school improvement it had required them to 

engage with each other and their collective mission in a thoughtful, structured and 

objective way. 

 

The idea that features of reflective practice are an important part of conceptualisations of 

quality has already been discussed.  Dhalberg and ¡s®nôs (1994) associative goal model 

(first featured on p.35) shares similarities with the philosophy of the research-engaged 

school, particularly in the description of the óplazaô as a place for reflective dialogue and 

practice, a vision of documentation as a means of sharing reflections and the importance of 

meaningful pupil voice and participation. 

 

This idea of pupil voice was echoed also in the work of Pollard (1985) and Bibby (2009) as 

an important aspect of both the research-engaged approach and a weak spot in the 

prevailing, dominant conceptualisations of quality presented in Part 1.  In the final chapter 

of their book, Moss and Pence argue that approaches and processes that dominate the 

                                                 
7 All of which I authored or co-authored under my maiden name óEamesô. 
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defining of quality have been exclusionary either in whose opinion counts or what aspects 

of quality are valued (1994).  They pose an alternative framework which they call the 

inclusionary approach.  This is characterised by wide participation in the process of 

definition, representation of many voices, recognition of the importance of and wide 

variety of values beliefs and interests.  They argue that in order to create this inclusionary 

approach it is necessary to develop cultures, practices and systems of research and 

evaluation that support it.  Those who dictate how quality is defined (researchers, policy 

makers and official bodies for example) need to stop imposing their own models of quality 

on research and evaluation and start to  search for óperspectivesô ï a move away from 

universals and towards a respect for ócultural, environmental and social diversityô (p.177).   

 

In terms of exploring the concept of quality these ideas point towards a research 

methodology that is compatible with multiple perspectives, multiple voices and accepting 

of different frameworks for understanding quality ï one that is not predetermined 

exclusively by the dominant and accepted wisdom. 

 

Quest and question 

Drawing on the work of Bodrobva and Leong (2005), Moss (2005), Tobin (2005; 2007) 

and New (2005) comes a questioning of the very approach that is taken to addressing 

quality, one which requires a radically different way of thinking about the concept.  Like 

Burbules (2004) (see p.54), New (2005) accepts an alternative approach to conceptualising 

quality.  For New, quality should be an óongoing quest and questionô, an idea echoed in the 

writings of Leonardo who stated that one of the aspects of quality in education agreed upon 

by some scholars who had contributed to a special issue journal on the topic was that 

óquality education [was] as much a search as it was a goalô, (Leonardo, 2004).  For 

Burbules a similar idea was expressed in his description of an anti-teleological approach 

(2004).  The phrase óquest and questionô was central to Newôs article representing the need 

for the concept of quality to demand immediate and constant work on the part of those 

involved (everyone from academics and policy makers, through to teachers, school staff, 

students and parents).  Everyone in the system must tackle difficult and testing questions 

like the purpose and aims of education, politics and the like.  All must change their 

approach to questioning what quality is and stop doing objective, removed research 

followed by the implementation of changes.  Instead what a quest and question approach 
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requires is the need to combine educating and researching with strategies for improvement 

in a continuous process of questioning and goal setting.  Her ideas place teachers and 

educators at the heart of conceptualising quality ï they are the ones that drive the quest and 

questioning by asking: óAre we doing the best we can?ô.   

 

Newôs ideas are both interesting and important because they offer an alternative approach 

to defining quality that circumvents some of the restrictions and challenges that have been 

described in this chapter.  More specifically, it does not limit how quality can be 

understood because it is a definition based on action rather than description.   

 

In addition to this, and as briefly introduced in the opening chapter, the ideas put forward 

by New suggest to me similarities between the quest and question approach and the 

research-engaged schoolôs philosophical foundations.  Having worked with several 

research-engaged schools I suspect a similarity in the behaviour and attitudes of teachers 

and staff in these schools and Newôs description of a óquest and questionô approach to 

defining quality (2005).  Elements of her thinking which are particularly influential here 

include her issue with interpretations of quality that óinhibit critical thinking about 

alternative possibilitiesô, (2005, p.446); her belief that learning is a socially constructed 

activity (ibid.; Mallory and New, 1994); her interest in the differing forms that quality can 

take in different contexts; and her recommendation that quality is underpinned by 

ósustain[ed] critically reflective practiceô and ócollaborative enquiryô, (New, 2005, p.447). 

Her interpretation of quality she says: óassign[s] value to its role as a heuristic for insuring 

the ongoing and active engagement of citizensô, (ibid. p.448).  Much of this I have seen 

reflected in the actions of those within research-engaged schools.  The similarity I see 

between Newôs suggestion and the intention of research-engaged schools raises questions 

as to whether and how quality is conceptualised differently by those within these school 

communities.  I am interested in examining in a more critical way whether these schools do 

approach the concept of quality in a different way, and if so, how? If they do, what 

challenge to quality does this present? These questions are included as one of a number of 

research intentions that have guided my work. 
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2.4 Part 3: Conceptual frameworks 
This final part of the literature review synthesises the various elements creating two 

separate and distinct conceptual frameworks.  Both are central to the development of the 

thesis and underpin the empirical work, subsequent analysis and interpretation.  In Part 3 

these conceptual frameworks are explained alongside their application and influence over 

the work. 

 

2.4.1 The dominant conceptual framework  
This conceptual frame work is based on the idea that quality is definable; in this way it 

reflects what Burbules described as teleological and weak-teleological explanations of 

approaches to conceptualising quality (2004) (see p.54).  There are four central branches 

that reflect, in a crude form, the presentation of literature in Part1. 

 

Figure 1: Four branches of the dominant framework 

 
 

 

Each of these is explained in more detail in Figures 2 to 5 and the accompanying text. 

I group together these four elements because they are commonly associated with quality ï 

despite that I think there is still a hierarchy evident among the four branches with business 

influence at the top followed by values, levels and responsibility respectively.  This is 
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suggested by a combination of factors including the level of attention they receive in the 

literature, the reach of their influence and their representation in official discourses (such 

as that of government and official government bodies such as Ofsted). 

 

Figure 2: Business influences 

 
 

The business influence is entirely outcome focused and mainly evidenced in quantifiable 

ways.  In other words, quality is defined and measured by the educational outcome ï for 

example, pupils test scores and/or the proportion of pupil test scores above a certain 

threshold deemed appropriate as a quality indicator.  It values uniformity and provision of 

consistency for large numbers.  
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Figure 3: Values (aims, purpose, goals)

 

 

The values branch reflects the reasons for providing education ï these were categorised in 

Part 1 as individual, sociological and market oriented in their intentions.  Factors such as 

independence, economic participation, democratic membership, knowledge gain, moral 

character, social cohesion, system-level economic health and global market access were 

linked with such aims and purposes.  Some of these elements also dovetail with the 

business influence branch. 

 

Tensions and difficulties are also implicitly represented.  For example, debate and 

disagreement about good aims are implied as are questions about who has the right to 

decide and whose opinions are more worthy, better and deserving of greater privilege. 

 

The values branch is still outcome focused and concerned with demonstrable results that 

are intended effects of the education system.  For example knowledge gain, independence, 

morality and democratic behaviours are considered as a consequence indicative of quality 

education.  Perhaps, however, the emphasis in the values category is not so 

paradigmatically quantitative in nature.  
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Figure 4: Levels of quality 

 
 

The levels branch largely reflects the desire to conceive quality in terms that can be 

monitored and measured in quantifiable ways, with a strong influence from the world of 

business ï again reflecting the dominance of that branch. Quality is typically defined by 

criteria, standards laid out in a way that reflect the desire to achieve aspects of consistency 

and uniformity.  Elements of a less definable nature are also present too, causing more 

problems than they solve but reflecting a philosophical and semantic complexity.  Issues 

not shown include multiplicity, conflict and equity.  Again, those aspects which can be 

measured and quantified are privileged by the need to do so.  Those aspects which are 

harder to measure and impossible to quantify are marginalised. 
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Figure 5: Responsibility for quality 

 
 

 

Responsibility for quality reflects the role of many (but not all) the stakeholders in the 

system shared mainly between official regulators and school leaders.  However,   schools, 

teachers and pupils are also represented as both the solution and the problem and are given 

a responsibility for creating the conditions for quality at a more grass roots level.  Again 

the emphasis is predominantly outcomes focused and measured in quantifiable ways. 

 

Questions about the validity of judgments, criteria and performance indicators abound but 

are implicit.  What the diagram does not show is that this is not static ï there is 

considerable movement created by political direction, fashion and rhetoric which impacts 

on accountability regimes, and the discourse surrounding schools, teacher and pupils. 

 

2.4.2 The alternative framework 
The second conceptual framework is reflective of two central ideas: firstly the approach to 

defining quality captured in Burbulesôs (2004) anti-teleological view point and secondly 

Newôs quest and question approach (2005).  It is also a reaction to the discussion presented 
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in Parts 1 and 2 which suggested that there are weaknesses in current definitions and 

approaches to understanding quality as a concept.  These include: 

 

 the in-school perspectives on what quality means 
 definitions of quality based on pupil/teacher interaction 
 alternative approaches to defining the concept 

 

Figure 6: Pillars of the alternative framework 

 

 

 
 

This alternative model for defining or approaching quality is evident within the literature 

but has not received wide recognition within the mainstream.   It may offer a more 

dynamic conceptualisation or understanding of quality that rejects the established norms of 

inputs, outputs and processes that have long been part of the dominant model.  It also 

offers a potentially highly pragmatic approach, as opposed to the rather theoretical, 

business or politically driven models that are described in the dominant model.  This is 

because of the reliance on action rather than description, the focus on the classroom as the 

site where quality is acted out and the spotlight clearly on the teacher/learner relationship. 
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This model recognises the suggestions that teaching and learning is a social activity guided 

and influenced in fundamental ways by the relationship, interaction and pedagogical 

activity that takes place within classrooms between pupil and teachers.  This has been 

given little consideration in the prevailing approach to defining quality. The model also 

accepts that learning takes place within these social settings and may be influenced by 

them. 

 

The activity is more central to understanding quality than the outcomes ï although this 

focus does not necessarily mean that more quantifiable outcomes are totally sidelined; both 

could co-exist. The aims considered are likely to be quite different encompassing elements 

such as ongoing critical reflection about quality for example. 

 

The model is also accepting of unintentional consequences ï these are typically not of 

interest in the prevailing model because they are not within the scope of monitoring 

activity.  Within this alternative framework they are explicitly part of the ongoing 

reflective work. 

 

2.4.3 The role of these conceptual frameworks in this thesis  
Both these conceptual frameworks are used to structure the design of empirical work, 

analysis and comparison of data.   

 

The dominant and alternative conceptual frameworks both play an integral role in shaping 

the aims and intentions of this research and in the development of compatible 

methodological and theoretical frameworks (which are described in the next chapter).  

Their value is both in what they do recognise and reflect as important aspects of quality as 

well as what they hide or ignore.  

 

The dominant conceptual framework plays an important role in the design of research 

instruments.  A set of methods are used heavily inspired by this framework, these are 

employed to collect the views of a range of stakeholders in primary schools investigating 

what they think quality means.   
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The alternative conceptual framework has influenced the research intention to explore 

quality in interaction between pupils and teachers, the research intention to explore quality 

as it may (or may not) be applied in research-engaged schools.  It also structures the 

methods used to do these two things which in the latter case involve it being used as a 

comparative framework to address issues of difference between the conceptualisations of 

quality provided from within non-research-engaged and research-engaged schools.  

 

A comment on the quest and question approach 

There are a number of areas where a quest and question approach to defining quality would 

be expected to differ from the dominant framework.  One aspect of the analysis of 

empirical work is the exploration of research-engaged schools as sites where such an 

approach may already be in operation.  The same research methods have been applied to 

all the schools that took part but one component of the analysis was a comparison between 

those schools that were research-engaged with those that were not.   The next chapter 

introduces and explains this element of the thesis.  In anticipation of this discussion and 

later presentation of findings in Chapter 4, an analytical framework is set out below 

describing the areas where differences might occur.  Elements where conflict might occur 

include:  

 

 epistemological or philosophical clashes between questions strongly associated 
with the dominant conceptual framework because participant views are more 
aligned to the alternative framework ï a quest and question approach is less 
tangible; quality cannot be defined because it is not a thing; the quest is quality and 
everything is questioned; quality is not the output but the process; the focus is on 
the quest and the questioning that guides the quest.  
  

 an unconventional view of aims and purpose in education ï outcome focused aims 
are not the priority of a quest and question approach; the outcome is not the quest, 
rather the quest is quality (doing the best that can be done) and the question is how 
to achieve that.  There may be greater emphasis placed on the experiential aspects 
of education and schooling. 
 

 a broader view of knowledge and the content of learning ï compared to the narrow 
view espoused by the current accepted wisdom/rhetoric. This may involve greater 
breadth in content of learning and perhaps less emphasis on measurable outputs 
such as student attainment or quantitative measures of pupilôs achievement. 
 

 more outward looking approach to defining quality and greater engagement in 
philosophical critique of what quality means.  A quest and question approach 
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implies a need to address directly what quality means which in turn suggests 
engagement with an underlying framework that supports understanding quality in a 
way that is not fixed, tangible or accepted. Newôs ideas encapsulate a high level of 
uncertainty that is not the case in the more dominant approach. 
 

 teacher as learner is also implied by Newôs quest and question approach ï her ideas 
portray the professional as not in possession of the answer but instead as the seeker, 
a learner alongside the pupil. 
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2.5 Towards methodology and design 
This chapter has criticised much of the literature on quality as narrowing or limiting and 

synthesised this into a conceptual framework that encapsulates the dominant views.  The 

framework describes a definition of quality consisting of four branches - levels, business 

influences, values and responsibility.  In response to this I have also emphasised and 

brought together a number of ideas to create an alternative conceptual framework which 

can challenge the dominant framework.     

 
Both frameworks play an important role in the development of the thesis underpinning the 

theoretical and methodological influences, the development of a method for empirical 

work; inspiring the research tools and approaches used to gather and analyse data and used 

finally to reflect upon the findings of this thesis. 

 
The next chapter explains the research intentions, methodological and theoretical 

frameworks and gives details about the methods employed in the empirical work as well as 

the approach to analysis taken. 
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Chapter 3 Ā Methodology and research design  

3.1 Introduction and aims 
Chapter 2 made the case that quality is a complex concept dominated by definitions that 

narrow and limit its meaning.  It arrived at two different conceptual frameworks and, as 

stated at the end of the preceding chapter, both these frameworks are used throughout the 

thesis. The literature review has also provided evidence of weaknesses in the knowledge 

base ï these include: 1) the in-school perspectives on what quality means; 2) definitions of 

quality based on pupil/teacher interaction; and 3) alternative approaches to defining the 

concept (revealing opportunity for development of current knowledge and opportunity for 

new research).  These three points indicate areas where research could further enhance 

understanding of the term in relation to primary education. This chapter builds on the 

conceptual frameworks summarised at the end of Chapter 2.  Before elaborating on this it 

is useful to revisit my research intentions:  

 

 To challenge how the concept of quality is defined and understood in relation to 
primary education in England by: 
 

o exploring the way that the concept of quality has been understood and 
defined in text (the academic literature) 

o exploring with staff and pupils in schools how they understand the concept 
of quality in primary education (talk)  by collating participant views on 
quality using two conceptual frameworks derived from a synthesis of the 
literature  

o observing and interpreting the interactions and enactments of a subset of 
participants in four English primary schools (interaction)  

o critically considering a connection I think may exist between the work of 
research-engaged schools and  an alternative approach to defining quality 
that has been proposed but ignored in the literature (that written about by 
New (2005) and Burbules (2004)).  

 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to connect what has been discussed in the literature review to 

the empirical data collection phases by explaining first the theoretical framework, 

discussing how that shapes the methodological scaffold and subsequently the methods of 

data collection and analysis.   
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3.2 Theoretical framework   
In this section I explain the paradigmatic, theoretical and methodological position of the 

research, making clear the underlying influences and clarifying the theoretical frameworks 

that inform the research design as well as setting out the studyôs theoretical positioning. In 

so doing it provides a theoretical platform from which to build research design and method 

in three ways: 

 
 explaining the theoretical underpinnings that underlie the way in which I approach 

the data collection  
 providing a framework to interpret the relationship between the words and actions 

of the research participants (ontologically and epistemologically this is key because 
of the intention to explore quality through the interaction of teachers and pupils and 
include comment on definitions of quality from this viewpoint amongst those 
generated solely from the words of participants)  

 providing a theoretical framework in which to interrogate the concept of quality in 
primary education in England from the perspective of staff and pupils in schools 
(heads, governors, teachers and TAs as well as pupils aged four to 11). 

 
  
Four different, but largely compatible influences shape the ontological and epistemological 

foundations of the research; these are post-structuralism, social constructionism, 

interpretivism and discourse analysis.  In addition, a key theoretical and analytical (not 

pedagogical) idea in this thesis is that quality can be understood through talk, text and 

interaction (Silverman, 1993).  Structuralism and post-structuralism help to understand 

quality in a particular way ï structuralism introduces the idea that knowledge can be 

sought through an investigation based on the structures of a thing ï for example by 

investigating something through the language or the system that structures it (Kearney, 

1994, Gibson, 1984).  Applied to the concept of quality in primary education this could 

mean that an investigation of quality could be an exploration of the term  in these types of 

structures ï language (what people say) and/or the system that quality exists within (the 

structures of schools, classroom for example).  However, post-structuralism perhaps offers 

even greater potential for this topic given the multiplicity and complexity in the 

understandings that abound. It considers that a multiplicity of structures may offer the 

route to better understanding (Peters and Burbules, 2004), refuting the idea that there could 

be a ónormative positionô (Harris, 2001, p.337).  This reflects ideas from the literature 

review, in particular that quality can be understood in many different ways.  There are 
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definitions dominant in academia, in government, in HE, in Early Years that differ from 

each other (even if they also share some commonalities).  There are definitions that might 

be negotiated in schools and classrooms and in the education system that differ again from 

the definitions elsewhere (for example, teachers and pupils ï even though these are not 

well researched) and even in the unique relationships between each teacher and each pupil.  

It also ódoes not liquidate the subject; rather it inquires into where it comes from and how 

it functions ï it analyses its positionality, its discursive formations...ô, (Peters and Humes, 

2003,  p.111).  Post-structuralism therefore is the first element of the theoretical 

framework.   This relates to the final three research intentions (see p.75) which, in 

combination with the method (discussed in more detail in section 3.3) shows preference for 

the structures of staff  role (teacher, senior leader and TA), school, school type, classroom 

and relationship.  

 

Social constructionism is also influential.  It describes the world as socially constructed by 

the people within it, largely through language (Burr, 2003).  Combine this with post-

structuralism and ideas and words take on the ability to change their meaning over time, 

they are óin fluxô (ibid. p.55).  The world, rather than representing any truths or stable 

meanings, is a site of struggle and conflict, where power relations are acted out and 

contestedô through language, (ibid. p.55).  Based on analysis of the literature (presented in 

Chapter 2),  one characteristic of quality as a concept that needs to be included in any 

attempts to further develop, extend or challenge the way that it is understood must include 

acceptance of the ephemeral way that quality is perceived.  The concept of quality in 

education could be seen to be constructed within the education system by the people that 

work within it.  Combined with the post-structural influence this complicates the landscape 

in which quality is being defined suggesting that the concept is continually being re-

constructed through the ósocialô interactions of multiple actors, within multiple 

organisations, at multiple levels within the education system.  To explain the interpretation 

of ósocialô further I refer back to the words of Silverman (1993), that it is what is said, 

written and done that creates the meaning of quality.  Oldfather et al. (1999) take this one 

stage further by stating that: óWe are not just socially constructing meaning; we are 

socially constructing particular meanings in particular times and places.  Within particular 

socio-political contextsô, (ibid.).   This suggests the possibility of the social generation of 

different meanings and the idea of different contexts and different times resulting in 
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different meanings.  This links very strongly with the notion of multiplicity discussed in 

the previous paragraph further supporting the paradigmatic scaffold of post-structuralism.   

 

Whilst post-structuralism and social constructionism provide a solid basis from which to 

start to build a research design, interpretivism or an interpretivist philosophy is 

paradigmatically important in the theoretical framework.  Post-structuralism and social 

constructionism suggest and support the need to look for multiple definitions (or 

enactments) of quality within talk text and interaction, sought through social networks and 

represented in different forms (for example, spoken and textual) language.  Interpretivism 

states that the world can be understood through interpretation and that this is a legitimate 

method of explaining phenomena (Scott and Morrison, 2006).  Interpretive research is 

often closely associated with qualitative approaches and data open to qualitative 

examination.  Such data sources need to be suitable both in their relevance to the subject 

(sources that can offer insight into current understandings of quality) and their expertise in 

being able to represent the topic (sources that represent the discourse of óexpertsô on the 

topic) (Wetherell, et al., 2001).  Theoretical areas of weakness within existing knowledge 

have already been explored in this thesis.  For example the lack of in-school voices 

(leaders, teachers and children are of particular interest in this study) represented in debate 

about the meaning of quality as well as the absence of quality in interaction as sources of 

data used to interpret the meaning of quality.  Interpretivism therefore offers a theoretical 

approach that has two applications: firstly (and retrospectively) it has helped me 

understand the shortcomings of current definitions of the concept of quality and ultimately 

shaped the research intentions; and secondly, it has helped to inspire the research design 

and methods which I have adopted to offer an extended and an alternative approach to 

understanding. It can therefore offer both theoretical description and methodological 

direction, pointing towards a qualitative approach involving the collection of participant 

views for analysis and an analytical approach inspired partly by ideas of co-construction. 

  

Discourse Analysis is the fourth and final component of the theoretical framework and like 

interpretivism it offers both a theoretical and methodological support.  Discourse analysis 

is difficult to define clearly, partly because there are so many versions of it and partly 

because the words used to describe it require so much clarification and re-clarification.    

For example the word ódiscourseô itself can be used with different meanings within one 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

79 

 

text.  However, what descriptions of discourse analysis share, at least to some degree, is 

the idea that discourse both shapes and is shaped by action ï it creates and is created by the 

situation in which is exists (Gee, 1999; 2005; Thomas and Loxley, 2005, Jaworski and 

Coupland, 1999, Wetherell, Taylor and Yates, 2001, Gibson, 1984, Grice, 1999) and is 

therefore aligned with ideas from social constructionism.  Theoretically this suggests that 

quality can be defined within different groups, between groups of people through their talk 

and also through their actions and interactions.  Methodologically, this supports the 

examination of talk, text and interaction ï this idea is described in more detail in the 

following section which sets out the methodological framework. 
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3.3 Towards a methodological framework 

3.3.1 Explaining the problem 
Using inspiration taken from discourse theory and analysis that suggests language and the 

places and relationships in which it is used may define quality (and may offer a 

understanding or multiple understandings of quality through links to the examination of 

words, speech, text, concepts and meaning) helps to frame and understand the problem 

which lies at the heart of the thesis. The rationale in this case is that quality and the way it 

is talked or written about in education may cause practical problems in the lived 

experiences of pupils and teachers in primary schools.  More specifically, this may have 

implications for the way in which teachers and pupils think about, interpret and enact their 

roles and the way in which teachers and pupils relate to each other in the learning/teaching 

relationship.  Discourse theory and discourse analysis are underpinned by the assertion that 

words and actions are directly linked (Thomas and Loxley, 2005, Jaworski and Coupland, 

1999, Wetherell, Taylor and Yates, 2001, Grice, 1999), therefore they can provide a bridge 

between meanings and connotations and the actual lived or experienced world of the 

primary school.  So in the first instance, discourse is used as a theoretical lens which 

bridges the gap between two worlds (theoretical and experiential) serving to explain how 

words, speech, text and action are related and created.  

 

In the second instance, and requiring a different interpretation of discourse (the discourse 

belonging to a group) it is possible to borrow a framework for debating meaning and 

interpretation of a concept within groups, texts, or periods of history for example (Maybin, 

2001, Hall, 2001). This interpretation of discourse suggests a methodology seeking to 

identify, isolate and analyse existing threads of the interpretation of quality in relation to 

primary education.  In looking for such discourses the methodological approach steers the 

research towards investigating missing (or unheard) discourses as well as seeking 

comparisons between discourses.  The work of Pearce and MacClure (2009) is relevant 

here as they wrote on the topic of what is missing from what is said and done as equally 

important as that which is said and done: ó[...] referring to the secret as absence rather than 

presence and in so doing are seeking to privilege the unsaid over the said (Pearce and 

MacLure, 2009, p. 250). 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

81 

 

3.3.2 Setting out a foundation upon which to build method 
Returning to Silvermanôs (1993) ótalk, text and interactionô, the theoretical influences 

discussed so far become suggestive of ways and sites within which to explore quality. 

Methodologically I have selected certain methods of data collection and approaches to 

analysis based on their ontological and epistemological sympathy with the theoretical 

framework described earlier:  

 

 Talk can be captured through interviews with those constructing the meaning of quality 
in schools and classrooms.  The questions that talk can address are: what do people say 
quality means? Do different groups of people give the same account?  What are the 
similarities and differences between these definitions?  What can we learn about how 
quality is understood by investigating quality in talk?  Does talk differ in different 
types of schools (research-engaged schools versus non research-engaged schools for 
example), and if so, how? (This connects in particular to first of the three weaknesses 
identified through the literature that in-school voices are underrepresented in research 
on quality (see p.69/70). 
 

 Text is two things: 1) the transcriptions of talk but also 2) the analysis of literature. The 
texts are therefore used to frame the problem and offer contextualisation to the 
findings.  They assist in positioning the understanding gained from investigating talk. 
(The literature review for example, was an analysis of text that led to two conceptual 
frameworks.  

  

 My choice to focus on interaction is the most unusual of the three approaches proposed 
here and is the most crucial of the three in this study.  I position learners and teachers at 
the heart of challenging understandings of quality.  The interaction that takes place 
between the two is the site in which quality is enacted and understood and this is 
currently missing.  Investigating quality in the interaction between teachers and pupils 
means exploring the way quality is enacted through observation.  Observation is a good 
technique to use for this purpose, Gillham talks about the strengths of observation as a 
research technique allowing the research to analyse not what people say but what they 
do (2008). In this case I am interested in teacher and pupil behaviours, their words, 
their relationships, the things they prioritise, the things they respond to and the things 
they ignore and the level and type of interaction (or lack of) between them.   

 

The importance of pupil voice 

I use the term ópupil voiceô carefully here due to its suggested connections to other 

terminology such as human rights and democratic participation (Moran and Murphy, 2011) 

but key to the use of ótalkô, ótextô and óinteractionô is the participation of children and the 
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use of pupil voice. This is partly to redress the balance - in earlier chapters I have 

suggested that pupils represent a fundamental discourse in schools as yet unheard.  In 

addition to this the alternative conceptual framework places them at the heart of 

challenging how quality can be understood, linked by the integral relationship they have 

with teachers The work of other scholars supports inclusion of pupil voice as a method 

suggesting that it can bring óbetter, more meaningfulô understanding about a topic (Lewis 

and Porter, 2007, p.222), and ógreater validityô to data and findings, (ibid. p.222).  Pupil 

voice is therefore an important part of the methodological approach and influences the 

research design, methods and analysis. 

 

3.3.3 Approach to analysis 
Based upon the theoretical framework described above my approach to analysis has been 

one in which the voices of the participants and the voice of the researcher have been 

included ï I am researcher and participant capturing and interpreting data. 

 

I did not wish to be the only interpreter however; instead I wanted to remain faithful to the 

social constructivist influences and with that in mind chose to develop the analytical 

methods in such a way as to involve participants.  In analysing the talk I developed coding 

frames from the transcripts themselves rather than prescribing a frame in advance.  The 

intention was to allow the participantsô voice in the analysis.  The idea of conducting 

analysis in such a way as to be dictated by participant voices is discussed by Gough and 

Scott (2000) who describe the way the coding frames óemergeô (p.341) from the data 

(although it is worth noting that some level of prescription existed in the data collection as 

the interview and observation schedules were in part prescribed prior to the data collection 

phases of the study).  The observation also enabled participants to be involved in the first 

level analysis (through a post observation interview where the initial impressions and 

analysis were discussed), an important facet of the methods as will be explained later in 

this chapter. Also the researcher was a contributor of data through such means as 

researcher notes included in the analysis of the case studies.  

 

Some criticisms of the qualitative, interpretivist óstyleô have been suggested, in particular 

that it lacks consistent rules and regulations resulting in issues of unreliability and its 

subjective nature can be seen as weakness rather than strength  (Nudzor, 2009).  In this 
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study a number of mitigating actions were taken in the design of the data collection and 

analysis to build in a level of co-analysis (as described above) between researcher and 

participants.  These are described in greater detail in section 3.6. 

 
 

3.3.4 The connection from conceptual frameworks to research tools 
The figure below shows the connections that hold the thesis together and track the 

coherence between conceptual frameworks and the literature all the way through to the 

research instruments used for data collection. 

 

The two conceptual frameworks inspired in part the theoretical and methodological 

approach adopted (explained in 3.2 and 3.3).  The next sections explain and make clear the 

connections from there into the methods (research design, tools and approach to analysis ï 

described in 3.4 and 3.6) and the interview and observation schedules used (described in 

section 3.4.3 and 3.4.4 and included in Appendices A4, A5, A8 and A9). 

 

Figure 7: Connection between theory and design 
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3.3.5 The theoretical placement and intended contribution to knowledge 

The theoretical placement of this thesis 

This study considers a topic of relevance and importance to a range of areas within 

education including leadership, policy, pedagogy and teaching and learning.  Greater 

understanding of the concept of quality in primary education could inform practice in 

school contexts, support further research and provide a platform from which school leaders 

and practitioners can challenge and advance their own context, experience and practice 

with greater clarity.  

  

The theoretical placement of my approach 

My theoretical contribution can be characterised, in the words of Edmondson and 

McManus (2007) as ónascentô (p.1160).   Such research is characterised by open-ended 

enquiry, the collection of qualitative data to be interpreted for meaning, using observation, 

interviews and collecting documents, looking for patterns, thematic content analysis and 

trying to build elements of theory for further testing/investigation (Edmondson and 

McManus, 2007).   

 

This thesis seeks to contribute new knowledge by: 

 revealing weaknesses or gaps in the current understandings and  offer something to 
fill these areas 

 reawakening interest in less prevalent ways of investigating or understanding the 
concept of quality 

 experimenting with investigating quality through interaction in particular and to 
start the development of language that those in schools can use to talk about quality  

 suggesting where further research or thought is needed to continue to develop 
broader, deeper and pragmatic understandings about quality. 
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3.4 Methods 
Building on the idea of talk, text and interaction, the remainder of this chapter is concerned 

with describing the methods which are closely aligned with the research intentions, and 

theoretical and methodological frameworks.  

 

3.4.1 Phases of the research 
The research can be broken down into two phases, each addressing particular research 

intentions and adopting its own methods.  The aim of Phase 1 was primarily to explore 

how pupils, teachers, headteachers and governors within four primary (including two 

research-engaged) schools in England defined the concept of óqualityô captured through 

semi-structured interviews.  The aim of Phase 2 was to explore the way that quality is 

enacted and defined by the interactions between teachers and pupils in primary school 

classrooms captured through four exploratory case studies that utilised observations, semi-

structured interviews and a researcher notes.  A second intention of both phases was to 

compare research and non-research-engaged schools, this is discussed in the analysis 

section, 3.6 later.  The activity, methods and analysis employed in each of these phases 

will be covered in more detail in subsequent sections of this chapter.  In summary the 

phases of the research were as follows: 

 
 exploring how those within schools define quality (Phase 1): 

o semi-structured interviews with 45 headteachers/teachers/teaching assistants 
and governors and 97 primary school pupils 

 

 exploring how quality is defined through interaction (and enactments) between teachers 

and pupils (Phase 2): 

o four case studies consisting of two days observation, pre- and post-observation 
semi-structured interviews with teachers and pupils, and notes kept by the 
investigator. 

 

3.4.2 The participating schools 

The schools 

A total of eight schools were invited to take part.  The sampling could best be described as 

purposive.  Most of these schools were chosen and invited to take part because they were 
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known to me either through proximity to where I live or through previous work. One was 

found through the NFER website which listed schools that had been awarded the Research 

Mark.  Of the eight invited schools, five schools volunteered to take part ï four took part in 

all aspects of the research and one participated as a site for piloting research instruments.  

The four fully-participating schools represented a range in terms of size, location, 

rural/urban, as well as having a range of Ofsted ratings8 (here judged in terms of the most 

recently published Ofsted reports). Two schools were also research-engaged schools (one 

had official status as a Research-Engaged school and another I had worked with before on 

research projects exploring the impact of research-engagement ï although this school had 

chosen not to apply for the Research-Engaged award it had continued to place research 

activity at the heart of its school improvement philosophy). The inclusion of two research-

engaged schools allowed for comparison of data and exploration of the fourth research 

intention. 

 

School one was a primary school catering for age 4-11.  Although there had been a school 

on the site for some years, it had only been operating under its current name for five years. 

Serving a challenged and underprivileged urban catchment area the school had experienced 

difficulties throughout its history.  In the year the fieldwork was completed the school 

successfully achieved a ógoodô rating from Ofsted having spent the previous two years in 

óspecial measuresô.  The school had an executive headteacher who was shared with another 

local primary school that was judged to be óoutstandingô.  This created a successful 

partnership and many shared activities, resources and staffing.  The school did not have 

research-engaged status and there were 202 children on roll. The headteacher was 

confident that she understood what quality was but wanted to encourage her staff to think 

more deeply about this.  She hoped their involvement would encourage better awareness, 

understanding and more discussion about quality and subsequently such a cultural change. 

  

School two was an infant and nursery school catering for age 3-7.  It had 359 pupils on roll 

and was set within an urban area which historically served a catchment area encompassing 

an interesting mix of both deprivation and affluence as well as a mixed ethnic 

demographic.  Approximately half the pupils had English as an Additional Language 

(EAL).  The school has been certified by Ofsted as óoutstandingô for a number of years and 

                                                 
8 The Ofsted reports are not referenced here to protect the anonymity of the schools. 
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it has been involved in research since 2005 when it was one of a number of schools that 

took part in a national project focused on the impact of research-engagement. This school 

was treated as a research-engaged school for this reason despite having not been awarded 

the Research Mark offered by NFER and partners.  The headteacher wanted to be involved 

to continue to demonstrate the importance of engaging with research activity. 

 

School three was a primary school catering for ages 4-11 with 129 pupils on roll.  This 

school was based in a small rural village.  It was placed into óspecial measuresô at the end 

of the academic year 2009/10 after which it formed a partnership with a local secondary 

school, taking on one of the secondary schoolôs deputy headteachers as the associate 

headteacher.  In March 2011 it achieved a ógoodô Ofsted grading, continued to improve 

quickly, achieving óoutstandingô in June 2013.  The school was not research-engaged ï 

they did not have an embedded relationship with research evidence or activity.   The 

headteacher reported the staff had been debating the meaning of quality as a result of their 

frequent Ofsted inspection visits.  They were keen to have óan outsiderô offer a view on 

their interpretation so they could consider the progress they had made as well as their 

future direction.  They intended to use the findings to stimulate a debate about what they 

wanted to achieve. 

 

School four was an infant school catering for age 3-7 year olds.  It had 329 pupils on roll 

and was judged to be outstanding at its last Ofsted inspection.  It catered for a 

predominantly middle class catchment area in an urban setting.  In the last few years the 

school had experienced some fairly large changes moving from being a first school feeding 

a local middle school to an infant school in partnership with the school it formally fed, now 

a junior school.  It did have research-engaged status and had formally been awarded the 

Research Mark offered by NFER and partners.  The deputy head was keen to be involved 

and saw this as an extension of their engagement with a wider educational community. 

 

School five assisted by piloting the research instruments.  It was a rural primary school in 

an affluent area and had under-average numbers of pupils with EAL and FSM entitlement. 

This school was invited to take part in the study but declined due to a new shared deputy 

appointment and a number of teachers having only recently started.  Despite their 

reluctance to get fully involved the head teacher was very interested and agreed to assist in 
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the piloting of materials. Members of the student council and a group of teachers piloted 

interview schedules and helped with the development of observation schedules. The 

headteacher of this school was relatively new in post and thought that a smaller role would 

be more acceptable to the staff than full involvement. 

 

Limitation of the sample of schools 

While bearing in mind the importance of selecting schools appropriate to addressing the 

research intentions of this study, it is worth, at this point, making explicit the non-

representative nature of the participating schools.  This places limitations on my ability to 

generalise widely from the findings of this study.  In addition, it is important to reflect on 

the potential problems inherent in the sample selection.  Two of the four schools were 

infant schools catering for young pupils (aged 4-7, FS, Year 1 and Year 2 only).  This 

affects the proportion of children represented in the study (see p.90 for details of the total 

number of participants in each year group) and this in turn may impact on the findings, 

potentially privileging the voices of the younger participants. The approach to analysis has 

attempted to mitigate this to some degree by separating out the age groups as well as 

dealing with pupils as one apparently homogenous group.  As well as potential problems 

arising from a disproportionate number of teachers working with young learners there are 

also possibilities that such teachers have constructed their views of quality based on 

experiences and knowledge formed from working with older learners.   

 

Despite these limitations and the potential impact of the achieved sample of schools and 

pupils, the inclusion of four schools only enables the generation of rich and óthickô data 

which offers potentially valuable and interesting viewpoints (Blaikie, 2010). Such data has 

the potential to address some of the difficulties associated with the concept of quality in 

education and challenge the way that quality is defined.   

 

The participants 

All staff, pupils and governors within the four schools were invited to take part in the study 

ï invitations (see Appendix A1), information sheets (see Appendix A2 and A6) and 

consent forms (see Appendix A3 and A7) were issued to all teaching staff, support staff 

and governors as well as sent home to all pupils (and their parents).  The decision to invite 
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participants to opt in (as opposed to selecting individuals) was a conscious one taken to 

encourage a greater sense of participation in the study.  This was important because in 

order to be successful this study needed to capture a depth of opinion and views.  The 

particular advantages of working with participants in research (as opposed to respondents) 

are covered in greater detail in the section on ethical considerations.  

 

Limitations of the opting-in approach 

There were consequences of the opting-in approach within schools and even though I 

believe the approach was not detrimental to the research these are worthy of consideration.  

The requirements of ethical appropriateness contributed to the decision to use such a 

strategy for recruiting participants and highlighted the unsuitability of a researcher-

controlled method of doing so.  The collaboratively interpretive nature of the thesis 

benefits from having willing, opinionated and vocal participants.  This added to the óthickô 

data previously mentioned. However, there is a need to bear in mind throughout analysis 

and reporting the associated limitations that a self-selected sample may imply.   

 

3.4.3 Defining quality (Phase 1)   
The aims of phase one were to describe how primary schools and pupils, teachers, heads, 

and governors define the concept of quality.  The interim findings from this phase are 

presented in Chapter 5. 

  

A total of 144 participants from across the four primary schools took part in this phase.  Of 

these, 45 were adults working in the schools as senior leaders, governors, teachers or 

teaching assistants.  A total of 97 were pupils in Foundation Stage (FS) to Year 6.  Table 1, 

below, shows a more detailed breakdown.   
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Table 1: Research participants in Phase 1 

 School 1 School 2* School 3 School 4* TOTAL 

Senior leaders 2 2 2 1 7 

Governors 1 1 0 0 2 

Teachers 10 9 6 4 29 

TAs 4 0 3 0 7 

TOTAL 17 12 11 5 45 

FS pupils 0 8 2 9 19 

Year 1 pupils 6 2 2 15 25 

Year 2 pupils 4 12 3 10 29 

Year 3 pupils 4 / 3 / 7 

Year 4 pupils 4 / 3 / 7 

Year 5 pupils 4 / 1 / 5 

Year 6 pupils 3 / 2 / 5 

TOTAL 25 22 16 34 97 

No. of groups 

interviewed 
5 5 7 7 24 

Total number of individuals interviewed 144 

Total number of interviews completed 69 

*Indicates the school was óresearch-engagedô 

 

As shown in Table 1, there are many more pupils in FS, Year 1 and Year 2 than there are 

in Year 3 to 6.  This is partly a reflection of the school types and sizes.  Two of the four 

schools (schools 2 and 4) as well as being the research-engaged schools, were infant 

schools catering for FS to Year 2 pupils only and both these schools were larger than the 

two primary schools.  The result of this was that there were far greater numbers of pupils in 

FS, Year 1 and Year 2 available to take part which, as discussed on p.88, may impact on 

the findings. 

 

Method 

The first phase of data collection used semi-structured interviews and observations. This 

phase took place in the autumn term of 2011.  
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Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews were used to garner the participantsô views.  This method was 

chosen because of the strengths it offered.  For example, semi-structured interviews are a 

good way to explore perceptions and opinion.  They are loosely controlled, providing 

enough uniformity of questioning to allow comparison across data but also allow 

opportunity to respond to participants comments.  This flexibility also allows interviews to 

be adapted easily for people in different roles.  This was important as it was common for 

individuals working within primary schools to have different roles and responsibilities and 

the specifics of this information are not generally available to the researcher prior to the 

interview.   

 

The most oft-cited weaknesses of the method are associated with validity and reliability, 

(Barriball and While, 1994).  In this study this weakness was mitigated by achieving a 

large enough sample to offer a greater degree of validity (particularly when analysing the 

responses of groups which was important in terms of identifying particular ódiscoursesô) 

and collecting data from multiple sources of data.  Interestingly, Barriball and While 

(1994) also suggest that interest and confidence in the project can be positively affected by 

using semi-structured interviews as it can encourage participants to take part.  Accessing 

greater numbers of participants has a positive effect on the study, enhancing the validity of 

the research.  The flexible structure, as well as the personal nature of a face-to-face 

interview allows the researcher and participant/s to talk about any barriers to participation 

that may prevent people from coming forward and offer solutions (ibid. p.330). 

Interestingly, this was apparent in the case of one of the schools that took part in this study 

ï one of the schools had recently experienced six Ofsted inspections over a two year period 

as a result of being placed in óspecial measuresô.  Despite this the school was keen to take 

part and the semi-structured nature of the questions was seen as positive attribute of the 

study  allowing teachers a level of confidence that they would be given the space to share 

their thoughts and not simply respond to the researcherôs questions.  Ultimately this 

approach encouraged the school to take part.   

 

The pilot 

All the research instruments used for interviews and observations were piloted in the fifth 

school the month before each research phase was undertaken.  All the pre-piloted research 
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instruments were submitted to the University Ethics Committee for review and given 

formal approval.  During the pilot a group of students and teachers were asked to try and 

answer the questions and also to comment on the questions and whether they were 

appropriate for the task.  All instruments were revised based on comments received and the 

notes made by the researcher during the pilot stage.  Revisions were mainly made to the 

ordering and phrasing of questions. The final research instruments are included in 

Appendix A4, A5 and A8 and A9. 

 

The interview schedules 

The interview schedules used for the staff and pupil interviews were similar.  Informed by 

the conceptual framework presented at the end of Chapter 2 they were divided into three 

sections.  First all participants were asked to define quality.  The phrasing of the questions 

was different for staff and pupils.  The pupils were asked a series of similar questions ï 

phrased differently but based upon the same framework ï to elicit a series of responses that 

collectively defined quality. For example, the staff were asked: óWhat does quality mean?ô, 

whereas pupils were asked: óWhat do you like about school? What would a perfect school 

be like?ô.  Although different questions were used for each group the intention was to 

arrive at a set of responses that could be analysed for their comment on how quality was 

understood by that participant or participant group (in the case of pupils).  Like was used as 

a synonym for quality broadly interpreting it as something good.  Perfect came from the 

levels branch of the dominant conceptual framework and was asked to give participants a 

chance to respond about something perhaps better than their current provision.  These 

questions were piloted, discussed with a group of pupils and revised prior to being used.  

On reflection, these questions did not provide comparable data because they were so 

different and this has made analysis difficult, this is discussed in greater detail in Chapters 

6 and 7. 

 

All participants were asked a series of questions to explore how they thought about other 

elements of both conceptual frameworks.  The second group of questions asked 

participants about what they thought constituted a ógoodô school, a ógoodô teacher and a 

ôgoodô pupil. The third section asked a series of questions that tried to unpick what 

participants thought quality meant in their school; what it meant to them; examples of 

things they thought represented quality in action; and for staff only anything that either 
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supported or challenged their ability to deliver what they believed was óqualityô in 

education.  The final section addressed values, influences and ideas about quality: where 

these came from and the things participantsô believed had created or shaped their ideas. 

(Full versions of the interview schedules used in Phase 1are included in Appendix A4 and 

A5.) 

  

Conduct of interviews 

The staff interviews were conducted one-to-one but pupils were interviewed in groups of 

up to six at a time.  A total of 45 individual interviews were conducted with school staff 

and a total of 24 group interviews were conducted with pupils.  All interviews were 

recorded and transcribed verbatim and notes were taken during the interview as well.   

 

The nature of interviewing children 

The planning for the group interviews was undertaken bearing in mind a number of 

practicalities, the ethical consideration of inclusion, the age of participants and conduct of 

interviews as well as the nature of the interview schedules. Access and gatekeeping (Shaw 

et al.2011) was managed by the school leader who had been given detailed information 

sheets and instructions to invite all pupils to take part.  Class teachers managed the handing 

out and collection of consent forms for parents.  Groups of pupils were constructed on a 

class basis (often more than one group per class to keep numbers within a recommended 

range of six to eight (ibid.)). 

 

All pupils in each school were invited to take part; all pupils that provided signed consent 

forms and who were present on the day of the interview were included.  In three cases 

teachers were reluctant to release one pupil from their group citing special educational 

needs (SEN) as a barrier for inclusion.  After discussion with the teacher and having 

established that this was suggested more for my benefit (two children displayed 

challenging behaviour) than for the childôs all did take part with consent and were able to 

participate fully.  In one case the child had a severe speech impediment and the TA who 

worked with him accompanied and supported him make his views understood.  
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To ensure pupils felt at ease and power issues between adult (me) and the pupils interfered 

as little as possible a number of steps were taken (Irwin and Johnson, 2005).  Interviews 

were conducted in a familiar location within the school ï quiet enough to provide privacy 

for the interview and to avoid noise interference with recordings but equally public enough 

to protect the safety of both pupils and researcher.  Typical sites included the school 

library, staff room (during lesson times) or additional learning spaces.  I introduced myself 

as Anna and carefully considered where I sat and how I behaved (McDonald and Willett, 

1990) so as not to emphasise the difference (adult/child) between us.  I also explained the 

purpose of my visit carefully and in considered language ï this was based upon the 

information sheet that had been developed for the universityôs ethical review process 

specifically for children aged four to 11.  In my introduction I emphasised that there were 

no right or wrong answers and in interview I responded with interest to all the answers I 

was given.  Teachers were not invited to come to pupil interviews.  In the few cases where 

I was asked if they should, I said it was not necessary for the purpose of the interview but I 

would have no objection if it was school policy.  No teachers came.  Finally, the decision 

to interview pupils in groups and not alone (as was the case in the adult interviews) was 

taken to   encourage discussion, offer solidarity and familiarity to children engaged in an 

unfamiliar activity and to limit the stress that taking part might expose them to (Lewis, 

1992).   

 

The semi structured nature of the interview allowed for a certain freedom and 

responsiveness to the situation (Irwin and Johnson, 2005).  Easy questions were asked first 

and the harder questions later (based on the piloting phase which established which 

questions participants thought were easier/harder). The language of the questions was 

considered carefully (McDonald and Willett, 1990.  I avoided using complex grammar and 

asking leading questions.  I gave all students an opportunity to contribute but did not press 

those members of the group that were reluctant to speak.   

 

3.4.4 Examining quality in interaction (Phase 2) 
The second phase explored quality in pupil/teacher interactions and involved four selected 

case studies.  The case study approach adopted is closest to Stakeôs description of 

collective case studies (1994, p. 237).  Stake wrote: óthey may be similar or dissimilar, 

redundancy and variety each having voice.  They are chosen because it is believed that 
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understanding them will lead to better understanding, perhaps theorizing, about a still 

larger collection of cases.ô (ibid. p.237).  Each case equated to a pupil and teacher.  The 

four cases were selected from the schools that took part in the previous phase.  The case 

study methods were focused on capturing the actions and interactions of both with each 

other over a two day period.   

 
 

Participants 

Each case study was based around teachers who had been interviewed in Phase 1 and who 

were willing to take part in Phase 2.  All participants in Phase 1 had been asked to indicate 

their willingness (or otherwise) to be considered for participation in this second phase of 

the research.  Most participants had said they would be willing to be considered ï all pupils 

and at least two teachers in each school indicated they would be willing to take part in this 

phase if they were selected. In the spring term of 2012, I approached teachers first to see if 

they were still willing to take part.  Once teachers had agreed I suggested one or two 

children in each of their classes and approached the parents/carers and children (via the 

teacher) to seek their permission.  There were a number of criteria used to select possible 

pupil participants, these included the desire to: 

 

 involve a range of year groups 
 involve a range of male and female pupils 
 only invite pupils and  parents/carers who had given consent in Phase 1  
 only include pupils and teachers who had actually taken part in Phase 1 

interviews so that Phase 2 could build on the definitions of quality that the 
individuals had provided in Phase 1.  

 

The final four cases represented three of the four schools, a range of year groups and a mix 

of male and female pupils.  The aim was to achieve four interesting, different and rich 

cases to provide a depth of understanding about the way/s in which teachers and pupils 

enact quality in the classroom.  (All information sheets and consent forms are included in 

Appendix A6 and A7.)  

 

 

 

 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

96 

 

The following table shows a breakdown of the year groups that took part. 

  

Table 2: The case studies 

Case study 1 2 3 4 

School 1   Year 5  

School 2  FS   

School3 Year 3   Year 6 

 

 

School four chose not to take part in the case study phase.  At the time this phase was 

being carried out the teacher who had volunteered to take part had a student teacher 

leading her class and would not be teaching much of the time, therefore they no longer met 

the criteria for inclusion.  It was not possible to arrange another time to carry out the 

observations and interviews.   

 

Method – Case studies 

Inspired by Silvermanôs (1993) ideas about interaction this phase intended to add 

additional layers to develop or challenge understandings of quality in primary education 

building both a post-structural and socially constructed understanding of how quality is 

enacted.  It was intended to compliment preceding work, adding depth through an analysis 

of extended periods of observation.   

 

Each of these case studies comprised a set of four interviews and a period of classroom 

observation. Each case study followed the same structure and was conducted in a similar 

way.  They began with an initial short interview with both teacher and pupil separately.  

This interview was an opportunity to explain the purpose of the observation and interviews 

more fully to participants as well as provide an opportunity for the researcher to gain some 

understanding about the nature of interaction between teacher and pupil as well as the 

specific targets or foci of work which may be subsequently observed.  This was followed 

by two full school days of observation during which the researcher kept records in the form 

of observation notes and reflective notes after observation periods were completed.  At the 

end of the observation period another interview with both teacher and pupil, again 

conducted separately, took place.  The purpose of this interview was to provide an 
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opportunity for me and the participant to discuss the observation.  This was important 

because during this second interview both teachers and pupils would be asked to offer their 

own reflections on some of the early analysis done by me during and shortly after the 

observation periods.  The confidence to discuss and disagree was important ï I wanted to 

have confidence that my interpretation of the data was also supported by the participants 

and if necessary be challenged to think about it differently.  It was also important that the 

interviews were conducted separately so pupils and teachers could answer freely about 

their own interpretations of the observation periods, events and interactions.  In keeping 

with the epistemological and ontological foundations of the approach it was important that 

the analysis was óconstructedô between researcher and participants.  This also had the 

advantage of offering some checks against bias.  This second interview was largely 

unstructured, based solely on specific events that had taken place during the observation.  

The unstructured nature of the interview allowed the participants greater voice in the 

research process.  More details are provided shortly about the content of the interviews and 

the observation method. 

 

Pilot 

The observation and interview schedules were piloted before the start of the second phase 

of data collection and revised again following this based on the feedback.  Two days was 

the chosen time period for observations as a result of the pilot phase ï this was enough 

time to witness and record sufficient data but was not too onerous on the teachers and 

classes.   

 

The pre-observation interview 

The pre-observation interview began with an explanation of the purpose of the observation 

as well as the purpose of the follow-up interview scheduled for the end of the observation 

period.  It was an opportunity to enquire and gather information useful to the observation 

including specific targets, area of focus, nature of relationship between teacher and pupil, 

specific things the pupil liked about the teacher and teaching style, things that the pupil 

disliked about the teaching style or teacher etc. These questions were selected to elaborate 

on responses given in the first phase of research. 
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The observation 

The observation period took place within classrooms but some activities outside the 

classroom were also included such as PE or music lessons.  During the observation I made 

notes on a pre-prepared form which included three columns in which to record what was 

taking place in the lesson, what the teacher was doing or saying, what the pupil was doing 

or saying, descriptions of direct interactions between teachers and pupil as well as noting 

when other forms of interaction (for example accounts of direct pupil/teacher interaction, 

examples and accounts of indirect interaction and even accounts of complete absence of 

interaction).  The first was a column dedicated to noting the time, the second was a column 

describing the activity, interaction or action on the part of the pupils and teacher and the 

third column was for noting any immediate thoughts, questions, connections or reflections 

I had.  The notes in this column formed the basis for the second interview schedule.   

 

Again the observation methods adopted in this study were best described as semi-

structured in nature.  The framework borrowed elements of timing from more structured 

examples of observation ï it used elements of what Gillham (2008) described as semi-

structured style, for example adopting a short open observation time.  The observations 

were guided by a set of actions and prompts in the form of a pre-designed observation 

schedule which was still free enough to be responsive to the setting and the events that 

took place.  The emphasis was not on counting events but on describing events ï what the 

teacher was doing, what the pupil was doing, what they were saying and doing together 

(the interaction between them).  It was also important that I (as prime interpreter) be able 

to note down my own speculation as to what participants might be feeling, thinking, doing 

sub-consciously or consciously and why.  The post-observation interviews provided the 

opportunity to discuss these notes and to explore with each participant the connections 

between the enactment and the values, beliefs and other elements of the conceptual 

frameworks set out in Chapter 2.   

 

The overt inclusion of the researcher as a participant has potential to shed doubt on the 

reliability of the data.  To counter this limitation a number of steps were taken.  For 

example, the pre- and post-observation interviews with all observation participants allowed 

them the opportunity to shape the interpretation of the data and contextualise their own 

roles within the observation notes.  This approach was influenced by what Pollard 
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described as a ólongitudinal ethnographyô (Pollard with Filer, 1996, p.xii) in which he used 

a range of methods that were intended to document individual childrenôs experience of 

school.  In his work he drew upon and combined methods to explore their biographies, 

social networks and personal identities.  Whilst I did not want to use his exact methods I 

was interested in the idea that it was possible to combine and intertwine distinct data 

collection methods to generate a rich data source about individuals that involves them 

directly in the construction and interpretation of that data.  

 

Observations began with a period of open observation, lasting about 20 minutes.  During 

this time I noted down objects, displays, the layout of the classroom, any notes which were 

contextually relevant or interesting, the atmosphere and feel of the room, the number of 

people present and their activity, the environment (lighting, the equipment etc.), what 

people were wearing or doing or saying.  This data was captured not only in the 

observation notes but in post-observation reflections.   

 

The post-observation interview 

As touched upon earlier, the post-observation interview was a vital stage of the process.  It 

was at this point that the researcher and participants were able to discuss the activities, 

interactions and actions that had been noted.  The teachers and pupils were interviewed 

separately and given an opportunity to add their own perspective, adding context, thoughts, 

feelings or additional information.  In this way the interview was a debrief and an 

opportunity for the participant to offer insightful reflections to the early analysis and 

contextualisation of the data.   

 

Limitations statement 

As with all research techniques there are weakness as well as strengths.  In the case of 

observation of the kind used here issues of researcher influence, participant consent and a-

typical behaviour are of most concern (Sanger, 1996). The design attempted to mitigate 

these challenges.   

 

Issues relating to a-typical behaviour are interesting.  The criticism that a research subject 

or participant might adopt different behaviour when they are aware they are being 
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observed is unlikely to be of particular concern in this study.  Teachers and pupils were 

fully aware of the purpose of my presence in classrooms and had all volunteered to take 

part.  Observation was and is a common part of working life for both teachers and pupils 

which suggests that a-typical behaviour may be less evident in school-based research 

observations as a result.  In this study the two outstanding schools received frequent visits 

from óoutsidersô interested in what they were doing and the two improving schools had 

undergone many observations throughout their journeys into and out of special measures.  

In these schools observation was understandably a sensitive subject but the opt-in 

framework and the participatory nature of the methods allowed it to be successfully 

negotiated. Despite the low risk some steps were taken to counter the effects of a-typical 

behaviour, for example observations periods were as long as possible without placing 

undue stress on the research participants and focused upon participants who had 

established some relationship with me already as a result of the their involvement in the 

first phase. 
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3.5 Ethical considerations 
Full ethical approval was granted for the study in May 2011.  The process required the 

submission of an application, all research instruments and letters of consent from the 

participating schools along with research information sheets for all participating groups 

(including children) for scrutiny by the Universityôs Research Ethics Committee.  The 

application included consideration of the potential risks to participants and risk 

management procedures. 

 

3.5.1 Recruitment of schools and research participants  
Schools were invited to participate by letter in the first instance (see Appendix A1), 

followed by email and telephone.  Schools were given the research information sheets and 

consent forms (see Appendices A2 and A3).  The text for all these means of 

communication was approved in the ethical application procedures.  In order to make the 

study more accessible a less academic title was used in all school correspondence and 

information.  The eight schools were contacted a maximum of three times following an 

initial invitation letter.  After this it was assumed they were declining the opportunity to 

take part. 

 

The four schools that opted in to the study chose to distribute the Research Information 

Sheets and consent forms themselves as well as take responsibility for organising the 

timetable for the researcher visits to conduct interviews and observations.  

 

The study employed a strategy of asking participants to opt-in rather than inviting or 

asking individuals to participate or requiring teachers to nominate pupils.  Information was 

given to all participants and parents of pupils to equip them with the information needed to 

help them make the decision to participate or not.  Phase 2 participants were invited from 

those who had indicated they would be happy to be considered at an earlier stage.  

Information sheets were given to all potential participants for both phases of data 

collection and consent forms sought in each case from the school staff/teachers, pupilsô 

parents and the pupils.   
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3.5.2 Potential risks and areas of ethical sensitivity 
The potential risks to participants included time pressures, stress and safety concerns.  To 

mitigate the risk of time pressure all interviews and observations were conducted at pre-

arranged and convenient times so that individuals, particularly teachers and pupils, were 

not taken away from lessons or work where possible. Interviews generally took place 

during class time, but did not last more than 20 minutes to minimise time out of class.  

Teachers/staff interviews took place during planning, preparation and assessment (PPA) 

time, break times or at moments when teacher had TAôs or trainee teachers available to 

cover aspects of lessons that did not require teacher presence.  Interviews and observations 

were time-limited and well-planned to minimise disruption.  To mitigate stress and anxiety 

of participants as far as possible they were given clear and concise explanations as to the 

purpose of the research and what to expect in the course of the interview or observation.  

They were given opportunity to ask questions and made aware of their right to withdraw at 

any time without having to give reason.  

 

Given the age of some of the participants (pupils were aged four to 11) child safety and 

researcher safety was particularly important.  In order to ensure the research met with both 

legal and moral requirements the researcher was subject to a full criminal records check 

prior to any work in school.  In addition, the researcher had already undertaken training in 

interviewing young children and was experienced in teaching this age group as well as 

conducting qualitative research with young children.  This helped to address some of the 

issues associated with interview conduct such as issues of power, being seen as a teacher 

rather than an interviewer, giving answers seen to be fit, not feeling able to be say no or 

withhold consent, understanding the requirements and purpose of the research, being shy 

and withdrawn, getting good information from young children (Irwin and Johnson, 2005, 

Nutbrown and Hannon, 2003).  Pupils were interviewed in groups to ease any feelings of 

stress and anxiety.  The interviews were conducted in suitable public spaces within the 

school which afforded privacy for discussion but that were also public enough to give 

others opportunity to supervise. Observations took place within public spaces in the school, 

and classrooms.   

  



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

103 

 

3.5.3 Consent 
Consent was sought and obtained from parents and the children as well as from the 

headteachers and staff that took part.  During interviews the purpose of the research was 

explained very simply and children were asked if they gave their consent and given another 

opportunity to withdraw.  I was sympathetic to children who might not feel able to refuse.  

Behaviour such as reluctance to speak was taken as a non-verbal withdrawal of consent 

and honoured as such.  During interviews pupils were given opportunities to speak 

individually as well as interact in group discussions, quieter children were encouraged to 

offer their thoughts but not forced if they did not have anything to say or did not want to 

join in.   

 

3.5.4 Covert observation issues 
Covert observation (observing children that had not been briefed about the research or 

given their consent could inadvertently be included if they entered into an interaction with 

a child or teacher who was the focus of the observation) was a potential ethical issue within 

the study.  Some observations were conducted in public spaces within the school where 

participants were interacting with children not involved in the study ï as a result I gave 

consideration to avoiding covert observation taking place.  In order to ensure these pupils 

or adults were not included the participant/s remained the focus of the observation and 

little attention was given to the other individual/s.   

 

3.5.5 Confidentiality and anonymity 
Confidentiality and anonymity were preserved as far as possible. With only four schools 

taking part it may be possible for the schools and individuals to be identified based on the 

reported characteristics of schools and year groups. This risk was explained clearly to all 

participants and wherever possible the data has been reported in such a way as to minimise 

the possibility of this happening.  The data was stored safely, it was collected on password 

protected technology, transcribed without names and the only people with access to data 

directly have been within the supervisory team.   
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3.5.6 Feeding back to schools 
Schools were offered a presentation as well as access to the full written thesis should they 

wish it.  The presentation would focus on their own results placed within the wider 

findings of the study.  Again, sensitivity to anonymity was of importance here as 

individuals within schools could be left even more open to identification.  Schools were 

keen to receive individual feedback as a point of learning.  With two of the schools on 

journeys out of special measures and both displaying ambition to continually improve this 

was an important reason for their participation in the study.  The other two schools had a 

strong commitment to reflection embedded within their practices and were also keen to 

receive feedback on the way they interpret quality according to this study. Feeding back to 

schools was therefore an important moral commitment but interestingly the two research-

engaged schools were less eager to receive feedback. 
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3.6 The approach to analysis  
This section describes the approach to analysis with reference to the data collected in Phase 

1 and then in Phase 2; a different approach was taken in each. 

 

3.6.1 Phase 1 analysis (interview data) 

Data sets 

For the purpose of analysis the data from the interviews were included as transcripts ï so 

the analysis for this phase was based upon a total of 69 interview transcripts (45 staff 

transcripts and 24 pupil group transcripts).  These 69 interviews were broken down into 

smaller data sets in order to analyse the interview transcripts.   

 

Figure 8: Data sets in Phase 1 analysis 

 
 

The diagram above shows the sub-data sets.  The total data set was divided first by schools 

and again to distinguish between staff and pupils.  Each of these smaller data sets was 

again divided.  The staff sub-data set was divided again by role: Senior Leaders, Teachers 

and TAs.  Pupils were divided by the year groups in which they were interviewed: FS, 

Year 1 and 2 (YR1/2), Year 3 and 4 (YR3/4) and Year 5 and 6 (YR5/6).  Looking at the 

ways in which quality is defined generally within the total set as well as within the sub-

data sets allows for a deep and broad analysis of the ways in which quality is defined 
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within primary schools.  The analysis details findings from nine interviews with senior 

leaders, 29 interviews with teachers and seven interviews with TAs as well as pupils by 

year group categories.  

 

For analysis the pupil interview data was grouped according to year groups and this 

grouping reflected the fact in the two smaller schools these pupils were also taught together 

ï the groups were FS, combined Year 1 and 2 classes, combined Year 3 and 4 classes and 

combined Year 5 and 6 classes.  The year group categories used in this analysis are FS 

(four group interviews), Year 1 and 2 (12 group interviews), Year 3 and 4 (five group 

interviews), and Year 5 and 6 (three group interviews). 

 

Procedure  

There were two parts to analysis of the data based on interviews.  The first was about 

coding the data within the interview transcripts; the second was about looking at what the 

coding had revealed ï specifically looking for themes or stories within the data guided by 

the conceptual frameworks set out in Chapter 2.   

 

The first stage of analysis involved coding the data within the interview transcripts, in this 

case a process which effectively summarised or labelled the participantsô response to 

questions (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996).  The coding frame was not pre-prepared but 

emerged from the data.  The frame was developed and then amended according to the data 

in the next transcript that was coded.  Even when all transcripts had been coded the codes 

were analysed and collapsed where they were similar or split if too big/diverse.  The 

coding activity resulted in tables of basic frequency (see Appendix B).   

 

The second stage was to look at the tables of basic frequency and consider the elements of 

a definition of quality that emerged.  This involved a number of additional analysis stages.  

The first was grouping the codes according to similar categories, (for example, values or 

teaching and pedagogy).  At times it was difficult to understand what was shown when 

looking at table of basic frequencies, for example looking at response to a question given 

by three out of five teachers in one school compared to eight out of 17 teachers in another.  

Showing these frequencies as a percentage facilitated comparison between the sub-data 
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sets. This was done by calculating the count as a percentage and then showing this in a 

table and/or diagrammatically.   

 

3.6.2 Phase 2 analysis (case studies) 
This phase of the research sought to address the third aim which was to consider the way 

that quality is enacted (and defined) by the interactions between teachers and pupils in 

primary school classroom. Figure 9 below describes the resultant data sets 

diagrammatically.   

 
Inspired by narrative analysis (Smith, 2000) the analysis of the case study data was about 

seeking the story that each case study had to tell (Sandelowski, 1998).  This approach was 

chosen as it is compatible with both the social constructionist and interpretivist influence 

of the thesis as well as the post-structural acceptance of multiplicity in definitions and 

enactments. In Chapter 5 each case study is presented as a story or reflective narrative.  

Teacher and pupil names have been changed in the reporting to retain anonymity. 

 

Figure 9: Data sets in Phase 2 analysis 
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Each case study resulted in the generation of a number of written and/or transcribed texts 

ready for further in-depth analysis.  These included: 

  

 observation notes on a prepared template (included in Appendix A8 and A9) 

 transcripts of : 

o two pre-observation interviews ï one with the teacher and one with the pupil 

o two post-observation interviews ï one with the teacher and one with the pupil 

o my own research notes and reflections 

 

3.6.3 Comparative analysis of data 
The organisation and formatting of data storage allowed for the data to be analysed 

according to role (leader, teacher, TA or pupils by year group) and by school (School 1, 2, 

3 and 4).  In Chapter 4 this has enabled the presentation of findings by school (each 

individual school or by grouping research-engaged schools and non-research-engaged 

schools); by role and by pupil year group.  This enabled a thorough analysis of data and the 

opportunity to study the data for similarities across and between different participants 

group and schools.  This comparative element was important because of post-structuralist 

influences indicating that the structure of school roles or of school type may be connected 

to particular differences in the way that quality is defined. 

 

The comparative element is also particularly important to address the fourth research 

intention.  This was to critically consider the connection I think may exist between the 

work of research-engaged schools and  an alternative approach to defining quality that has 

been proposed but ignored in the literature (that written about by New (2005) and Burbules 

(2004)).  This aim is addressed through a comparison of data from schools 1 and 3 (the 

non-research-engaged schools) and Schools 2 and 4 (the research-engaged schools).  Such 

grouping was applied to both the data from the first and second phases. 
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3.7 Research design summary 
This chapter has set out the theoretical, epistemological and methodological frameworks 

which underpin the empirical elements of the thesis. In summary the main intention of the 

thesis is to challenge how the concept of quality is defined and understood in relation to 

primary education in England. 

 

The study does this in four ways, by: 

o exploring the way that the concept of quality has been understood and 
defined in text (the academic literature) 

o exploring with staff and pupils in schools how they understand the concept 
of quality in primary education (talk)  by collating participant views on 
quality using two conceptual frameworks derived from a synthesis of the 
literature  

o observing and interpreting the interactions and enactments of a subset of 
participants in four English primary schools (interaction)  

o critically considering the connection I think may exist between the work of 
research-engaged schools and  an alternative approach to defining quality.  

 

In response to these intentions I have chosen a theoretical frame which combines post-

structuralism, social constructionism, interpretivism and some elements of discourse 

analysis.  This framework has provided the structure upon which the methods are built ï 

these methods use a further data framework inspired by Silverman (1993) ï talk, text and 

interaction.  The data collection has been divided into two phases.  The first phase involved 

exploring participantsô definitions of quality through semi-structured interviews the views 

of headteachers, teachers, teaching assistants and governors and primary school pupils of 

all ages.  The second phase involved four case studies each focused on a teacher and a 

pupil and used pre- and post-observation interviews either side of two days classroom 

observation.    

 

The following two chapters (Chapters 4 and 5) present the findings from these two phases 

of data collection.  Chapter 4 is dedicated to reporting the findings from Phase 1 and 

Chapter 5 reports the stories drawn from the four case studies (Phase 2).   
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Chapter 4 Ā Definitions of quality emerging from school, 

staff and pupilsô perspectives 

4.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the findings from the first research phase which explored how 

primary schools and the people within them (pupils, teachers, TAs, heads and governors) 

define the concept of óqualityô.  More specifically it set out to investigate the following: 

 

 to explore how senior leaders (headteachers, deputy heads and governors), teachers, 
TAs and pupils define quality 
 

 to consider how these definitions or discourses and juxtaposed perspectives of 
quality may be similar and/or different from one another and the extent to which 
there were any similarities or difference between the two research-engaged schools 
and the two non-research-engaged schools.  

 

The Research Design chapter set out in detail the procedure and data sets.  Section 4.2 

provides a brief reminder.    

 

The remainder of this chapter explains how staff and pupils from all schools involved (four 

schools, 45 staff and 97 pupils interviewed in 24 groups) define quality.  Directly inspired 

by the dominant and alternative conceptual frameworks it presents the views of staff and 

pupils in response to questions about what quality means; descriptions of what a ógoodô 

pupil, teacher and school is perceived to be; and explored the values that underpin 

participantôs definitions of quality.  In an analysis that compares the data from research-

engaged schools with that from the non-research-engaged schools it questions the extent to 

which any evidence has been found that suggests research-engaged schools might exhibit 

more a óquest and questionô (as described on p.63/4 in the literature review) approach to 

defining quality. 
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4.2 The procedure and data sets 
The findings presented in this chapter are based upon data from a total of 69 interview 

transcripts: 45 transcripts from individual interviews with staff and 24 transcripts from 

group interview with pupils ï in four schools.  The findings are presented thematically and 

points are exemplified with quotes from the interview transcripts and supported by tables 

from the analysis where appropriate.  A full list of tables and diagrams is available in 

Appendix B.  Figures are based on these tables. 

 

A number of different data sets were constructed from the full set of transcripts in order to 

facilitate the analysis (the term óstaffô is used throughout this to describe headteachers, 

governors, teachers, and TAs).  These data sets include: 

 

a) Staff by school 

b) Staff by role 

c) Pupils by school 

d) Pupils by year group 

e) Individual schools 

f) Schools grouped as research-engaged and non-research-engaged 

  

Throughout this chapter the schools are referred to by their assigned number (as was given 

in the research design chapter); School 2 and School 4 are the research-engaged schools.   
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4.3 Perspectives of the staff and children 
The findings presented in this chapter are structured thematically and interspersed with 

supporting quotes and illustrations taken from the data as well as tables and diagrams 

generated during the analysis details of which were given in the previous chapter (see p. 

101-103).   

4.3.1 Contrasting views 
The questions asked of staff and pupils were different and based on the conceptual 

framework presented in the literature review chapter (see p.65-73). The questions asked of 

pupils were framed around the notion that quality is connected to óperfectô, ólikeô.  All 

participants were asked a series of questions about what they thought quality meant.  In 

response both staff and pupils collectively gave a long list of definitions and explanations.  

What follows describes the responses the project participants gave and compares those 

given by staff and those given by pupils. 

 

In total 47 different codes emerged from the responses given by staff when asked what 

quality meant.  Figure 10 below shows those responses made by three or more participants 

divided into four broad categories; responses that fall under the heading of educational 

structures, responses that represent values held by those within the school, responses that 

are about ways of behaving or acting and finally, responses which fall under the heading of 

educational provision or teaching and pedagogy.     

 

There is fairly even distribution of codes that fall into these four categories but if the 

number of times each code was mentioned is counted there emerges a hierarchy within the 

categories.  The values category has a total count of 79, the educational provision/teaching 

and pedagogy category has a total count of 74, the educational structures category has a 

total count of 70 and ways of behaving/acting has a total count of 65.  This suggests that 

staff refer most frequently to aspects which could be categorised as values when defining 

quality.  
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Figure 10: What quality means to staff (thematic grouping of codes) 

 

*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 
When pupils were asked a related set of questions designed to ascertain what they thought 

quality meant in relation to primary education, they also gave a wide range of different 

responses.  The first question was about what they liked best about school.  The total code 

count was 36, about half the amount given by the staff.   Again, the codes can be 

reorganised into thematic categories.   For pupils the themes centred around the social 

aspects of school, educational provision and content (including elements of the structure of 

the school day); resources; and lastly care and well-being.  The first category included 

subjects or areas of the curriculum like literacy (11), numeracy (10) and art (10) as well as 

learning new things (6) and making academic progress (5).  The category of social aspects 

of school included the most commonly cited code which was ófriendsô (17) and ócare and 

well-beingô.  Issues of consistency were also mentioned which were rather interesting.  For 

example, a FS pupil said óI like school because Iôve got lots of friendsô, whilst another 

group of FS pupils had the following exchange when asked what they liked about school: 

 

Girl: óMy favourite thing is smelling flowers.ô 
Boy: óMy favourite thing is playing football.ô 

•an external standard (24); using data/targets (13); leadership (11); 
consistency/stability (6); goals (6);  logical connection between years 
(4);  care & academic focus (3);  env. & resource (3) 

educational structures  
[code count=70] 

•striving for the best (27); high expectations (11); more than just 
attainment (10); union of school/parents/pupils (8); considerate of 
individuals (7); nurturing aspiration (6); embracing constant change (3);  
happy (3) 

values 
[code count=79] 

•being reflective (19); accept that quality is difficult/unobtainble (11); 
talk about it but don't use word (10); commuication (9); staff 
committment (5); engaging with research (5);  confidence (3);  safe & 
secure (3) 

ways of behaving/acting 
[code count=65]  

•exciting enrichment opportunities (21); good teaching/staff (17); 
relevance (11); pupil engagement (6); innovation (5); AfL (4); basic skills 
(4);  pupil challenge (3); coaching & mentoring (3) 

educational provision/ teaching 
& pedagogy 

[code count=74] 
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Girl: óAnd my favourite thing is playing with my big brother, my big brother is in 
the same year as [her] big brother.ô 

Girl: óI like it when I go into the dinner hall and see my big brother upstairs.  It 
makes me happy.ô 

Girl: óMy sister might go to a different school, sheôs only three.ô 
 

Another group of Year 1 pupils had a similar conversation indicating the importance of 

consistency in friendships: 

Researcher: óDo you like school?ô 
All: óYes.ô 
Boy1: óBecause itôs got big and small friends.ô 
Boy2: ó[Boy1] was my first friend, I knew him before I came to this school.ô 
Boy1: óWe knew each other when we were babies me and him.ô 
Boy2: óI knew him when I was a baby; we knew each other when we were zero.ô 

 

A FS girl talked about seeing her elder sister, commenting: óI like it when I see my sister 

but she... she is on the other side of the yellow lines, I stay behind the yellow lines but I 

give her a little waveô. Another girl in the same group said: óI like it when I play with my 

big brotherô.  The figure below (Figure 11) shows the codes mentioned in three or more 

transcripts grouped by category. 

 

Figure 11: What pupils like (thematic grouping of codes)

 

*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=24 
 

•friends (17); fun (5); playing (5) 
social aspects of school/ing 

[code count=27] 

•play/lunch/break time (11); literacy (11); numeracy (10); drawing/art 
(10); teachers (8);  sports/PE (7); learning new things (6); singing/music 
(5); computers/ICT (5); academic progression (5); games in lessons (4); 
science (3); breakfast/after school clubs (3) 

educational provision/content 
and structure of day 

[code count=88] 

•outside equipment/climbing frames (9); toys (5); building (4)  
resources  

[code count=18] 

•lunch/food (11); consistency - friends I already knew (6); consistency - 
siblings at school (5) 

care/well-being 
[code count=22] 
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The codes within the category of educational provision/content were greatest in number 

and the code count suggests that, overall, pupils consider aspects concerning educational 

content and the structure of the school day most when defining quality.  A group of Year 3 

and 4 pupils commented: 

 

Girl: óteachersô 
Girl: ówall painting and decorationsô 
Boy: óbig sports hall so you can run aboutô 
Girl: óthings to help you with your learning ï number squares and stuff.ô 
 

Another group of Year 3/4 pupils said: 

 

Girl: óWe go on trips and we get to like go to the cinema and watch films.ô 
Girl: óWe get a treat if we fill our pebble jar, if we are really good Miss will put like 

a handful of pebbles in the jar.ô 
 

Pupils appear to rely on their experience of school to frame their views of quality but it 

may also indicate that they are unwilling or feel unable to express views that might 

challenge what their school does or offers: a Year 2 pupil said: óI think the best school is 

like this oneô.    

 

These four categories also demonstrate a clear difference in the types of things that pupils 

cite as integral aspects of quality compared to staff.  One such difference is that pupils 

clearly favour one of the categories above the others, unlike staff whose responses were 

more evenly spread.   

 

Pupils were also asked a more hypothetical question about what they thought a perfect 

school might be like. The responses to this question differ to those given above in response 

to being asked what they thought a good school is.   In total 35 codes emerged from this 

data and these codes can be broken down into four categories too:  environment/resource, 

people, activity and more general comments.  When talking hypothetically pupils placed 

greater importance on resources (the least dominant category before).  At times their 

comments were verging on fantasy, for example describing schools made of chocolate with 

unlimited supplies of free (and unrestricted) ice-cream and sweets.  An equal number of 

pupil groups talked about non-food related made-up school descriptions ï for example a 

year 3/4 group commented: 
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Girl: óMy dream schools would probably be a purple school with pet dolphins in 
every room, real ones.ô 

Girl: óWell I would probably have like days with like lots of like things that 
children would like, art, quite often history, science experiments and like 
when we did science we would really experiment with goggles and stuff.ô 

Boy: óI think it would probably be a flying school where itôs a bit like college; the 
school would be in the air.ô 

Girl: óHow would you get to it?ô 
Boy: óSteps, I like space quite a lot actuallyô. 
Girl: óI like stars a lot.ô 
Boy: óIôd like it to be powerful enough to lift off the planet as well as see what itôs 

like up there.  Itôs a bit like college as well ï that kind of stuff.ô 
 

A group of Year 1 pupils in School 4 had the following exchange: 

 

Girl: óYou might have 100 toysô 
Boy: óYou can do whatever you like and thereôs always ice-cream, and you can 

take it for yourself ï the whole thing.ô 
Boy: If it had no rules I would do whatever I like ï like eating ice-cream, eating 

sweets and going outside when itôs cold.ô 
Girl: óReal cookers.ô 
Girl: óMassive massive climbing frame whatôs higher than the clouds.ô 
Girl: ó100,00 Barbies at school.ô 

 

But they also talked more seriously about having unlimited equipment (7) and newly built 

and brightly decorated schools (4 and 3).  A Year 2 pupil said: óI would like it to be 

colourful ï our school is a bit old and dull ï if you look at it from the outside we want to 

attract parents and it needs more colour and a rainbow on the front.ô  
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Figure 12: A perfect school (pupils’ views) 

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=24 
 

The most salient point to take forward from this aspect of the data is that quality means a 

vast array of different things to both staff and pupils.  There is great deal of disagreement 

about what it means as well as some degree of overlap.  Interestingly, the areas staff and 

pupils tend to focus on most when asked to define quality, as they have been here, illustrate 

differences between what staff and pupils prioritise ï staff rely on values about teacher 

beliefs and behaviours to define quality whereas pupils focus on descriptions of the 

physical environment around them. 

 

4.3.2 Striving for the best and external standards  
The second aspect of this thematic strand comes from the same data sets and the same 

questions but looks at the codes that were mentioned most: the elements staff and pupils 

mentioned most often when asked what quality meant or what they liked. 

 
The following figure (Figure 13) shows the responses from staff when asked what quality 

meant.  The responses this time are shown in hierarchical order.  The most frequent 

•shop/sweets/lollies/icecream (11); unlimited equipment (7); 
colour/decoration (4); new/shiny (3); light/windows (3); big (3); 
swimming pool (3); privacy/personal space (2); stairs/elevator (2); small 
(1); indoor play area (1);  safe (1); home-like (1) 

environment/ resource 
[code count=42] 

•no bad kids (8); nice teachers (4); pupils in charge (4); full of friends (3);  
motivating (2); eager pupils (1) 

people/interactions 
[code count=22] 

•long breaks (3); cooking (2); trips (1); loads of sports (1) 
activity 

[code count=7] 

•this one/my school (5); fun/happy (4) ; animals/pets (3); never need to 
move school (2); treats (2); floating (1);  school you can be proud of (1); 
money (1); uniform (1); no uniform (1); calm and peaceful (1); like 
foundation stage (1) 

general descriptions 
[code count=23] 
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response was that quality meant óstriving for the bestô which was mentioned by over half 

the staff that took part (27).  For example one teacher said: óItôs that top notch thing ï itôs 

that thing where you know personally that you are doing the best you can, putting all your 

efforts in to it.ô (YR1 Teacher, School 4) and another commented: óI think it just means 

striving to do the best for the children in your classô (FS Teacher, School3). 

 

A close second was that quality is an external standard placed onto the school, for example 

Ofsted criteria and/or attainment data that would be used to create league tables or used for 

national comparison (24). A Year 1 teacher said: óQuality is the standard of teaching; itôs 

about consistently high standards of teachingô. In response to the question óWhat does 

Quality mean?ô a Year 2 teacher in a different school said: óWeôve just had a very 

successful Ofsted, it rubber stamps the fact we are giving everyone a quality educationô. A 

deputy head said: óI think Ofsted recognise great learning when they see it ï they might 

call it something else, they might find a way of classifying it within their boxes but great 

learning is great learningô. 

 

The third most common response was that quality was about offering exciting and varied 

enrichment activities through school (21).  A Year 1 teacher said that quality was about 

ógiving opportunities to children, how you are able to get them to look at themselves as 

well, how you are able to really sort of boost them I guess and make them believe in 

themselves ï so to have the opportunities and to feel valuedô.  The last two aspects of 

quality that have been included in the first box are about the importance of being reflective 

and working in reflective ways (19) and the importance of having ógoodô staff and teachers 

(17).  Talking about the importance of reflective teaching a FS teacher commented: 

ósomeone who is always a learner, someone who continues to reflect on their practiceô.   
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Figure 13: What quality means to staff (code count)  

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 

 

Other important aspects of staff interpretations of quality included using data and targets to 

support pupil progress (13) and having high expectations of all pupils and staff (11).  There 

was also the idea that teachers needed to accept that quality is difficult to understand or 

define ï this echoes some of the ideas behind the alternative conceptual framework which 

described quality as indefinable and perhaps unobtainable.  A Year 2 teacher said: óit 

fluctuates and moves around a lot and to pin it down to one list of criteria is always going 

to be hard and harshô (Year 2 teacher).   

 

Figure 14 below shows the same data but this time separated according to staff group.  The 

diagram shows that there are some interesting differences as well as similarities between 

staff roles.  óExciting enrichment opportunitiesô and being óreflectiveô were not important 

to TAs in defining quality, but proportionally having óhigh expectationsô was more 

important to them than it was to Senior Leaders and Teachers.  Senior Leaders appeared to 

place greater importance on óexternal standardsô, ógood teaching/staffô, óstriving for the 

bestô and óleadershipô.   

striving for the best (27); an external standard (24); exciting enrichment 
opportunities (21); being reflective (19); good teaching/staff (17) 

using data/targets (13); high expectations (11);  difficult/unobtainable 
(11); leadership (11); relevance (11); more than just attainment (10); 

talk about it but don't use word 'quality' (10) 

communication (9); union of school/parents/pupils (8); 
considerate of individuals (7); nurturing aspiration (6); 

consistency/stability (6); pupil engagement (6); goals (6); 
staff committment (5); innovation (5); engaging with  

research (5);  
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Figure 14: What quality means (staff by role) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

4.3.3 Friends and safety  
In the pupilsô response to the series of questions asked of them to understand how they 

defined quality the most frequent response are reported below.  Table 3 below shows the 

responses of pupils by school.  In response to what they liked best the most frequently 

cited code from pupils was ófriendsô (11).  A Year 2 girl said simply: óI like seeing all my 

friendsô.   
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Table 3: What pupils like (pupils’ views by school)  

Code 
Count by school Total count 

(N=24) 1 (N=5) 2 (N=5) 3 (N=7) 4 (N=7) 

friends 5 4 3 5 17 

playtime/break time/lunchtime 3 4 1 3 11 

lunch/food 3 3 3 2 11 

subjects - literacy 4 2 5 0 11 

Subjects - maths/numeracy 3 1 4 2 10 

subject - drawing/art 1 3 2 4 10 

outside equipment/climbing frames 1 3 1 4 9 

teachers 1 2 2 3 8 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=24 
 

Often comments signalled that friends were important for having fun and could be helpful 

in lessons.  A Year 2 boy said: óItôs really fun to have friends at school because we get to 

know people and they might know stuff what we donôt knowô.  However, this was not 

always the case and many children talked about the need for friends as a means of 

protection or security in school.  A group of Year 2 pupils discussed the threats posed by 

other pupils: 

 

Boy: óSometimes people annoy you.ô 
Girl: óSome people can be quite scary and they follow you round ï like when 

youôre in reception and this big Year 2 just follows you round.ô 
Girl: óYeah the big kids can be scary when youôre little.ô 
Boy: óI had to run away from loads of Year 2s when I was about five.ô 
Boy: óWhen I was in reception there was this boy in our school, everyone knew 

him because he was really naughty [...] like sometimes he had to miss play 
time and one day he followed me and [my friend] round. 

Boy: óYeah but then he became nice then.ô 
Boy: óBut then he became quite mean again.ô 
Girl: óWe try and sort it out because we are the highest year but when itôs 

something really bad then we get involved and we tell the teachers.ô 
Girl: óI donôt like it when people get told off, it hurts my ears a bit.ô 

 

A Year 2 girl in another school said: óI didnôt like it yesterday because someone slapped 

me in the face and someone in the class kicked me in the armô. 

 

Safety from accidents and the physical environmental were also important aspects of 

pupilôs ideas about school quality.  A Year 4 group talked about playground dangers: 

 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

122 

 

Girl: óI donôt like playtime, itôs boring sort of and when you go outside and you 
never know if itôs going to be cold or warm and you could trip over and really 
hurt yourself.  Specially this time of year.ô 

Boy: óYeah, at my last school there was an invisible layer of ice.ô 
 

During discussion about what pupils liked some groups also talked about the things they 

did not like.  The views expressed in this more negative way also  supported the 

importance that pupils place on safety but the term meant a range of different things, not 

necessarily the need to be safe from others.  For example, the most frequently cited thing 

that pupils did not like about school were having accidents (11), being bullied (8) and older 

children (5), there were also a few pupils groups that talked about safety in their school 

environment too (some illustrations of this are given later). 

 

Table 4: What pupils say they do not like about school (pupils’ views by school) 

Code 
Count by school Total count 

(N=24) 1 (N=5) 2 (N=5) 3 (N=7) 4 (N=7) 

accidents (falling over) 2 5 1 3 11 

bullies/being bullied 2 2 1 3 8 

older kids 1 2 0 2 5 

falling out/social trouble 1 0 1 2 4 

rain/weather 1 0 1 1 3 

boredom 2 0 0 1 3 

maths 1 1 0 0 2 

getting in trouble 0 0 0 2 2 

noise 1 0 0 0 1 

teasing 1 0 0 0 1 

bad behaviour 1 0 0 0 1 

sitting still 0 1 0 0 1 

settling in (FS) 0 1 0 0 1 

not having time to complete work 0 0 1 0 1 

being scared/lacking confidence 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=24 
 

The idea of being safe in school, from accidents, from other pupils or from the 

environment, resurfaced in response to different questions.  For example when asked to 

describe a perfect school, the second most commonly agreed upon characteristic was an 

absence of óbad kidsô (8), echoing what many pupils did not like about school and again 

highlighting the importance of personal safety (see Table 5). 
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Table 5: A perfect school (pupils‘ views by school) 

Code 
Count by school Total count 

(N=24) 1 (N=5) 2 (N=5) 3 (N=7) 4 (N=7) 

shop/lollies/sweets/ice-cream 3 2 1 5 11 

no bad kids 2 2 2 2 8 

equipment unlimited 1 1 2 3 7 

this one/my school 2 2 1 0 5 

colour/decorations 3 1 0 0 4 

fun/happy 3 1 0 0 4 

nice teachers 1 1 2 0 4 

pupils in charge 0 1 2 1 4 

animals/pets 1 0 2 0 3 

full of friends 2 0 1 0 3 

new and shiny 2 1 0 0 3 

light/windows 2 1 0 0 3 

bigger 2 0 0 1 3 

longer breaks 1 0 1 1 3 

swimming pool 1 2 0 0 3 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=24 
 

As well as areas of similarity between year groups, there were also differences too.  

Figures 15 and 16 show the weighting given to each code by year group.  As well as 

showing that friends and safety issues are a concern to all year groups the diagrams show 

some difference.  The YR5/6 pupils mentioned only a few codes offering a constricted 

view of what quality means compared to other year groups: represented by the purple they 

show in only nine of the codes in Figure 15 and in only four in Figure 16.  In contrast 

YR1/2 considered a wider range of defining characteristics of quality; shown in red they 

mentioned 20 codes in Figure 15 and in 13 in Figure 16. 
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Figure 15: What pupils like about school (by year group) 
 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

Figure 16: What pupils do not like about school (by year group)  

 

*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 
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4.3.4 What lies behind staff and pupil definitions of quality 
This section makes reference to the conceptual frameworks which, as set out in the 

literature review, support the exploration of both values and purpose of education as 

legitimate means of investigating quality (see p.67). 

  

Inspired and informed by the idea that the definition of quality is closely linked to values 

(purpose, aims and goals) staff participants were asked a series of questions which sought 

to capture their thoughts on the things that influenced their definition of quality as well as 

the extent to which they thought their ideas matched official views and the views of others. 

The pupils were asked some similar questions ï where they thought their ideas about what 

was good about school came from and what they thought the purpose of school was.  Staff 

were also asked to list any books, materials or documents that had been influential in 

developing their ideas about what quality meant in primary education.  

 

Independence and basic skills 

When asked about the purpose of primary education the main responses from staff to the 

question included the need to make pupils independent and able to direct their future as 

well as take control of their own education (15) (see Figure 17).  A Year 2 teacher said: 

óItôs about developing children ï itôs about them developing independenceô. A FS teacher 

elaborated upon the idea of independence expressing reasons why pupils need to be 

independent in schools today:  

 

‘[Learning] has to be driven by them, not by us.  They need to be collaborative, 

resourceful, resilient – it’s literally about being aware of what kind of learner you 

are and developing skills for life – it’s not just knowing the basics but if you don’t 

know something you know where to go, who can help you, are you able to support 

someone else if you do know how.  It’s about pulling together all your resources – 

even four year olds are in a class of 30, you have to be pretty independent, pretty 

resourceful in that learning environment so you can move your learning on 

yourself.’ 

 

The importance given to independence is a point that I revisit in the next chapter.  
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Figure 17: Purpose of education (staff) 

 

*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45  
 

Other comments included imparting knowledge including the óbasicsô of English and 

Maths (14), developing social skills (10), for the future of society and citizenship (8).  A 

Year 2 teacher summed up the views of many saying:ô [primary school] is like the bread 

and butter of it ï learning to read and write, thatôs the bottom line.  You want children to 

be fairly numerate, read, write, to do the basic things that they need toô.  

 

Interestingly staff in School 4 only mentioned two purposes for primary education: to instil 

curiosity (1) and to share learning journeys (1).  These are not shown on the table due to 

low response numbers (they are included in the equivalent full table in Appendix B).   

There were other surprising findings, for example the literature review (see section 2.2.4) 

would suggest that ófutureô and óeducation beyond primaryô would have featured higher in 

the table than they actually do.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

independence (15); knowledge (inc. basic skills) (14); social skills 
(10) 

society/citizenship (8); for the future (7); reach potential 
(6); for education beyond primary (6); teach relevant 

skills (5); instil curiosity (4) 

jobs (3); moral character (3); fun/enjoyment (3); 
a good start in life (2); develop whole child (2); 
biological need (1); instil ambition (1); shared 

learning journey (1) 
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Table 6: Purpose of education (staff by school) 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

independence/control/agency 8 2 5 0 15 

knowledge (inc basics) 2 2 10 0 14 

social skills 4 1 5 0 10 

society/citizenship 3 2 3 0 8 

for the future 7 0 0 0 7 

reach potential 2 0 4 0 6 

for education beyond primary 1 2 3 0 6 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

The pupils were asked the same question and offered a greater variety of responses than 

staff the most common of which was simply ólearningô (12) (see Table 7).   Their 

comments also looked to the future in codes such as ójobsô (10) and education beyond the 

primary phase (5).  In such comments they echoed the views of teachers and collectively 

the response from both groups were evident of a futures orientation. Pupils also talked 

about the basics such as learning maths (8) and learning to spell (5).  Often they linked 

these to concepts such as relevance and the need to learn the skills they thought (or had 

been told) they would need in the future. In response to the questions óWhy is school 

important?ô a group of YR1/2 pupils said: 

 

Boy: Itôs important because when youôre an adult and you get a job you might not 
know anything.ô 

Girl: óYeah, when youôre like 25 you might not know anything or be able to addô. 
Boy: Youôd be the dumbest person in the world, you need to know stuff.ô 
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Table 7: Values and purpose of education (pupils by school) 

Code 
Count by school Total count 

(N=24) 1 (N=5) 2 (N=5) 3 (N=7) 4 (N=7) 

learning 2 2 3 5 12 

jobs 3 3 4 0 10 

maths 2 2 2 2 8 

future 3 3 0 1 7 

education beyond primary 3 0 1 1 5 

spelling/handwriting 1 1 0 3 5 

money/economic success 1 3 1 0 5 

being able to do things properly 0 1 2 2 5 

relevance/life skills 2 0 2 0 4 

reading/writing 0 2 0 2 4 

healthy living 0 2 1 0 3 

to be good/moral 0 3 0 0 3 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=24 
 
The diagram below (Figure 18) shows the responses to this question from pupils split by 

year group.  All year groups offered a range of ideas about the purpose of education 

expressing broad views.   The purposes of education cited by all year groups were 

ólearningô, ójobsô and ómathsô. 

 

Figure 18: Values and purpose of education (pupils by year group) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 
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4.3.5 Ideas and influences 

My view of quality comes from my teaching experience and from my own experience of 

school 

When asked what had influenced their ideas about what quality meant staff tended to talk 

about very personal knowledge that had come mainly from their own professional 

experiences (18) (in other words their work as a teacher and in some cases professional 

development activities), their own educational experiences as learners themselves during 

their schooling (11) and interactions with others in the same profession (11) (see Figure 

19). 

 
Figure 19: Ideas and influences (staff) 

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

They also talked about their ideas being self-generated too.  For example nine transcripts 

mentioned that ideas came from personal reflection (see highlighted line in Table 8).  A 

Year 1 teacher said: ó[my ideas] come from me ï my self-evaluation.ô Another Year 1 

Teacher said: óSome of it is just my personal opinionô, another Year 1 teacher said: óMe ï 

it is what I interpret it to meanô.   

 

professional experience (18); interacting/talking (11); own educational 
experience (11) 

me- reflection (9); observing others/being observed (7); 
background/family (7); reading (educational) (6); studying (current) 

(5); studying (prior/ITT) (5); links with other schools (5) 

me - ideas (4); being a parent (4); reading (non-
educational (3); the pupils (3); me - interests (2); working 

in educational environment (2); from parents (1); 
education is transformative (1); from head  (1) 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

130 

 

Some references were also made to reading (6), study and training ï both initial teacher 

training (5) as well as subsequent or current study (5). A TA who had just completed a 

degree cited the work of Paulo Freire as an influence on her ideas of quality; this had 

formed a part of her dissertation.  Others cited their MA research topics as influential.  

 

Table 8: Ideas and influences (staff by school) 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count 
(N=45) 

1 2 3 4 

(N=17) (N=12) (N=11) (N=5) 

professional experience 5 3 7 3 18 

interacting/talking 5 0 4 2 11 

own educational experience 6 3 0 2 11 

me - reflection 5 0 4 0 9 

observing others/being observed 3 2 2 0 7 

background/family 6 1 0 0 7 

reading (educational) 2 1 1 2 6 

studying (current/ongoing) 2 0 2 1 5 

studying (prior, ITT) 4 0 1 0 5 

links with other schools 1 2 0 2 5 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

TA s relied more heavily on family/backgrounds to shape their views of quality than other 

staff groups (see Figure 20).  They did not rely on interacting/talking with others, 

reflecting, observing or reading.   Senior Leaders relied more heavily on professional 

experience than other groups and did not list observing others or studying as influences. 
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Figure 20: Influences (staff by group) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 
 

The extent to which participants think their ideas match 

Although there have been areas where the staff and pupil viewpoints align, often they have 

been quite different. It is interesting to reflect on this observation taking into consideration 

the evidence gathered about the similarities staff and pupils perceive between their ideas 

about quality as well as more official definitions (for example the Ofsted version). 

 

Staff were asked about the extent to which they believed their own personal definitions of 

quality matched the ideas that were reflected in official definitions.  The responses 

demonstrate a perceived level of commonality between their ideas about quality and those 

expressed in official discourses (particularly those of Ofsted) (see Figure 21).  Of the 45 

transcripts, 10 overtly said their views were the same as official definitions, 31 expressed a 

belief that there was some degree of commonality and some level of difference and in only 

four responses did they say there was no match.  The 31 that described both similarity and 

difference painted a picture of the official definitions favouring outcomes above progress, 

or bias towards a ónationalô over an óindividualô view (data averages over individual 

progress).  The most common response was that the official definition of quality was more 

attainment (16) or assessment focused (8) or statistically driven (5) than the staff members 

view.  Some of the comments made by small numbers of participants suggest that the 

official definitions are ignorant or simplistic ï for example they ófavour breadth over 
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depthô (1), have a ónarrow focusô (1), or are created by people who ódonôt know about 

schoolô (1). 

 

Figure 21: Perceived agreement between staff and ‘official’ definitions 

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

The figure below (Figure 22) shows that teachers think that official definitions of quality 

are more attainment focused than their own.  TAs expressed similar thoughts but 

highlighted focus on assessment over attainment.  Senior Leaders focused more on the 

statistical nature of official definitions and understandings not based on pupil progress.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

more attainment focused than my view (16); yes - the same as my 
view (10); assessment focused (8) 

statistically driven (5); not about progress (4); different 
but necessary (4); no - different from my view (4); not 

practical (3) 

hope its more than official version (2); politically 
dirven (2); narrow (academic) 2); don't know 

school (2); favour breadth over depth (1); don't 
know (1); official version improving (1) 
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Figure 22: Perceived agreement between staff and ‘official’ definitions (by role) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

The staff were also asked to comment on the extent to which they thought their ideas about 

quality would match those held by pupils.  The overall responses suggest that staff 

believed that, whilst there would be some overlap, the pupilsô version would be simplistic 

in comparison to their own (see Table 9).  For example, staff said their ideas about quality 

would be more complex (13), pupils would not know what quality meant (7), staff 

definitions would be more academic (5), and also that teachers teach pupils what quality  

means (4) (and interestingly pupils did acknowledge teachers as an influence). 

 

Table 9: Perceived agreement between staff and pupil definitions (staff by school) 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

my own more complex 5 0 7 1 13 

yes, the same 3 0 4 3 10 

pupils don't know 2 0 4 1 7 

mine more academic 2 3 0 0 5 

we teach them what it means 3 0 1 0 4 

pupils opinionated 2 0 0 0 2 

age dependent (older more likely) 0 0 2 0 2 

staff don't know 0 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

A sizeable minority of staff responses challenged the idea that pupils would struggle to 

define quality with ten of the 45 staff transcripts expressing a belief that the staff and pupil 

 more attainment
focussed

yes, the same

assessment focused

statisticalnot about progress

different but
necessary

no, different
Count by Senior leaders
(N=9)

Count by Teachers (N=29)

Count by TAs (N=7)
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definitions of quality would be the same.  If these findings are scrutinised by role the 

senior leaders and teachers thought their ideas would match those of the pupils, no TAs 

expressed this belief.  Both teachers and TAs suggested their ideas would be more complex 

than those of the pupils.   

 

Figure 23: Pattern of perceived agreement between staff and pupil (staff by role) 
 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

Texts that had influenced staff views of quality 

During the interviews with staff, participants were asked to name any documents that had 

been influential in shaping their definitions of quality or that they thought exemplified their 

understanding of the term.  The most commonly cited was the Rose Review (Rose, 2009) 

with 17 of the 45 interviewees mentioning it.  There were other documents mentioned but 

amongst these there was little or no consensus in the responses that were given.  This was 

in some ways a surprising response given that at the time of the school visits the Rose 

review of the curriculum had been archived by the (then new) coalition government.   
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4.4 A ógood pupilô, a ógood teacherô and a ógood schoolô 
All participants were asked what they thought a good pupil, teacher and school were like.  

This question was directly related to the responsibility branch of the dominant conceptual 

framework described in Chapter 2 (see Figure 5 on p.69).  Teachers found the first 

question about a ógood pupilô highly controversial but, despite some initial reluctance to 

acknowledge that there was such a thing, all staff went on to describe in detail the 

characteristics of a good pupil.  Interestingly pupils did not find this a shocking question 

and also had no hesitation or difficulty in providing a description. 

 

Good teachers (and good teaching) were considered by staff less emotive topics but 

revealed some interesting nuances in the way teachers exemplify quality from their own 

classroom experience.  The question about a good school provided responses which 

broadly support what has been presented thus far in this chapter.   

 

4.4.1 A good pupil was a controversial idea  

‘There is no such thing... but a good pupil is eager and curious’, (Teacher). 

 

Approximately two thirds of staff expressed some level of shock at the question in their 

initial response, with many adding there was no such thing ï all pupils were good.  

Conversely, when asked, the pupils showed no such surprise at the question.  Most 

interesting however is that neither teachers nor pupils had any difficulty describing a good 

pupil. 
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Figure 24: A good pupil – the staff view 

 

*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

Despite having shown such surprise at the question, most staff then displayed strong views 

about what a good pupil was (see Figure 24). A Year 1/2 teacher said a good pupil was one 

that:  

 

‘[...] wants to learn, wants to achieve, maybe has goals in mind (but obviously the 

teacher helps with that) but they want achieve the goals themselves.  That reflects 

on their own learning so they can say I’ve learnt this or I want to learn this... that 

think about or talk about what they learn - so to be able to verbalise everything 

they are doing.  Someone who is self-motivated, someone who can adapt to work in 

teams, partners, individually so they get the most out of their learning, someone 

that asks questions’.   

 

 In fact, staff appeared to find it an easy question to answer and demonstrated a level of 

consensus not seen in response to other questions.  For example, the most common 

response to this question was evident in 31 staff transcripts, far higher number than any 

response given to other questions.   However, despite there being greater numbers 

mentioning the same codes, the codes themselves revealed conflict and disagreement 

associated with the question perhaps offering further evidence supporting the idea of a 

good pupil as a controversial and complex element of quality.   

 

Eager/curious (31); no such thing: all great (15); no such thing: teacher 
reponsibility (15); good listener (12); outgoing/confident (11) 

tries hard (8); challenges teacher (7); safe and secure (6); 
takes ownership/independent (5); good socially (4); well 

behaved (4) 

has ideas (3); ready/pre-school history (2); reflective (2); 
happy (2); resilient (2); depends on home life (2); works 
with teacher (1); offers behavioural challenge (1); takes 

risks (1); adpative/flexible (1); shows leadership (1) 
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óEagerness and curiosityô was valued by two thirds (31) of staff participants but an equal 

number considered there was no such thing as a good pupil (half of these staff members 

thought all pupils were good and the other half thought it was the teacherôs responsibility 

to create a good pupil ï to engage them, to equip them with the skills and behaviours of a 

good pupil).  This again suggested conflicting accounts given by teachers.  A Year 3 

teacher commented that a good pupil is: ósomebody who is eager, willing to learn for their 

own benefit, [...] because they genuinely want to find out more.ô  Another teacher, this 

time of Year 4, agreed but added that it was her job to ensure pupilsô eagerness and 

curiosity:  

 

Researcher: óWhat makes a good pupil?ô 
Teacher: óCuriosity ï but children donôt necessarily come with this skill, you have 
to help them by making yourself engaging and making learning good.ô 

 

Table 10: A good pupil (staff by school) 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count 
(N=45) 

1 2 3 4 

(N=17) (N=12) (N=11) (N=5) 

eager/curious 13 7 7 4 31 

no such thing: all great 6 5 2 2 15 

no such thing: teachers’ responsibility 7 4 4 0 15 

good listener 4 4 4 0 12 

outgoing/confident 3 4 0 4 11 

tries hard 6 0 2 0 8 

challenges teacher 0 0 3 4 7 

safe and secure 5 0 0 1 6 

takes ownership/independent 1 0 0 4 5 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

As shown in Table 10, above, staff within each school expressed different characterisations 

of a ógood pupilô.  School 2 valued eagerness and curiosity and listening skills but 

otherwise did not think there was such a thing as a good pupil.  In fact School 1, 2 and 3 all 

took responsibility for creating a ógood pupilô whereas School 4 staff did not mention this 

at all.  Instead they valued confidence, challenge (from pupils) and independence.   
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Pupils said: ‘A good pupil is not violent’ 

When asked what made a good pupil, about half the pupil groups said one that is not 

violent (12) (see Table 11).  Again this echoed what they said in response to other 

questions.  The other common responses included behaving kindly to others (9), being 

friendly (8) and nice (7).  In fact most of the codes related to behaviours and personal 

qualities that were commonly understood to be acceptable at school and that would create a 

safe environment. 

 

Table 11: A good pupil (pupils by school) 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3 
(N=7) 

4 
 (N=7) 

not violent 2 5 2 3 12 

kind 2 1 6 0 9 

friendly 2 1 3 2 8 

nice 2 0 3 2 7 

rule abiding 2 2 1 1 6 

sensible 3 0 3 0 6 

helpful 1 0 1 2 4 

not mean/doesn't bully 2 0 0 2 4 

quiet 1 1 1 0 3 

open/honest 1 0 0 1 2 

happy 0 1 1 0 2 

listens 0 0 2 0 2 

caring 1 0 0 0 1 

polite 1 0 0 0 1 

eager/curious 0 0 1 0 1 

popular 0 0 1 0 1 

beautiful 0 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=24 
 

There was some mirroring of staff views, for example óeager/curiousô was mentioned but 

not to the same extent.  Pupils mentioned ópopularô and óbeautifulô as features of a ógood 

pupilô neither of which was mentioned by staff.   There was a passive acceptance of the 

idea of a ógood pupilô in every transcript and by inference also a óbad pupil.  
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4.4.2 A good teacher is not a controversial idea  
The most commonly expressed views of what makes a good teacher described ways of 

behaving, attitudes and values held by individuals.  The most noted feature of a good 

teacher was being reflective (16), given by about a third of the participants.   

 

Figure 25: A good teacher – the staff view  

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

Staff described good teachers also as (in no particular order) adaptable and flexible (9), 

able to put their pupils first (9) and consider teaching as a relationship (9). A FS teacher 

said a good teacher was: ó... someone who knows that learning is all about relationshipsô. 

 

There were differences according to role within the responses too.  TAs did not mention 

the importance of óreflectionô as part of being a good teacher, senior leaders did not 

consider flexibility and adaptability as important aspects of a good teacher and only 

teachers mentioned the importance of being a learner as a defining characteristic of a good 

teacher. 

 

 

 

reflective (16); flexible/adaptable (9); puts pupils first (9); thinks teaching is about 
relationships (9) 

passion/love of teaching (8); hardworking (7); is a learner (7); 
innovative/creative (7); good at everything (6); pedagogically skilled 

(6); deliovers interesting lessons (6); good team worker (6); is authentic 
(5); is fun (5); offers challenge (5); knows the pupils (5) 

good class management skills (4); good subject knowledge 
(4); cares for pupil wellbeing (3); consistent (3); good 

planner (3); has high expectations (3)   

trained (2); listener (2); 
communicator (2); patient (1); leader 

(1); encourages independence (1);  
nice/approachable/friendly (1)  
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Figure 26: A good teacher (staff by group) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

A good teacher was described by the pupils as one who offers love, care and/or kindness 

(15) and was fun and entertaining (10).  They went on to say that a good teacher was one 

who structured support within lessons (7) and provided literacy activities (6) (see Figure 

27). 
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Figure 27: A good teacher – pupils’ view  

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=24 
 

It is worth pointing out that whilst the greatest level of agreement amongst pupils was that 

a good teacher was one that offered care, love and kindness (mentioned in 15 of the 24 

transcripts), this was not reflected in the teachers view.   

 

Quality is seeing the impact of what I do 

The staff were asked to talk about the elements of their professional experience that they 

thought exemplified quality in education.  By far the most common response was to 

describe an event in which they were able to witness or see evidence of the impact of their 

work (or the work of the teaching staff/school if not in a teaching role themselves) (18).  

For example, a Year 5 teacher talked about a school trip that had taken place two years 

before:  

 

‘We worked with the Year 4 and 5 pupils and we looked at quality writing and how 

giving the children experiences to write about improved quality.  We took the 

children on two trips, one to the zoo and to the National Maritime Museum and the 

we used like a picture book as a starting point, as a hook before we went and did 

some pieces of writing before we did the experience.  Then we had the school trip 

and then we did some follow-up pieces of writing and the difference in quality after 

they had the experience was massive.  I’ve got some of those children two years on 

and they still bring up and talk about the learning that they did liked to that’.   

offers love/care/kindness (15); provides fun/entertainment (10); 
structures support within lessons (7); literacy activities (6) 

strict (5); interesting topics/work (4); has a nice voice (no 
shouting) (4); looks nice (hair/clothes) (4); gives praise/rewards 

(4); offers art/creative work (4); clever (3); offers academic 
challenge (3); allows play in class (3); ICT/VLE work (3); 
imaginative/creative (3); acts as referee in disputes (3) 

knows me (2); helpful (2); patient (2); happy (1); female 
(1) 
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This response was fairly typical of other responses, including looking back as far as two or 

three years in the past for the example.  Often the example they chose described an event 

which was quite different from everyday classroom activity ï such as this one where she 

described a school trip and a series of related activities.  Others described schools plays, 

special visitors, whole school activities and the like.   

 

The second most common response was about the way the school looked, this included 

nice displays of work as well as general tidiness and neatness (10).  Talking about how she 

judged other schools, a deputy head said: óyou look at how tidy things are and you look at 

how the environment has been cared for because if the environment has been cared for 

then you know that your child will be cared forô.  In response to the same question a 

governor said: óitôs the way that you are greeted, the works displayed on the wallô. 

 

Figure 28: Examples of quality (staff) 

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

Although there are areas of overlap (for example, witnessing impact), different staff groups 

did express different opinions about what exemplified quality.  Figure 29 shows that only 

Senior Leaders mentioned ófeelô and óopenness and confidenceô as illustrations of quality.  

witnessing impact (18); displays /tidyness(10) 

teamwork/shared goals (4); certain approach (4); not written, only 
seen (3); imaginative lessons (3); a feeling (3); behaviour for 

learning (3); school confidence (2); outdoor learning (2)  

teacher confidence (1);praise (1); whole school activitiy (1); 
freedom to be creative (1); learning (1); pedagogic exploration 

(1); safeguarding practices evident (1); leadership (1); pupils 
aware of progress (1); curriculum (1); trips (1) 
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Only teachers mentioned óimaginative lessonsô and TAs alone mentioned ópraiseô and 

ówhole school activitiesô as examples of quality.   

 

Figure 29: Examples (staff by group) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

The involvement of TAs in this study 

It is also worth noting here the role of TAs in this study of quality.  When the fieldwork 

phase was being planned headteachers were asked to arrange interviews with as many 

teachers and TAs as possible as well as a governor if possible.  As it happened only two 

schools did include TAs in the timetable (School 1 and School 3).  They are therefore 

under-represented in the study and this raises questions as to their involvement in shaping, 

defining and contributing to any debate within the school about quality.  This is worthy of 

consideration because TAs have gained increasing importance in the classrooms of our 

school in recent years and are a small, but integral part of the literature on quality in 

primary education. 
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Support and challenge to delivering quality 

Staff were asked to comment on the supports and challenges or barriers they experienced 

on a day-today basis that affected their ability to deliver what they believed to be óqualityô 

in education.   

 

The results (see Table 12) show that staff relied upon themselves and each other as primary 

supports to deliver what they thought constituted quality in education (25).   For the most 

part support was introverted ï first staff looked within their school (team work (25) and 

listening and sharing (6)), and then they looked to themselves (through reflection) (8) and 

then to other schools and teachers in other schools (through visiting other 

schools/networking) (8).  There were also some professional structures that staff said 

supported them to deliver what they viewed as quality ï for example having access to 

resources (6),  leadership (5), coaching and mentoring (4) and their school having faith and 

trust in them to do a good job (4). 

 

Table 12: Support for quality (staff by school) 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

teamwork 7 8 10 0 25 

reflection 3 0 1 4 8 

visiting other schools/networking 4 0 1 3 8 

listening/sharing 3 0 0 3 6 

resources/money 3 1 2 0 6 

leadership/head 2 1 2 0 5 

coaching/mentoring 4 0 0 0 4 

faith/trust 0 2 0 2 4 

time to plan 3 0 1 0 4 

common goals 1 0 1 0 2 

training (informal and formal) 1 1 0 0 2 

curriculum 1 1 0 0 2 

structure/quality indicators 0 2 0 0 2 

governors 1 0 0 0 1 

observations and feedback 1 0 0 0 1 

fluid approach 0 1 0 0 1 

open staffroom 0 1 0 0 1 

communication 0 0 1 0 1 

parents 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
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Figure 30 below shows the views of staff broken down by group.  The most notable points 

are that TAs placed greater value on the importance of leadership and the head in 

supporting their ability to deliver quality than either Teachers or Senior Leaders.  TAs also 

placed importance on having time to plan and communication as two structures that 

supported their ability to deliver quality.  

 

Figure 30: Support for quality (staff by group) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

When asked about the challenges and barriers that staff experienced day-to-day that 

prevented them from delivering what they believe to be quality in education staff 

expressed little agreement.  This is evident in Table 13, below, which shows the responses 

given.  óTimeô (8) and óbehaviourô (6) were the biggest challenges staff recognised. 
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 Table 13: Challenges to quality (staff by school) 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

time 3 2 3 0 8 

behaviour 6 0 0 0 6 

confidence (teacher ability) 2 0 2 1 5 

money/resource 1 1 2 0 4 

teamwork (limits creativity) 3 0 0 0 3 

SATs pressure/A of L 1 1 0 1 3 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

4.3.4 What is a good school? 
All the participants were asked to comment on what they believed made a good school.   

Lots of codes were mentioned in the interviews ï this was the same from both staff and 

pupils even though the things each group talked about were different (see Figures 31, 32, 

33, and 34). 

A good school is one which has good teachers, direction and good leadership 

There were a number of areas where some agreement can be seen in what staff thought 

made a good school.  For example the requirement for good schools to have good staff and 

teachers (17), strong leadership (15) and clear vision and direction for schools (15).  A 

headteacher said: óI think its lots of ingredients mixed together in the right combinations.  I 

think strong leadership is fundamental and thatôs one of the big issues we have had to 

address.ô  However, some participantôs ideas about a good school included the notion that 

good schools valued a sense of family between staff, pupils and parents (14) or were 

óorganicô places where change and development were embraced and welcomed or 

implicitly part of the ethos of the institution (13).  A Year 2 teacher said: ó I think it all has 

to work in harmony ï itôs got to work organically, itôs got to be constantly changing and 

reaching higher...ô. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

147 

 

Figure 31: A good school (staff) 

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 

 
The breakdown of responses for each group of participants shows a degree of consensus 

between roles.  The only notable divergence was that TAs did not talk about óorganicô 

change as an aspect of a good school. 

 

Figure 32: A good school (by group) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 
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A good school is one which is safe 

Pupils reiterated the importance of safety in responding to questions about what makes a 

good school:  in a good school pupils are safe from physical harm (13), representing just 

over half of the total transcripts.  Another common response included ónice environmentsô 

(9).  By this pupils meant clean places, smart buildings and pleasant classrooms.  Talking 

about a bad school, a Year 2 girl said: ó[In a bad school] thereôs like all spider webs and 

nobody cleans the school or looks after itô. 

 

Pupils also talked about teachers as part of what makes a good school.  A Year 5 pupil 

commented that in a good school: óthe teachers have to be strict but friendly and then their 

headteacher needs to be in placeô. 

 

Figure 33: A good school – the pupils’ view  

 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 

 

The YR1/2 and YR3/4 groups gave the most comprehensive accounts of a good school.  

FS responses were equally spread between ódonôt knowô, ólots of friendsô and ópersonal 

safetyô (see Figure 34 below).  The YR5/6 mentioned only óplaying/funô and óhelpfulnessô; 

two Year 6 pupils talked about their teacher who provided a little light relief during 

lessons:   

they are safe (from physical/emotional harm) (13); nice environment (clean 
building/good classrooms) (9); places of play and fun (8); there are 

teachers/staff (7) 

lots of friends (6); healthy place (outdoors/fruit) (5); nice/helpful 
place (5); resources to support learning (4); don't know (4); polite 

place (3); subject specific comments (3) 

not overcrowded (2); gives rewards (2); food (2); rules (2); 
high expectations (2); interesting lessons (1); time to finish 

work (1); trips (1); big (1); days off (1); telephones (1); 
headteacher (1); grass (1) 
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Girl: óOur teacher when she is teaching us when sheôs pushing us a bit too far sheôll 
stop and tell us a story about her life which calms us down a bit and youôre 
working hard and she tells us a story and calms us down and then we start 
work again.ô 

Boy: yeah we need fun, not just work and work and work.ô 
 

The YR1/2 groups expressed the greatest concern for safety and YR3/4 the greatest value 

for teachers and staff as well as the importance of friends. 

 

Figure 34: A good school (pupils by year group) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 
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4.5 The importance of school circumstance  
This section presents an argument that quality defined by the participants in this study 

appears, at least in part, defined by the circumstance of the school.  This takes two forms ï 

firstly I propose is that definitions of quality echo the recent history, and secondly I 

propose the views of participants mirror in some ways the physical environment of the 

school.  Examples from the data have been selected to illustrate these points.  Data already 

examined in this chapter is revisited in different, and visual, ways drawing particularly on 

the comparison by school and by interviewee group (staff/school, staff by role, pupils, by 

schools and pupils by year group).   

 

4.5.1 The importance of school context and recent history 

Quality as an external standard and recent inspections 

Figure 35, below, shows the similarities and differences between the views of staff within 

the four schools that took part.  There are areas of agreement, for example quality meaning 

óstriving for the bestô and óexciting enrichment opportunitiesô but there are differences too.  

For example two schools thought that quality was an óexternal standard or judgementô. 

Staff from these two schools were also staff at the two participating schools that had 

recently undergone Ofsted inspections which deemed them now out of óspecial measuresô.  

A requirement of special measures was frequent Ofsted inspections and both had 

undergone up to six Ofsted Inspections in the two years leading up to my visit.  This 

suggests that the schoolôs recent history encouraged a reliance on frames of reference that 

were professionally familiar, that had official status and that had impacted on their recent 

professional experience. 
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Figure 35: What quality means (staff by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

The more challenges recently faced the wider the range of defining characteristics cited  

Using a similar diagram to that shown above (see Figure 35) the response to the question 

óWhat makes a perfect school?ô appeared to show that the more challenges the school had 

recently faced the wider the range of codes listed by pupils in the school.  Of the four 

schools that took part, School 1had faced the greatest number of challenges in recent years 

and pupils in this school offered the widest list of criteria of what would make a perfect 

school.  
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Figure 36: Pupil description of perfection (pupils by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

Support and challenge: a school by school analysis 

 

It is interesting to look at the findings about the supports and challenges that staff talked 

about in interview from a school perspective.  Again, the supports that staff referred to 

were aligned with their current (or recent) foci.  Figure 37 below, gives a visual 

representation of the responses that were mentioned in four or more transcripts. 

 

Figure 37: Support for quality (staff by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 
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Differences can be seen between all schools but overall, Schools 1, 2 and 3 share a basic 

shape ï they relied on similar supports for delivering quality.  School 4 followed its own 

path focusing on óreflectionô, óvisiting other schools and networkingô and ólistening and 

sharingô.  This was in keeping with the schoolôs activity and partnerships ï the school had 

strong links with other local schools and universities, they hosted many trainee teachers, 

the staff visited other schools to offer support on a regular basis, many of the staff were 

studying for higher degrees at the time of my visit and they were involved in research as 

part of the schoolôs research-engaged status.  All of these things required óreflectionô, 

óvisiting other schools and networkingô and ólistening and sharingô.  So there is a 

connection between what they do and what they said supported their ability to deliver 

quality.  

 

Teachers talked about a range of challenges that prevented or restricted schools from 

achieving óqualityô.  There were some interesting differences between schools which were 

particular to the circumstances of the school.  The headteacher of School 2 explained that 

as they had increased in size they acquired different challenges with greater proportion of 

pupils with English as an Additional Language (EAL) and SEN.  The school had continued 

to perform well in terms of Ofsted judgments and the headteacher became a National 

Leader of Education (NLE). This success meant the staff were increasingly in demand 

outside the school supporting other practitioners and other schools ï the headteacher 

commented that it had been and continued to be difficult to offer quality in education as a 

consequence.  However she also thought that excellence came with both a moral drive to 

help others improve but also the opportunity to make money, and to ignore either would be 

wrong:  

 

‘[...] for this school at the moment the ability to do what we want is hampered by 

the amount of work we do elsewhere because physically people are out of our 

schools working in another school.  Often there are projects that you would like to 

do but you don’t have the personnel to do it.  You are forced into this because 

partly you think it’s the right thing to do – supporting other schools – but probably 

more importantly it provides income for the school and we need the financial 

income so it’s important they go out and do that.’  
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Figure 38: Challenges for quality (staff by school)  

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

The influence of recent circumstances was evident in the opinions expressed by the 

headteachers in the other schools too.  For example, Figure 38 shows that School 1 

reported pupil behaviour as the main challenge to implementing quality in the school ï this 

is echoed in the Ofsted reports of the time which also identify behaviour as a particular 

weakness in the school (references not included to protect anonymity of school and 

participants). Also, the headteacher in School 1 had implemented óteam teachingô across 

year groups to improve planning and support weaker teachers.  This also features in Figure 

38 above.  

 

Finally, the idea that school circumstances play a key role in determining the school 

ódefinitionô of quality is also supported by the responses from staff as to what constitutes a 

ógood schoolô.   Table 14 below shows the breakdown of the most common responses that 

were given by school. 
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Table 14: A good school (staff by school) 

Code 

Count by school Total 
count 
(N=45)  

1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

staff/teachers 10 4 2 1 17 
leadership 5 3 4 3 15 

Vision/direction 0 3 11 1 15 

staff/pupil/families are foundation 5 4 2 3 14 

organic - constant change 4 2 3 4 13 
team work 2 2 8 0 12 

*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

Over half the staff in School 1 mentioned the staff/teacher as a key aspect of what makes a 

good school echoing their recent strategic goal to improve the quality of teaching and 

teachers across the school.  Similarly, School 3 the headteacher explained that the lack of 

leadership was the main reason for its recent challenges and the new shared staff vision 

and direction as responsible for its recent success.  She had also implemented a system of 

team planning across year groups to reduce isolation and support improved teaching.  The 

codes óvision/directionô and óteamworkô were also the most oft cited components of a good 

school according to staff at this school again echoing the recent priorities of the school and 

headteacher. 

 

The same conclusion can be illustrated by the pupilsô responses to the question about what 

makes a good school.  The pupilsô responses are bound to the schoolôs current or recent 

priorities.  This is shown in Figure 39 below in the emphasis of the School 1 line towards 

teachers and staff and safety ï both recent priorities for improvement. 
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Figure 39: A good school (pupils’ views by school)  

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

4.5.2 The importance of local environment 
Evidence to support the notion that school environment is also an important influence in 

defining quality came from the pupilsô discussion about what they did not like at school.  

Analysis of the findings by school showed there was a reflection of the school environment 

in pupilsô responses.  By environmental factors I refer to the physical space of the school 

grounds, buildings and classrooms.   

 

A greater proportion of pupils in School 2 cited accidents as something they did not like.   

School 2 was the least safe of the four schools in terms of building layout.   There were no 

grass areas for play, even the climbing frames were built on concreted or tarmac ground.  

There was a óyellow lineô which featured in three of the four interviews in this school and 

was referenced in some of the quotes used earlier in this chapter (see p.110).  This line was 

painted on the ground and separated the playgrounds of the infant and junior campuses as 

well as the playgrounds from the staff car park.  Staying on the right side of this line was 

one of the most important rules of the school.   School 2 was also the largest in terms of 

numbers of pupils on roll and operated staggered playtimes in an attempt to reduce 

incidents and accidents caused by the sheer number of pupils in the playground at any one 

time. 
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In contrast, in School 3 pupils did not really link quality to the school environment.  This 

school was the smallest in terms of both the number of pupils on roll as well as the size of 

the school site.  It was set in a rural location and had large grassy areas to play, fences 

between play areas and car parks, soft flooring under climbing frames and a large building 

for relatively few pupils. Play times were organised so limited numbers of pupils had 

access to climbing or sporting equipment in certain areas of the playground. 

 

Figure 40, below, shows the spread of responses pupils gave describing those things they 

did not like at school. 

 

Figure 40: What pupils say they do not like about school (by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 
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4.6 A comparison of research-engaged and non-research-engaged 

schools 
This section examines the data comparing findings from schools 1 and 3 with 2 and 4 

specifically to address the fourth research intention ï to critically consider the connection 

that may exist between the work of research-engaged schools and the theories of New 

(2005) and Burbules (2004).  I conclude that there is little conclusive evidence that such a 

difference is apparent but there are some areas where interesting differences can be seen.   

These are in line with some of the points made on p.70/71 and are discussed below. 

 

4.6.1 A less tangible approach to defining quality 
The data generated from staff about examples of their own practice that they thought 

exemplified quality showed some notable differences between the school types.  The 

following table (Table 15) shows the breakdown of responses made in two or more 

transcripts by schools.  The visual representation that shows these results proportionally 

(Figure 41) reveals some interesting school differences.  

 

Table 15: Examples of quality (staff by school) 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

witnessing impact, change or 
engagement 6 2 10 0 18 

displays 4 4 2 0 10 

teamwork/shared goals 1 3 0 0 4 

A particular approach 0 0 0 4 4 

something that is seen not written 1 0 0 2 3 

imaginative lessons/pride 1 1 1 0 3 

 feel 0 3 0 0 3 

behaviour for learning 0 1 2 0 3 

school openness/confidence 2 0 0 0 2 

outdoor learning 0 0 1 1 2 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

There are two peaks in the figure below that show areas of individual school differences.  

School 1, 2 and 3 all responded with examples of quality that demonstrated their impact on 

pupils in some way.  Whilst School 3 was the most committed to this response, School 4 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

159 

 

did not mention this at all.  In fact the research-engaged schools placed less or no emphasis 

on this as an example of quality.   

 

Figure 41: Examples of quality (staff by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

School 4 only valued a particular approach as an example of quality in their practice (in 

this case Mantle of the Expert ï Heathcote and Bolton, 1995) and said that quality was 

something that could not be written or captured in tangible ways.  A FS teacher said: 

óQuality means to me..., it means something quite indefinable really, it might be evident in 

quite intangible things ï it might be listening to a  group talking or it might be looking at 

something they are doing rather than the end productô.  Staff in School 2 offered a variety 

of responses ï among them some quite tangible products like displays but they also 

thought that quality was just something that you could ófeelô ï again echoing the intangible 

nature of quality.  A Year 1 Teacher in one of the research-engaged schools said: óyou can 

sense an energy and you know when you go into a classroom, a school, a staffroom 

whether there is positive energy about and that is quality ï that promotes it, it feels like 

there is always something simmeringô. 

 

4.6.2 Less concern with purpose of education in definitions of quality  
The next sub-section suggests that there is reason to think that the definitions of quality 

given by those within the research-engaged schools were less concerned with purpose of 
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education as an influential frame.  The following figure (Figure 42) shows that both School 

2 and School 4 (the two research-engaged schools) offered the narrowest description of the 

purpose of education with many participants within these schools choosing not to answer 

the question or giving brief responses. 

 

Figure 42: Purpose of Education (staff by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

The figure above (Figure 42) shows that few staff in School 2 expressed ideas about the 

purpose of education when asked to do so. Many chose not to answer the question and the 

responses from those that did respond do not show any particularly strong opinion on what 

that purpose might be.  Similarly, few staff in School 4 chose to answer and those that did 

considered the purpose of education was to instil curiosity (1) and to share learning 

journeys (1).   

 

4.6.3 Focus beyond óthe basicsô 
This sub-section suggests that staff within the research-engaged schools were less likely to 

define quality as óthe basicsô (see Figure 43).  The most persuasive evidence can be seen in 

the diagram which shows that the two research-engaged schools share a similar pattern as 

do the two non-research-engaged schools.  The two non-research-engaged schools 

emphasised literacy and numeracy (the basics) as key components of quality whereas the 

two research-engaged schools emphasised the arts and outside equipment.   
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Figure 43: Like (pupils by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

Given the context of the schools (the research-engaged schools were further along the 

quality continuum than the non-research-engaged schools, as judged by Ofsted) this could 

also be explained as a consequence of improvement.   

 

4.6.4 A more óoutward lookingô influences on definitions of quality  
The following data, generated by the question to staff about what influenced their ideas 

about quality, shown below in Figure 44, show some differences between what staff within 

the two types of schools said.  There are small emphases towards ólinks with other schoolsô 

as a defining feature of quality and in both cases these were both from the research-

engaged schools.  This difference is notable in the context of the broader view discussed in 

section 4.3.5 where staff expressed a tendency to rely on introverted and non-discursive 

means to shape their views of quality and thus expressed little desire or need to debate or 

challenge their (or otherôs) ideas about quality.  I highlight this difference here and will 

return to elaborate further in subsequent chapters (in particular 6 and 7) because teachers 

critical engagement with the influences, debate and discussion about what quality means 

emerges,  through a combination of data presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, as an important 

finding.    
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Figure 44: Ideas and influences (staff by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 

 

Some of the data generated by asking staff about what supported or challenged them to 

deliver quality also comments on an inward/outward approach.  For example, Table 12 on 

p.140 shows that School 4 in particular demonstrated an outward looking approach to find 

support and deal with challenges to their ability to deliver quality education. 

 

4.6.5 More learning oriented 
It is interesting to note that only the research-engaged schools considered that good 

teachers were also ólearnersô (see Table 16), perhaps suggesting an extension of the 

reflective theme to encompass an element of similarity or equality between pupil and 

teacher.  Whilst it could be something that echoed recent professional development or 

school improvement work the extension beyond just being reflective and actually learning 

I think represents more.  Whilst the data presented here is indicative only of a question and 

not a finding per se, it does nevertheless show a notable difference. 
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Table 16: A good teacher (staff by school) 

 

Count by school 
Total count 

(N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

reflective 5 6 3 2 16 
flexible/adaptable 1 2 5 1 9 

put pupils first 4 1 1 3 9 

is about relationships  3 0 5 1 9 

passion/love of teaching 1 2 2 3 8 
hardworking 2 1 2 2 7 

learners 0 5 0 2 7 
innovative/creative 3 0 4 0 7 
good at everything 3 0 1 2 6 

pedagogically skilled 3 1 0 2 6 

interesting lessons 1 1 4 0 6 
good team worker 0 3 3 0 6 

*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 
exceed N=45 
 

Figure 45, below, shows this data visually making the clear similarities and differences 

between the four schools clearer.  Of particular note is the emphasis given by Schools 2 

and 4 towards óreflectiveô (where the other two schools demonstrate lesser agreement) and 

the emphasis towards ólearningô at the bottom of the figure.  It this combination of defining 

features that could mark them apart. It is not clear why this might be the case. It may be 

that some research-engaged school staff considered themselves to be learners as well as 

teachers as much as a result of having absorbed research-focused and/or Ofsted success-

focused rhetoric in more convincing ways. The alternative framework in Chapter 2 

suggested that implicit within the óquest and questionô approach is a need to be a learner 

(see final bullet on p.76) ï the alternative framework therefore accepts that to the 

practitioner the answer (what quality means) is not known, that some learning is necessary 

to achieve such an approach.  Thus, another manifestation of this framework would be to 

view teaching also as a learning activity. Despite the lack of clarity about why these 

differences show, the fact that there appears to be such a difference in the framework they 

are applying to understanding quality is interesting.  
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Figure 45: A good teacher (staff by school) 

 
*Shows results proportionally, basic frequency table in Appendix B 
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4.7 In summary 
A great range of responses were offered from both staff and pupils.  Pupils expressed 

eloquent, deep and rich definitions of quality.  There was some degree of overlap in 

addition to clear differences between what staff emphasised and what pupils focused on.  

Staff tended to refer most to values when giving their definitions of quality whereas pupilsô 

responses were most often related to aspects of educational provision, the content of the 

school day or the physical environment around them.  In addition pupils also gave some 

imaginative responses, for example schools where such educational provision allowed 

visits to space and exciting science experiments as well as descriptions of schools with 

unlimited sweets and ice cream. 

 

As defining characteristics of quality óstriving for the bestô and óexternal standards featured 

highest in the staff perspective whereas pupils focused on social and safety elements of 

schooling.  The latter point emerged as an important aspect of quality in response to a 

number of question asked of pupils suggesting it is an area of serious concern. The 

differences between the emphasis that pupils and staff place on safety were notable.  

 

In terms of the purpose of education both groups talked about future oriented aspects like 

jobs and developing skills needed for employment or further schooling.  Staff highlighted 

the need for independence (in learners) and basic skills. Staff responses about the 

influences on their views on quality highlight that these come mainly from within their 

own professional experience and school.  Some talked about the role of talking and 

interacting with others in the profession (a more discursive approach) but codes which 

suggest a more introverted approach overall dominated.   

 

Staff expressed a belief that their levels of agreement and understanding of pupilsô 

definitions of quality were high but this was not borne out in the comparison of responses.  

In fact the level of agreement and apparent understanding of pupilsô ideas about quality 

appeared limited. The level of respect and understanding of staff for pupilsô views in such 

areas as safety is low ï staff did not express any thoughtful consideration of the extent to 

which this was a concern for pupils or appreciation of the nuance that pupils described in 

terms of the types of danger they perceived.  At the same time there was a general 

(incorrect) belief expressed by many staff that they understood pupilsô views about quality 
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and that either these would match their own (which they did not) or that pupils would fail 

to capture the complexity of the concept (again, incorrect). 

 

The discussion about a good teacher and a good school presented some interesting and 

sometimes surprising (and worrying) interim findings. Good teachers were reflective and 

the descriptions of good teaching were complex but essentially appeared to be about 

visibility of impact ï óseeing the impact of what I doô.  Staff also talked about the need to 

be flexible, put pupils first and the importance of relationships in teaching. To pupils a 

good teacher was one who offered love, care and kindness.  Staff thought a good school 

required good teachers, good leadership and vision.  Pupils again raised the importance of 

it being a safe place.  

 

Staff were taken aback by the question about a ógood pupilô yet were adept at describing 

what a good pupil was.  This is an interesting research issue. The codes given by staff also 

revealed levels of disagreement and conflict suggesting that this was a controversial and 

uncomfortable topic to discuss. The analysis of staff responses suggested the question was 

answered as ówhat kind of pupil is easy to teach?ô.  When considering how ógoodô 

contributes to an emerging understanding of quality this suggests that staff see ógoodô as 

óeasy to teachô.      

 

Pupils did not express any surprise or discomfort at the idea there was a describable ógood 

pupilô and were also adept at describing it.  Pupilsô responses were different to those 

offered by staff, prioritising elements of security and staying safe again.  In their comments 

they also acknowledged that there was also such a thing as a óbad pupilô.  

 

The school by school analysis suggested that the recent school circumstances played an 

integral role in shaping both staff and pupil views about quality.  For example frequent 

recent Ofsted inspections were connected with a reliance on external standards as defining 

features of quality; greater recent challenges went hand in hand with wide range of quality 

descriptors; supports and challenges to delivering quality were associated with recent 

school circumstances and priorities; and the physical environment of the school was 

reflected in comments about safety.  Collectively these findings suggest that the 
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conceptualisation of quality in school may be restricted by the present or recent 

circumstances of the school and not inspired by an ideal or pursuit for something better.  

 

The analysis that compares research-engaged schools with non-research-engaged schools 

revealed some interesting differences but nothing conclusive.  Some connections were 

made between research-engaged schools and a less tangible approach to defining quality; 

less concern with purpose in education  (or a different interpretation of purpose); a focus 

on more than the basics (literacy and numeracy); a more outwards looking influences on 

staff views of quality; and a more learning centred definitions of quality (for adults).  

These points will be picked up and compared with the conceptual frameworks in Chapter 

6. 

 

The next chapter ï Chapter 5 ï presents the findings from the second phase of data 

collection.  The four cases studies are reported and some connections are made between 

the data presented in this chapter as well as the literature from Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 5 Ā Quality in óinteractionô 

5.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the findings from the second research phase which considered the 

way that quality is defined by the interactions between teachers and pupils in the primary 

school classroom.  This equates to the third research intention (see p.72).  A range of 

authors were cited in the literature review who had emphasised the centrality of the pupil 

teacher relationship in relation to quality (or effectiveness), (for example, Pollard with 

Filer, 2000; Pollard et al. 1996; Wrigley, 2013; Alexander et al., 2009; Cullingford, 1997; 

Gewirtz, 2000; Coffield and Edward, 2009).  As a result understanding quality through 

studying interaction was identified as one aspect of the challenge to quality that this thesis 

would tackle.  Phase 2 of the empirical research work (described in section 3.3.4 of the 

methodology chapter) was a response to this.  In addition, the alternative conceptual 

framework combined this call to action with the need to place this relationship right at the 

heart of an approach to defining quality.  

 

The contribution this phase of the research makes is to support the notion that this 

relationship is important in understanding quality ï particularly from a pupilôs perspective.  

The four case studies shed light on the ways that teachers reflect on the interactions they 

have with pupils.  In some cases this has been shown to be sensitive, thoughtful and deeply 

considerate of the pupil view.  There are however other examples which appear to 

demonstrate the failures of some to support pupils and the gulf between what some 

teachers say about quality and what they do in classrooms.  It is important to note these 

negative points but also to consider them alongside other notable features of some 

observations which showed the impossible demands made of teachers in some schools.  It 

also offers insight into the experiential side of quality education for pupils adding depth to 

the data presented in the previous chapter about the importance of safety and the social 

side of schooling. 

 

The chapter begins with an overview of the procedure and data sets (section 5.2). It follows 

with accounts of each case study; each of which details the óstoryô, supported with material 

from observation notes, interview transcripts and the researcher diary where relevant 

(section 5.3).  Following the presentation of findings, the chapter moves on to consider 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

169 

 

comparisons between data sets, in this case the case studies, and present by way of a 

conclusion, a thematic discussion of the results (section 5.4). 
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5.2 The procedure and data sets 
This chapter reports the findings from four case studies, each involving one teacher and 

one pupil.  In each case data was collected over a two day period through observation 

notes, a pre-and post-observation interview with both teacher and pupil and through 

researcher notes (as described in section 3.3.4 of the methodology chapter).   

 

The following table describes the cases, school and the participants in terms of year group 

in the order that they appear in this chapter. 

 

Table 17: Phase 2 case studies 

Case study no. School Year group 

1 3 3 

2 1 5 

3 2 FS 

4 3 6 

 

Section 3.3.4 in the Methodology and research design chapter set out in detail the methods, 

data sets and approach to analysis (see p.94-100 and 107/8). 
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5.3 The case studies 
This is a piece of qualitative description that attempts to capture at a micro level and 

through vicarious experience a range of conceptions of quality. 

 

Throughout this chapter a version of óbracketingô(Fischer, 2009, Gearing, 2004, Ahern, 

1999) has been used to make clear the different voices represented in the text: the 

researcher reflections [coded as RR]; information or quotes taken from either pre- or post-

observation interview transcripts [coded as INT] and data taken from the observation notes 

made during the case study visits [coded as OBS]. 

 

5.3.1 Case Study 1  
The first case study is of a Year 3 boy, Tom, and his teacher, Mrs Alyson.  During the two 

days I spent with them I observed a variety of different activities including two sessions 

led by a student teacher under the supervision of Mrs Alyson.  During the two days I saw 

two numeracy sessions ï the first on subtraction and the second on 3D shapes, a French 

session which was delivered by the class teacher with the support of a CD program, topic 

work, literacy, guided reading as well as lots of tidying up.  There was also a range of 

whole class, group and independent work as well as examples of both planned and 

unplanned activities. 

  

The room was large and well lit with large windows covering most of one wall and 

overlooked the playground.  The room was clearly set up to cater for the kinds of class and 

group work witnessed.  Spread around the room were tables set out to seat six pupils at 

each.  There was a carpeted area with computers, an interactive whiteboard and normal 

whiteboard at one end and at the other were sinks and art equipment, a book corner and 

reading area.  The walls were covered with óworking wallô displays devoted to numeracy, 

literacy and French.  These looked informative and there were clear links to the work I 

witnessed during observations but were not used by pupils during the time I spent in the 

class.  There was also evidence of the rules, expectations, incentives and penalties on the 

walls and cupboard doors as well as some more artistic and decorative displays too.  

Generally the space was cosy and child friendly ï equipment, pens and pencils and the like 

were easy to find independently and there was calm atmosphere throughout ï there were 
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no raised voices, the pupils seemed engaged and the staff were calm and appeared well 

organised, [OBS]. 

 

Tom and Mrs Alyson 

The story that emerged from the case study of Tom and Mrs Alyson was a positive one, at 

least on the surface.  It was a story about a boy who was able and enjoyed what he did in 

class and who had a positive relationship with both his teacher and his peers.  Perhaps to 

insinuate that there was a less positive side would be overly critical; however, the story 

does echo and elaborate on findings encountered in the previous chapter about what 

constitutes a good pupil and the difficulties this idea brings with it.  It also helps to 

elucidate what it is that teachers value as ógoodô and why, thus serving to add depth to 

what the thesis has already presented.   

 

Tom explained in his first interview that he considered himself confident and competent 

and Mrs Alysonôs comments in her interview agreed.  He particularly liked maths as a 

subject and thought he was good at it.  Particular things he liked about his teacher included 

her good explanations: óShe explains our lessons well and then we definitely know what to 

doô.  There was nothing he thought could be improved.  He thought learning was ófunô.  He 

enjoyed the incentives, targets and rewards that operated in his classroom: ójust recently we 

had a reading target and every time we read a book we write a book review and we get a 

banana [sticker] for each book we read and two marbles in the jar for each book we read.  

And when we fill the jar we get golden timeô. In the pre-observation interview Tom was 

able to explain what he would be doing in the day ahead and was able to explain his 

targets, strengths and weakness.  These were reiterated and confirmed in the teacher 

interview, [INT]. 

 

Tom is ‘a good pupil’  

Mrs Alyson said Tom was a good pupil to have in class.  He liked everything about school 

and his teacher; she liked him and thought he was an asset to the group.  She described him 

as óengagedô, óresponsiveô, óbrightô, ówillingô, óa team playerô, óhelpfulô, óhappyô and 

someone who óloves to learnô,  [INT].  She also thought he was inspirational and a role 

model to the others in his class:  
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‘He’s a very bright and happy boy and I would say the class bounced off him.  And 

they aspire to be like him as well.  There’s a core of boys who are very bright as 

well as Tom but they know they’re not quite Tom and they do aspire to be like him.  

But actually I think it’s helping them, you know, it’s helping them with their 

learning, so they are very competitive with their team points, comments in books, 

things like that’.[INT] 

 

Tom was described as a boy who responded well to and actively sought out opportunities 

for interaction in class, with the teacher and others and this was certainly evident in the 

observation notes as Tom frequently sought contact with others in the room, [OBS].  Mrs 

Alyson described their interactions positively using phrases such as óhe tends to bounce off 

meô and ówe work very well together as teacher and pupilô. [INT].  Mrs Alyson could rely 

on Tomôs enthusiasm and willingness to participate which she valued:  

 

‘He often comes up with his own ideas that helps the lesson flow, I mean lots of 

them do, but, you know, Tom always seems to be very willing and he loves to learn 

– he’s very exciting and excited too. [...] He really just helps to bounce things 

along, you know, also children tend to bounce off him as well.  He’ll come up with 

an idea, his hand is always up’.[INT] 

 

According to Mrs Alyson he was amongst the most able in the class.  The only challenge 

he reportedly posed for his teacher was being too able and, at times, too enthusiastic. 

According to the teacherôs view he was already meeting his targets and Mrs Alyson had to 

find ways to extend and challenge him which she talked about as the only ódifficultyô, 

[INT].  Tom was enthusiastic about participating so he always put his hand up and she had 

to ensure she did not always go to him to answer (which he did not like much), [OBS]. 

 

Tom was a good pupil because he was useful, predictable and could be relied upon to be 

enthusiastic and able.   During a plenary numeracy activity where each group had been set 

a problem to solve on their mini-whiteboards, Tom volunteered to work through one of the 

sums on the board for the whole group, [OBS]: 

 
Tom (as he sits on the carpet with his hand up he says to another boy who modelled 
the last sum): óSheôs not going to choose you, you did the last one.ô 
The teacher chose Tom, he went to the front of the group and correctly wrote the 
following: Ã8.57 - Ã4.63 = Ã3.94. 
Teacher: óFantastic, round of applause for Tom.ô 
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The challenges of Mrs Alyson’s class 

When asked to reflect on the two days of observations Mrs Alyson talked about the 

difficulties of teaching a class of different abilities a full and fast paced curriculum with 

little or no other adult help.   The following quote from the post-observation interview 

touched on a number of these different pressures that she perceived as well as the support 

she received from having pupils like Tom in the class, [INT].  Reflecting on an 

introduction to literacy work where she had been introducing subordinate clauses and had 

presented an activity which required pupils to match parts of a sentence she said: 

 

 ‘And then in literacy today, I was a little bit worried about teaching them about 

subordinate clauses, I thought that might be step too far but a lot of them are ready 

to do that now, they’re ready to move on and there’s quite a few of them that are 

using compound sentences anyway when they write so I personally felt with the 

visual slips of paper that they understood that and they grasped that.  Even David 

who’s my poorest... you know... grasped that straight away and again Tom, very on 

the ball, understood straight away and I could see that the children were bouncing 

off Tom again. He seems to be the leader who comes out with the answers and then 

there seems to be this sort of ripple effect, and they’re thinking “oh yes!”.’[INT] 

 

In this quote she expressed the need to move learning on coupled with doubt that all pupils 

were ready for this.  She also expressed a sense of relief that it went well and noted the role 

that Tom played in supporting this success.   

 

There was evidence during the observation of a lack of teacher presence too ï Tom and his 

peers were at times spending periods of time struggling to do maths tasks because there 

were not enough adults present to spend time with them and priority had been given to 

others in the class.  For example during a maths activity where pupils were required to 

work out Ã10.00 - Ã2.36 the following exchange took place between Tom and three other 

pupils [OBS].  It shows their reliance upon each other for help: 

 
Tom: óThis is really hardô 
Boy: óYou have to borrowô 
Tom (having another attempt at the problem whilst muttering to himself): óThe 
answer is Ã6.74ô 
Boy: óHow do you do it?ô 
Tom talks through the working out 
Boy: óI got Ã8.63ô 
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This lack of human resource married with the challenge of teaching varied ability levels 

and a pressured curriculum made pupils like Tom an asset.  Mrs Alyson said:  

 

‘I don’t have any TA support in the afternoons so the class have had to get used to 

me.  It’s meant I’ve had to spend a lot of time with David and Liam who are the 

poorer ones in the classroom and that has proved to be quite difficult because it 

means I can’t get round the rest of the class so it’s me trusting them to work 

independently.  So I’ll put them in mixed ability pairs, so the more able child will 

help the other child’.[INT] 

 

The importance of interaction 

The observation notes showed many examples of interaction between Tom and others, 

including Mrs Alyson.   This pupil-teacher interaction, as discussed later, was not the same 

in the other case studies (in other case studies there were fewer instances of direct 

interaction between teacher and pupil recorded during the two day observation period). 

The kinds of interactions that were noted during the observation between Tom and Mrs 

Alyson took various forms.  There were examples of one-to-one contact where for 

example, the teacher and the pupil talked; there were examples where he was chosen to 

answer a question and where he was ignored too.  There were examples where he sought 

physical contact with Mrs Alyson, usually sitting very close to her.  There were instances 

where he was chosen to demonstrate; where he was working alone but with teacher 

supervision and where he was receiving help within a group.  All examples of interaction 

were gentle, calm, familiar and sometimes affectionate, [OBS]. 

 

There were a number of examples in the observation notes about the physical closeness or 

contact between Tom and Mrs Alyson.  The following is a description of the interaction 

between Tom and Mrs Alyson during a guided reading activity, [OBS].  

 
Tom sits next to Mrs Alyson, on her right.  Despite there being plenty of space 
around the table he positions his chair very close to hers so they sit touching each 
other. Tom starts reading as instructed by the teacher. He is interrupted by noise 
from pupils moving around the room.  The teacher is distracted by this and is not 
listening to Tom read.   
 
Teacher: Sorry, Tom, would you mind starting againô.   
 
Tom reads on...  
Mrs Alyson stops him with a question: óWhat is an avenue?ô   



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

176 

 

Tom answers correctly. Whilst he reads, another pupil points out a simile and the 
teacher asks them to lookout for an example of alliteration on page seven. The 
pupils continue to take turns reading sections of the book. Tom by this point (about 
five minutes into the reading activity) has moved so he is leaning on Mrs Alyson as 
they sit in a circle around the table.  The teacher interjects with questions: 
 
Mrs Alyson: óAlcoves, what are they?ô  
Tom: óitôs like a basementô 
Mrs Alyson: óAnd what is senile?ô 
Tom: óGentleô 
Another pupil: óstrictô 
Tom: óvery old and needs looking afterô 
Mrs Alyson (looking at Tom): probably not got all her memory...ô 
Tom : ó...or her musclesô 
Mrs Alyson (laughing quietly): óno...ô 
 
Later in the reading activity Mrs Alyson is talking about the meaning of 
ósympatheticallyô.   
 
She gently touches Tomôs hand says ófor example, if you fall over in the 
playground and hurt yourself, I might put a plaster on itô.   
 
Another pupil offered a comment and was interrupted by Tom.  Mrs Alyson said to 
him: óHold on my love, its Ninaôs questionô.   

 

Tom appeared to seek these opportunities for physical contact from time to time and both 

parties were questioned about it in the post-observation interview.   Tom simply expressed 

his liking of Mrs Alyson and everything she did and Mrs Alyson was unaware that Tom 

was sitting so close or moving closer to her during an activity but was aware that she had, 

over time, developed a close relationship with all members of this class.  She explained 

that she had taught them regularly since Year 1 so had developed a óclose and familiar 

relationshipô with the group and said they often mistakenly called her ómummyô, [INT]. 

 

Tomôs seeking out of classroom interaction was not limited to the exchanges between him 

and Mrs Alyson.  Many of the interactions that were observed suggested there was an 

important social element to classroom life, even where the learning activity set by the 

teacher was intended to be individual.  During activities where the teacher was occupied 

elsewhere in the room and groups were left to continue their work unsupervised, whether 

working alone or in pairs, Tom engaged in a great deal of conversation and comparison of 

his work with his peers, [OBS].  The following extracts are taken from a literacy lesson 

where pupils had been instructed to return to their tables and complete a story alone they 
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had started in an earlier lesson.  The pupilôs interaction showed elements of instruction 

awareness, rule abiding, comparison and competition or showing off and was superfluous 

to the learning task set: 

 

Boy 1: óIôm on my resolutionô 
Tom: óYouôre not supposed to be on your resolutionô (Sneezes) 
Boy 1: óBless youô 
Tom: óLook at my build upô 
Boy 2: óWow, is that three sentences or more?ô 
Tom: óProbably moreô 
 
In another instance, when working on small whiteboards on the carpet Tom realised 
that he had made a mistake in his work and rubbed it out and re-did it.  Instead of 
keeping this to himself he quietly interrupts his friend and explains the mistake he 
made.   

 

A comment on quality  

In this case a good pupil was a real asset to the teacher.  According to this case study the 

characteristics of a good pupil include being óengagedô, óresponsiveô, óbrightô, ówillingô, 

óhelpfulô, and óhappyô and their behaviour conforms to a set of predetermined ideals.  They 

can be upheld as role models and they inspire others to achieve and participate.  Teachers 

can rely on good pupils to help them do their work ï to respond to questions, to model for 

others, take on board targets and have the will to improve, to continually be eager and 

compliant ï and to fit in to educational, school and class structures, procedures and 

requirements.  To Mrs Alyson Tom was a ógood pupilô and that appeared to be, at least in 

part, because of the pressures that she was under and the meagre resource she had 

available.  Tom helped her to do her job ï he made her feel good about what she did and he 

made what she did easier, [RR]. 

 

Interaction appeared to be important too.  Tom was very close to his teacher and she was 

close to him and the rest of the group.  He actively sought out interactions with her and 

with others in his class.  Tom made individual activities into social activities; he added this 

dimension where it was not directed by the teacher, [RR]. 

 

This case emphasises some of the elements of quality that have been discussed previously 

ï for example the top four response given by pupils when asked to describe a good teacher 

included one who offers love, care and kindness; one who is fun and entertaining; one that 
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structures support during lessons and one that does literacy activities (see Figure 27 on 

p.137).  All these aspects are covered in this case plus others not mentioned by as many 

pupils such as having a nice voice (no shouting), giving praise and so on.   

 

The case also adds to the data on the staff view of the good pupil, described first in the 

empirical work in section 4.4.1. In her description of Tom she mentioned óengagedô, 

óresponsiveô, óbrightô, ówillingô, óa team playerô, óhelpfulô, óhappyô and someone who 

óloves to learnô.  Previously, in Chapter 2, intelligence and ability did not feature but in this 

case Tomôs ability was very much a part of what made Tom a good pupil and Mrs Alyson 

relied on his ability as well as his consistency and predictability.  Because of these 

characteristics he had become a pedagogical tool.  This twists the interpretation of good in 

the dominant conceptual framework away from a rather plain positive thing to something 

less about the pupil and more about the use to the teacher. 

 

This teacher taught a class of over 30 pupils with little additional adult support (at the time 

of the visit).  Although the observation did not focus on pupils other than Tom, it was 

evident that the same level of interaction and the same close relationship was not shared 

with all pupils during the two day observation period.  It is possible that interaction with 

Tom was at the forefront of the teachers mind because of my presence in the room so that 

caveat must be borne in mind.  Still, the question about how pupils not labelled as good 

experience interaction with the teacher is an interesting one raised (but not answered) in 

this case study.  

 

When asked about the purpose of education in Phase 1 staff responded most often with the 

need to make pupils independent.  This case study raises questions about the meaning of 

independence in those responses.  This was explained as developing in an individual the 

skills, knowledge and capacity to be continue to learn and to be more able to learn alone 

(see quote on p.125).  Tom sought out opportunities for interaction with his teacher and his 

peers, even after whole class instructions had made clear that an activity was to be 

undertaken alone.  I am left with questions about the compatibility of this interpretation of 

independence and the reluctance to want to do anything alone expressed by Tom.  I think 

this is an interesting point where there is potential clash on one aspect of values 
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underpinning conceptualisations of quality in particular.  The question that interests me is 

why do teachers emphasise the need for independence?   

5.3.2 Case Study 2 
The second case study presented here is that of a Year 5 girl, Julie, and her teacher, Mrs 

Connor, from School 1.  The class was a mixed Year 5 and 6 group that had experienced 

great changes in their time at the school.  The school had been in óspecial measuresô for a 

year prior to taking part in this study, and only the month before my visit had been 

inspected and achieved a ógoodô Ofsted rating.  For this particular class these events had 

impacted significantly on their experience of school.  They had been taught by many 

different teachers, experienced three changes of head teacher, and been at the school when 

it had reached its lowest ebb.  The headteacher, relatively new to the school and brought in 

to turn it around, described it as having been a place where pupils did not necessarily feel 

safe because there were no clear rules for behaviour and no clear structure of disciplinary 

procedure.  The class was small compared to other classes in the school.  In other year 

groups, as the school had improved and confidence within the community had grown, the 

intake had increased and had reached capacity at three form entry in Reception.  As a 

legacy of more difficult times things were different at the top of the school where there was 

only one class which catered for a mixed Year 5 and 6 grouping.  Mrs Connor, the teacher, 

was the longest serving teacher at the school and had been through these changes with the 

pupils.  At the time of my visit she was actively seeking work elsewhere and I was joined 

in my observation of her class for a few hours by a headteacher from another school who 

had come to assess her teaching as part of a recruitment process, [RR]. 

 

The story of Julie and Mrs Connor was one about negotiating challenges.  For Julie these 

were predominately about the complex social world of her classroom and for Mrs Connor 

were about the challenge of teaching a disparate and poorly integrated group.  In a drive to 

improve and offer a full and varied educational experience to pupils the school was a busy 

place.   In the two days that I was there I did not see a full class ï there was a choir trip the 

first day which meant a number of pupils were absent, there was a fight in the playground 

during break time which resulted in three pupils from the group being put on óinternal 

suspensionô (removed from all classroom activities and given individual work for the 

remainder of the day), there was a lot of movement of pupils between different groups for 

maths and phonics work ï this meant that many pupils left the room to join another class 
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and others entered the Year 5/6 classroom to join the group lead by Mrs Connor.  During 

the observed period I watched art, numeracy, phonics, literacy, brass lessons (trumpet), 

[RR]. 

 

The room was very large with most of the pupils sat toward the front where the interactive 

whiteboard, whiteboards and teacherôs desk were.  Towards the back were more tables, 

books, equipment and a cloakroom area.  This area tended to be used less than the front of 

the room, and when used it was usually for quiet, one-to-one activities between TA and 

individuals or small groups of pupils.  There were lots of displays around the room ï some 

of work among many reminders of appropriate forms of behaviour and conflict 

management, [RR]. 

 

Julie and Mrs Connor 

Mrs Connor described Julie as óneedyô and lacking in confidence in class, often requiring 

support to check she had completely understood an activity before she was willing to start 

work independently: óYouôll notice sheôs the one who comes again and again and again, 

ñIs this ok? Is this ok?òô.  Ms Connor also said that Julie had hearing problems which she 

thought may contribute to her óneedinessô ï needing to check she had heard correctly or 

perhaps not being able to hear instructions at all or well enough whilst they were being 

given.  In fact Mrs Connor asked me if I was willing to watch and offer an opinion as to 

whether Julie was still having trouble hearing in class whilst I was doing my observations9.  

She also talked about some of the other issues that were relevant to Julieôs experience of 

school and to what I might witness during the observations: óShe has lots of issues at 

home, lots of friendship issues within school so we spend quite a lot of time talking things 

through, helping her to see the way forward, I guessô, [INT]. 

 

In her first interview Julie talked about her fellow classmates and what sort of pupil she 

was.  Referring to ólearning stylesô she showed awareness of what she had perhaps been 

described as and called herself a ólistener and a lookerô.  She added:   

 

‘I love working by myself when it’s all quiet because people can talk a lot in the 

class. [...] I sit next to the biggest chatter in the class, she talks about anything.  It’s 

                                                 
9 This did not change the focus of the observation.   
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good because she’s my best friend and it’s annoying because she talks lots and 

goes “Julie, what’s this because I wasn’t listening?” and I have to stop my work to 

help her’. [INT] 

 

Her comments reflected some of the difficulties she had in class, for example she liked 

working by herself when it was all quiet but sat next to the óbiggest chatterô. She also said 

she liked writing stories óbecause I can use my imagination and all what comes from my 

brainô.  Her favourite subject was science but she said they did not do much of that.  The 

subject she found most difficult was art óbecause [the teacher] donôt tell us how to do itô.   

When she talked about her relationship with Mrs Connor she focused on gaining help and 

permission ï being assisted with hearing difficulties and being allowed to do things outside 

class that were important:  

 

‘I think everything is OK.  She’s tried a lot to help me cos my hearing is... it’s quite 

bad. That’s why I’m on the table that I’m comfortable with hearing. And she helps 

me with things I have, like, I have to go to my therapist sometimes and she 

understands.  Yeah, so she helps me with my things.’  [INT] 

 

Julie agreed she did need the teacherôs clarification before she was happy to start working.  

In her post-observation interview she commented on why she went over to the teacher to 

get clarification before starting her work: óI go to [Mrs Connor], because, did you see me? 

We first started; I bring my book right over to the teacher and said ñShould I do this?ò 

because I donôt think she explained it rightô, [INT]. 

 

Julie and her social experience of the classroom and of learning 

Distractions were commonplace within Julieôs class.  Indeed, much of Julieôs time in class 

was devoted to negotiating and balancing a tricky position at school and in class.  Mrs 

Connor described the class as óchallengingô and this seemed a fitting description. There 

appeared to be different groups within the groups as a whole, for example, there were 

about five pupils who were consistently disruptive, there were a group of girls who were 

very quiet and remained on the edge of the group never volunteering, sitting at tables far 

from the others, and refusing to participate or engage in any kind of interaction with the 

louder disruptive pupils, [RR].  During the observation one of these girls was asked to pair 

with one of the boys but refused.  He later made obscene gestures towards her and called 

her ófatô.  There was also a number of hardworking pupils who were keen to participate in 
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classroom activities as well as a number of pupils with EAL who struggled to participate 

due to language barriers but who were not badly behaved.  Julie was seen most with the 

disruptive group but also was able to talk to the others ï although she did not volunteer to 

work with them she did engage in discussions with them and they appeared to like her and 

respond to her more than they did to some of the others, [OBS].  Her behaviour in class 

with the other members of the group and her thoughts about the two days I spent watching 

showed her as a person who was keen to fit in even when this had negative consequences 

for her learning or her relationship with her teacher, [RR].   It suggested she consciously 

compromised the educational side of classroom life for the social side.  Her story perhaps 

offers warning for teachers highlighting the importance and impact of behaviour and the 

social elements of school life on the experience of quality for pupils, [RR].  Talking about 

an incident that had taken place at break time which involved another member of the class 

starting a fight she said: 

 

Julie: óThereôs always, like, one or two incident reports a week and its quite bad but 
we try and level it down and because, like, we see someone get beaten up and 
youôre like ñstop it, stop itò and then you had to get into it.  Itôs quite bad things and 
you hate it when everyoneôs around saying ñfight, fight, fight!ò and youôre just like, 
ñstop itò. So itôs really annoying.  I have to write stuff down about what I see and I 
get worried sometimes if I tell the truth because I do actually come up, sometimes, 
in incident reports, so ... yeahô 
 
Researcher: óSo you come up in incident reports - because you were involved or 
because you watched? 
 
Julie: óI watched.  Sometimes I get involved.  My main problem ï it isnôt fighting, 
itôs just like having a problemô. [INT] 

 

This extract also showed that Julie is sometimes too closely involved in such disputes ï 

although not physical fights but verbal disagreements with other girls.  Mrs Connor put this 

into context saying that Julie often had ósocial problemsô with other pupils and said she 

needed support and help to successfully and more positively manage her behaviour in and 

around school, [INT]. 

 

However, during the observation period Julie seemed to be one of the few pupils who was 

on reasonable terms with most pupils in the group, [RR].  When asked about this in the 

post-observation interview the following exchange took place, it showed the difficulties 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

183 

 

that Julie experienced in trying to negotiate her place in the group ensuring she stayed on 

what she saw as the safe side but without verging too far into what she knew was wrong:  

 

Julie: óI can get along with all the kids but itôs a bit nasty, because people name 
them in groups.  Thereôs the folks, the geeks, clever ones, the chavs, little kids, the 
Barbie Dolls, and like that.  And thereôs all that.  And I just donôt like that so I will 
be friends, well, like thereôs [boy], and I really like [boy] but he gets bullied quite 
often so yeah...  Iôll be truthful; I donôt stay with them because Iôll get known as 
these things by other people so I kind of get involved sometimes about bullyingô.  
 
Researcher: óAnd why do you do that?ô 
 
Julie: Itôs just the cool people ï letôs go with them, theyôre cool... shouldnôt really 
do that.ô 
 
Researcher: óIs it easy to be friends with the cool people?ô 
 
Julie: óNo, you have to be one of them basically.ô 
 
Researcher: óHow do you do that?ô 
 
Julie: óBully, and itôs not... I donôt bully and they know that, but Iôm still their 
friends and one of them is sleeping round my house tonight, so... weôre really close 
friends.  We wouldnôt say we are bullies, weôd just say that we fit it.ô [INT] 
 

Mrs Connor showed an awareness of this too in her post-observation interview where she 

commented on Julieôs desire to locate herself safely amongst the in-crowd whilst also 

trying to do the right thing: óShe would very much like to be in the in-crowd I think.  That 

incident yesterday, I was so proud of her.  Because she was the one who came and told me 

what had happened and one of the children thatôs involved is a close friend of hersô.  When 

asked if she agreed that Julie was trying to be close enough to the in-crowd to avoid being 

their target whilst trying also to do the right thing by others Mrs Connor agreed: óThatôs 

my perception as well.  Thatôs natural though isnôt it?ô, [INT].  

 

Julieôs behaviour suggested that at times she took action where the teacher did not which 

could be cause of conflict.  Julie talked about her activity in the classroom: óYeah, 

sometimes I have to tell [girl] to stop talking, [boy] and, one of the people on my table.  It 

has happened a couple of times where I do get distracted by my table and I talk with them, 

but I only try not to, but yeah...ô, [INT]. 
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These incidents also impacted on the teacherôs execution of the lesson plan.  In this case 

after break the teacher decided to cancel guided reading and have circle time instead so 

they could talk about what had happened during break and give the pupils a chance to 

reflect on it too, [RR]. 

 

The absence of interaction between Mrs Connor and Julie 

Mrs Connor explained in the post-observation interview that this had been a rather odd 

week where there were additional things going on like a Choir trip.  This meant that she 

did not have a full class for one of the days that I was there, [INT].  However, having been 

at the school previously to conduct interviews it seemed common practice for pupils to 

move in and out of groups and classes throughout the day.  For example, Julie moved to a 

Year 3 classroom for maths ï pupils were grouped according to ability not age for phonics 

and numeracy.  All pupils in Year 3 and above had instrumental lesson every week too, so 

there were many times during a typical day or week where they would not be with their 

class teacher.  This had an impact on the opportunity for observing interaction between 

Mrs Connor and Julie.  Whether this is important or not is worth considering ï interaction 

(social and academic) certainly seemed important part of what defined the pupil/teacher 

relationship in Case Study 1, [RR]. 

 

When Julie and Mrs Connor were in the same room Mrs Connor was frequently busy with 

pupils who needed more support than Julie (there were a number of pupils with EAL as 

well as some very disruptive pupils who demanded the attention of the teacher rather too 

often).   During the two days I spent in class I saw only five instances of direct interaction 

between Julie and Mrs Connor, [OBS].  There were other types of interaction evident too ï 

Julie was ignored by Mrs Connor, there was what could be described as ódetached 

interactionô where Mrs Connor was overseeing the movement of all pupils to the correct 

places/groups around the school, and general interaction where she gave instructions to the 

whole group.  Where there was direct interaction it served an administrative function, for 

example, checking instructions at the start of an activity or checking to see if Julie had 

gained a reward star in another group and adding this to the classroom wall chart, 

[OBS/RR].   
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The impact of the outside world 

On the second day of observations some of challenges that pupils and teachers face in 

school, but that come from outside the school, were evident.  Julie arrived with a broken 

shoe.  It was so badly broken with the sole almost completely falling off the shoe, that she 

was forced to walk with an odd gait to compensate.  During the time I observed no one 

mentioned it or did anything about it, [OBS]. 

 

Julie was not alone in having other things to deal with in addition to literacy, maths and 

assembly that morning. There were all sorts of other issues evident in the class ï pupils 

talked about lack of sleep, hunger, black eyes from ófalling over on the way homeô.  

During such discussion Mrs Connor and the TA expressed concern, asked questions to 

elicit more information and gave a sense that there may be procedures they could set in 

motion for certain problems (though not the ones raised this morning), [OBS].  It was clear 

also from the suggestion of procedures that problems or difficulties experienced outside 

school were common and affected pupils in school too, [RR].  When asked about the 

extent to which these issues challenged her in class the way she spoke about it was factual 

and considered the impact it had for her job, her role as teacher, [INT].  It was not 

compassionate or caring as she considered, not the child and the adaptations they may need 

to make to cope throughout the day, but the adaptations she had to make to teach these 

pupils effectively, [RR].  

 

There was plenty of evidence around the room as well as within the actions of those in the 

room that suggested that this school took seriously the idea that it had a role in 

compensating for lessons not learnt at home; for teaching lessons that were not academic 

but social, [RR/OBS].  There were posters around the room about conflict management 

and Mrs Connor talked about the óchatsô that Julie had with the TAs and teachers to help 

her deal with social disputes better.  The teacher asked pupils to consider their actions and 

make ógood choicesô numerous times in the two days I was in class and there was a ózero-

toleranceô reaction when pupils did behave in unacceptable ways, [INT].  These are 

perhaps lessons not in the curriculum but that in this class sit alongside those that are.  In 

this class this considerably added to the workload and objectives of the teachers and other 

staff, [RR]. 
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A comment on quality 

This case study suggests that quality is as much about the non-educational things as it is 

about the teaching and learning aspects usually highlighted, perhaps most notably the 

complex social world that pupils and teachers have to deal with, [RR].  This directly links 

to the fourth pillar of the alternative conceptual framework which accepts the unintentional 

consequences of the environment of schools (see p. 70).  This, interestingly, is entirely 

absent from the dominant conceptual framework and therefore not an accepted part of any 

definition of quality ï this case study offers a direct challenge to this omission. 

 

This case study also emphasised that life outside school impacts on what goes on in school.  

Therefore any definition of quality that omits these considerations maybe falling short. 

Basic things such as sleep, food, clothes as well as more complex things like behaviour and 

attitudes were a large part of this case studyôs comment on quality and appeared to impact 

on learning, certainly on activity and the interaction of the pupil and teacher, [RR]. 

 

The types of interaction prevalent in this case study differ from those described in the first.   

In the case of Tom and Mrs Alyson who valued their close relationship and interaction 

supported both teaching and learning ï not just for Tom but also for others.  In this case 

study there was a lack of direct interaction between Mrs Connor and Julie and almost an 

absence of relationship between the two, [RR].  If this relationship is as central to 

delivering quality in education (as suggested by the authors listed in the opening 

introduction, section 5.1, p.168) this case study raises concerns and questions about the 

impact of a lack of interaction on other elements of the dominant conceptual framework in 

particular ï particularly pupil outcomes. 

 

One striking contribution of this case study is the apparent gulf between what teachers 

(generally across the study) said quality meant and the behaviour of a teacher in a class. 

Looking back to Figure 10 on p.113 which described values as the most prominent 

underpinning theme, this included óstriving for the bestô, óhigh expectationsô and óunion of 

school/parent/pupilô.  Of course this case study also provides a strong example of exactly 

why pupils position safety and friendship so high in their responses.  
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5.3.3 Case Study 3 
This case study focused on a FS boy, Joe, in his first term at school and his teacher, Mrs 

Forester.  Theirs was a story about Mrs Forester and the way she had prepared, researched 

and tailored her planning to support Joe and his needs within the class.  What stood out 

was the level of thought Mrs Forester had given to Joeôs needs ï this was surprising given 

the size of the school, the class and the structure of the year group, [RR].   

 

Joe and Mrs Forester were from School 2, a large urban infant school serving a diverse 

catchment area.  The school had an intake of about 120 pupils per year so there were four 

FS classes of 30 pupils each with a teacher and TA.  The classes were arranged along one 

side of the school building each with their own doors leading to a shared outside area.  The 

classroom was quite small with a high ceiling.  There was a phone in corner so the teacher 

could communicate with the school office quickly and vice versa ï this was used often.   

 

The teachers and TAs across the FS worked closely together to conduct joint planning and 

develop timetables for the use of resources.  This meant to some degree there was limited 

flexibility in what teachers could do and when they could do it.  Mrs Forester thought they 

had achieved a balance between ensuring that all pupils got the same teaching and 

curriculum across the four FS classes whilst maintaining a degree of independence in 

delivery, time to revise or re-teach what they felt was necessary whilst also keeping well 

ahead of the national average in terms of achievement and attainment across the year group 

as a whole, [RR]. 

 

During the observation days there were three adults in the room most of the time ï the 

teacher, Mrs Forester, the TA and a student teacher.  Mrs Forester worked part-time and 

shared the class with another teacher who worked the other half of the week.  The TA was 

the constant adult in the group, the only one there every day.  Mrs Forester was nearing the 

end of her MA in Education which she had been working on part-time for the past two 

years, this was connected to her classroom practice and something we talked about in the 

post-observation interview, [RR]. 

 

During the two days I observed Mrs Forester and Joe doing reading, registration, lining up 

for assemblies, PE, self-selected  activities, outside play, sharing stories, and an RE session 
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with a visiting teacher.   Despite the large class the teacher and TA between them listened 

to every child read both days I was there and said they did this every day, [RR]. 

 

Mrs Forester and Joe 

Joeôs experience of school appeared to be positive.  His teacher described him as a clever 

boy with great potential but thought he perhaps came to school mainly for social reasons.  

Referring to his keenness to avoid óworkô in pursuit of óplayô she said: óyou have to hunt 

him down to do any workô.  Joe himself said he liked school, [RR/INT]. 

 

Evident within this case study were also echoes of the interviews that took place during my 

previous visit to the school. For example, the importance of reflection and research 

(informal and formal) was a large element of how quality was defined by staff in School 2 

in the interviews.  These were important parts of the case study too and this was one of the 

interesting things about Joe and Mrs Foresterôs story ï it showed links between the wider 

school definition of quality ï this emphasised teamwork; being reflective and being 

learners (see Figures 37 and 45 in the preceding chapter) and the elements of quality that 

are highlighted in the case study.  For example, the alignment between what staff and 

pupils said about the importance of pupilôs physical safety (the óyellow lineô) and pupilôs 

emotional security.  These practices and considerations were reflected in what the teacher 

did and said in the course of this case study, [RR]. 

 

Teachers were doing their research on their pupils 

It was clear that getting to know the pupils was a large part of what Mrs Forester valued.  

In the first interview Mrs Forester told the story of Joe and his start to school.  This story 

showed a deep level of knowledge about Joe and his background, home, family and 

abilities.  It also demonstrated an approach to teaching which focused first on building trust 

and relationships then, subsequently, on developing academic activity and skills.  Mrs 

Forester said:  

 

‘We always knew from the very first time we met Joe that he had a lot of potential.  

He’d been to University Nursery but it was quite... very play-based.  They didn’t do 

very many structured activities.  So we knew then, just from talking to him really, 

and from going to his house, we knew he was quite a vocal boy, very good at 

communicating and he had an awful lot of potential.’[INT] 
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This quote demonstrates Mrs Foresterôs knowledge about local nurseries and buried in the 

quote is a link to the schoolôs policy of visiting every pupils entering Reception at home 

before they start to get to know them.  There are also very strong links with the Nursery 

school which is part of the school as a whole and these links are fully utilised to support 

children where they progress through the nursery years to the infant classes.  They also 

support those pupils that do attend the schoolôs nursery department, [RR]. One of the 

nursery teachers who had taken part in the previous phase of the research had commented 

on this during her interview about how she defined quality, saying: 

 

‘You have to get the first three weeks right.  We do home visits so it’s making that 

connection with parents and gaining their trust and hopefully that infiltrates down 

through the children.  And into Reception and KS1 – we try to continue those 

fantastic relationships that are engendered in Nursery and communication is very 

key here I think, and its why this school is so successful I think.’. [INT] 

 

How this affects what is done in school was explained further ï what this teacher described 

suggested the value of these visits is partly to inform what teachers do and partly to help 

structure assessment providing some kind of baseline or starting point: 

 

‘Doing the home visits gives a really deep understanding of where they’ve come 

from.  A lot of home visits we were seeing enormous tellies but not one toy and that 

breaks your heart a bit but that’s what they are doing and they come into this 

environment.... We’ve got one little boy, he’s never seen toys, I’m sure he hasn’t, 

he’s like a little sheep and he follows the adults around but we’re beginning to see 

he’s making progress but its taken since September and its only just now that you 

can see him begin to play.  And that’s special that is.’[INT] 

 

At the beginning of the year Mrs Forester explained that Joe found it very difficult to 

separate from his mother.  She continued:  

 

‘So we built up a relationship with him and a reward relationship to get him in, 

[...]. We had to build the relationship that way, trust, before we even got to the 

academic side of things because he needed to know that school was a good place to 

be and then we’ve taken it from there’. [INT] 

 

Joe confirmed that he is now happy to come to school but that Mrs Forester was right 

about his  preference for play and free choice activities over more focused óhard workô 

activities.  Mrs Forester used her knowledge about Joe to inform her planning and the 
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activities that take place in class in an effort to encourage Joe to engage in reading and 

writing activities that he might not naturally be drawn to.  She also stated that he was not 

alone in this and it was something they saw with boys generally.  For example, she talked, 

in a quite gendered way, about a writing activity linked to Julia Donaldsonôs Gruffalo 

story:  

 

‘We’ve noticed over the years that [boys] don’t seem to flourish with imaginative 

writing so for writing things we try to keep it a bit more factual based. We did a big 

project on the Gruffalo and [they] planned a menu for the Gruffalo and those sorts 

of things so we try to target it more towards boys’ interests.’  [INT] 

 

Later she added that:  

 

‘It’s interesting that the curriculum is targeted towards girls successes – you know 

are that girls are more interested in and I suppose the benefit of early years is that 

we have the outdoors time and the boys seem to need that more – there are girls 

that do but the boys learn more outside and you can do the writing and the reading 

outside and they seem to respond better to that than they do the reading and 

writing we do in the class’. [INT] 

 

This certainly appeared to be the case for Joe.  Although he did engage in activities in the 

class when he was asked to and when he was being directly supervised, without such 

direction he seemed more interested in or curious about activities when presented outside.  

Two examples stood out.  The first was taken from a reading session involving five pupils 

who remained behind during an assembly, Joe was one of them.  Whilst he was not off-

task exactly he was not engrossed in the activity he had been asked to do and was avoiding 

what he referred to later as óhard workô, [OBS]. 

 

After reading a book with his teacher, one-to-one, he is asked to move to the book 
corner and choose and book to read quietly to himself whilst another pupil read to 
the teacher. 
 
He chooses a book called óOld Bearô and sits down and watches the TA for a few 
seconds and then looks through the book briefly. Then he stops to listen to the other 
boy reading.  After this he gets up and walks over to another boy standing by the 
bookcase and looks over this boys shoulder.   
 
Mrs Forester: óI thought you were getting a book?ô 
Joe: óYeahô  
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When Mrs Forester had returned her attention to the pupil she was reading with Joe 
sat on the floor and started play fighting with another boy ï they were doing slow 
motion punches towards each other until the rest of the class retuned from assembly 
and the next activity began.  

 

The second example was taken from an afternoon free-choice time when Mrs Forester had 

set up a teacher guided activity outside which involved pupils putting flowers in height 

order. In this instance he was far more interested and exercised choice to participate, 

[OBS]. 

 

Joe and his friends are in the outdoor area playing in the sandpit and then playing a 
game that involves running around through the wooded area.  During this time the 
teacher sets up an activity in the middle of the outdoor area on a bench.  She has 
four coloured plastic flowers with stalks of different lengths and four flower pots.  
She sits and waits.   

 
Joe and two other boys, curious, go to see what she is doing.  She challenges them 
to place the flowers in the pots, ranking them from shortest to longest.  Joe and his 
friends do this quickly but with concentration and complete it accurately before 
running off to the sandpit area again. 

 

For Mrs Forester the idea of doing her research on pupils did not stop at getting to know 

her class and using the knowledge to prepare activities which challenged and support their 

individual needs.  It also meant being involved in doing more formal research relevant to 

her classroom practice.  Entering the final stages of her MA she was writing her 

dissertation on the experiences of summer born children in primary schools ï her 

viewpoint being pupilsô experience is shaped more by the attitudes of others towards their 

age than it is by the fact they are born later in the year.  She was very positive about her 

experience of doing an MA and commented on the benefits she thought it brought to her as 

a teacher:  

 

‘It’s made me very reflective, the whole of the MA.  It’s made me think very 

carefully about what I do and how I approach it and my dissertation title – 

that’s come from things I’ve seen, that’s come from school and things I’ve picked 

up. I don’t think that being a summer born influences that much, people’s attitudes 

can influence... you could be written off right from the beginning just because 

you’re summer born and I don’t think they should be.’ [INT] 
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Time to talk: reflection and socialising 

Something that struck me in the two days that I spent in the classroom was the amount of 

time there seemed to be to talk ï this surprised me because it was a big class and my 

expectation was that time should have felt pressured particularly given that the teacher and 

TA listened to every child read individually each day amongst the many other activities 

that were staged, [RR]. 

 

The adults in the room talked to each other.  Nearly all of the exchanges between teachers 

even during break times were about the pupils or related to teaching and learning in some 

way.  On the first day at playtime after the children had gone outside to play the teacher 

and TA talked informally about the Year 1 transition preparations they needed to start 

thinking about and the TA meeting planned for later that week where individual pupil 

support was to be discussed.  They also talked about the fact that a number of children had 

been expressing an interest in knowing what time it was and perhaps they should capitalise 

on this and do some work on it.  When the pupils came back in they welcomed them and 

asked them to get their fruit and sit down on the carpet to watch TV for a short time. Such 

conversations were commonplace during the observation period and could happen at 

snatched moments during the day, [OBS/RR]. 

 

There was always time to talk with the pupils too.  Mrs Forester often offered small 

compliments to pupils ï during registration she would comment on a pupilôs hair or 

something new they had.  At other times when pupils offered ideas or interjected with 

something they wanted to talk about or share she would make space for it to be included.  

The result of this was an atmosphere where there was no rush, comments, thoughts and 

ideas were valued (even when not relevant to the task in hand).  For example on morning 

two during registration a girl said she had once been to the Isle of Wight.  This sparked a 

general discussion about where people had been, and when, and then moved on to illness ï 

who had had what.  There was no sense that they had to rush through this discussion even 

though it was not relevant to the learning task that followed, [OBS].   

 

Staying safe 

This was about both being safe physically, particularly from accidents and injuries as well 

as safe and secure within the environment of school.  Both these ideas were also strongly 
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voiced during the pupilsô interviews in Phase 1, demonstrating another example of 

connection between the two sets of data gathered at this school, [RR].   

 

Having accidents and being injured or sick were realities of classroom life during the two 

days I was there.  On day one a number of pupils were absent due to illness and another 

arrived looking and feeling unwell.  On day two there were a number of injuries at lunch 

time, one of which appeared quite serious and the pupil in question was sent to hospital 

with suspected concussion.   Despite suggestions that the school was responsive to safety 

issues during break times (through the staggering of breaks to avoid having both big and 

small pupils in the playground at the same time for example) pupils were still concerned 

about this it would seem, [OBS].  During afternoon registration the pupils offered a 

catalogue of accidents and friendship issues: 

 
Joe: ‘[He] bumped his head and feels sick.’ 

Boy: ‘I cut my finger.’ 

Boy: ‘[He] wasn’t playing with me.’ 

Girl: ‘I hurt my ears.’ 

Boy: ‘I hurt my finger.’ 

 

Rules and security 

It was also evident from watching Joe in class that he was keenly aware of the rules and 

liked to remind others of them too, [OBS]. 

 

Boy: ‘Are you playing a game?’ 

Joe: ‘Yeah, “Jack in the box”.’ 

Boy 2: ‘No. “What’s in the box?”’ 

 
The game involved passing a small box around a circle whilst bells were ringing, a 
little like pass the parcel.  When the bells stopped that child opened the box and 
took out a card.  The cards had words on and the person had to match with a sound 
on the whiteboard.  Whilst the group were playing Joe repeatedly shouted out to 
attempt to alter the way others were playing. 

 
 Joe: ‘No peaking! It’s the wrong way round. No peaking!’ 

 
After this a small group of pupils, including Joe, moved to a table to play the game 
themselves.  Initially, some pupils in the group simply took cards from the box and 
said the sounds.  Joe did not like this and pointed out this was not in the rules.  
They talked about what the pupils were doing. 

 
Joe: ‘Is that the rules?’ 
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Boy: ‘No’ 

Joe: ‘We can’t make our own rules.’ 

 

On another occasion he was watching another boy use the stickle bricks and called out to 

the TA: Miss, heôs using them wrongô.  She replied: óThatôs ok, he can use it that wayô, 

[OBS]. 

 

Mrs Forester said rules and structure gave Joe a sense of security:  

 
‘Oh he’s very good at the rules.  He likes structure and he likes... he’s got a very set 

way of... you know if you are playing a game he likes to have a set of rules.  You 

know if you are playing a game this is what you do and there are appropriate codes 

of behaviour that he has realised are important to getting on with people.  Perhaps 

if you don’t stick to the rules then things go a bit awry and perhaps that’s when 

people fall out  and I think he likes the safety of it...’ [INT] 

 

Providing security was something that seemed to be important to Mrs Forester too.  During 

a whole class phonics session she called a pupil to front to read a word aloud.  The 

particular child was still learning English having recently arrived in the country so this was 

difficult task for him.  She explained later that he also had no previous experience of any 

school or nursery too so had a very different background from many of the others.  He 

looked scared to be in front of his classmates.  Mrs Forester reached out and held his hand, 

got down to his level and gently encouraged the answer from him, [OBS].  When asked 

about this later she had no recollection of making any physical contact with the boy but 

said: 

 

‘I think sometimes I do it and I don’t know. It’s a subconscious thing, I don’t know, 

I just do it... When they come out to the front it is quite daunting for them and some 

children don’t like it, they would never do it.  You don’t want to put people off for 

later on in school so I always try and make sure it’s secure and happy – a positive 

thing’.  [INT] 

 

A comment on quality  

This case study highlights the importance of research in a definition of quality in education 

ï formal and informal is needed.  It also seems to comment on the need for time and space 

to talk and reflect, a focus on individual pupilôs ï not cohorts or groups or classes and it 

echoes what pupils said about safety from illness, accident and the importance of feeling 

secure are important for pupils, [RR].   
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This case study is powerful in asserting the importance of teacher learning, reflections, and 

research on the way the teacher works with her class.  

 

Although there was little direct interaction between Mrs Forester and Joe she went to great 

lengths behind the scenes to structure the learning environment and the learning and 

teaching interactions.  In terms of quality this meant Joe was engaged and successful yet 

still given the space to play and enjoy the environment.  His responses expressed a certain 

impatience with the learning side of school while his teacherôs exhibited the opposite ï 

great patience and work to understand Joe, his like and dislikes, his talents and difficulties, 

his home life and previous educational experiences and his personality.  All of which he 

was blissfully ignorant of, immersed in a new social world.  

 

Joe was not a talkative participant in interviews, but his contributions and the observation 

certainly depict Mrs Forester as a good teacher ï like Mrs Alyson was in the first case 

study ï she was kind, gentle, caring, structured support and created a happy and fun 

environment. 

 

5.3.4 Case Study 4 
This case study took place in School 3 and involved a Year 6 girl, Lucy and her teacher 

Mrs Dean.  It told a story of a teacher who demonstrates reflection, debate, professional 

opinion, in depth pupil knowledge, good subject knowledge, modesty, 

integrity/authenticity but failed to meet the needs of Lucy (and others in what was a small 

class)  ï not because of a lack of skill or dedication but because of the overwhelming and 

conflicting demands placed upon her.  From the other side it is a story about a very able 

pupil, perhaps not quite reaching her potential because her teacher cannot dedicate the one-

to-one time she needs to make that extra bit of progress.  Her teacher is forced to use her as 

a resource for teaching others and Lucy ótoleratesô schools, almost ticking off the days 

until the end of the year, [RR]. 

 

The Year 6 class in this school was small with only 15 pupils.  The small size of the class 

was partly due to it being a small rural school but also pupil numbers in the higher years 

had been negatively affected by pupils leaving the school prior to its recent journey into 

special measures.  In the last year class sizes lower down the school were increasing as 
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local confidence grew and the school was given a ógoodô Ofsted rating but the rural 

location and limited catchment meant it was unlikely that class sizes higher up the school 

would grow again, [RR]. 

 

Lucy and Mrs Dean 

Mrs Dean felt this class had experienced a very challenging time at the school since they 

started six years ago: 

 

‘[This class] has been the worst hit.  Last year’s weren’t so hit quite as much 

because apparently they had different teachers earlier on but this year’s class is 

one of the two years which were particularly badly hit.  Some of my children are 

supposed to make 4 sub-levels progress this year when the average is two, and they 

are not bright’. [INT] 
 

Mrs Dean had a very strong presence in her classroom; she was frank with her pupils, 

particularly in giving feedback and criticism and they were equally frank with her. At 

times the exchanges that took place appeared to be verging on rude or aggressive, [OBS].  

When asked about this in the post-observation interview she justified her teaching persona 

describing it as both manufactured and with purpose but also just her being herself: 

 

‘It’s my style. I can’t do grown-up teacher – what you see is what you get.  I think 

that for the children seeing me get things wrong, or them pulling me up on things 

I’ve got wrong – sometimes it’s deliberate, quite often I just get things wrong.  I 

think when you were in I spelt “there” wrong and someone pulled me up on it.  

They need to have the confidence that they can do that and they also then get the 

confidence that it’s actually OK to have a go and get it wrong.  So the whole thing 

is about honesty, it’s just the sort of relationship I need to have, it’s very 

important.’[INT] 

 

When asked why this was important, she replied: ó[So] they can admit theyôre wrong, they 

can take risks and they can begin to have a bit more self-belief.  Because if theyôre actually 

willing to try, itôs remarkable how well they get onô, [INT]. 

 

Lucy talked about this too, from her point of view it was great fun when Mrs Dean made a 

mistake: óItôs really fun because you get that really impressed feeling like, ñYay, I got that 

right and Mrs Dean didnôtò, and it just kind makes your day and... ñI can do 

anythingòô,[INT]. 
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Mrs Dean was fond of Lucy and commented on her easy-going personality as well as her 

ability and intellect.  Lucy was also fond of Mrs Dean.  She liked Mrs Deanôs openness 

and thought she was entertaining: óSome of the work we do is a bit hard and a bit scary but 

then Mrs Dean just comes in with one of her funny stories and itôs just, like, you do this for 

Mrs Dean and sheôs going to tell us another funny storyô.   Generally Lucy said she was 

happy at school but there were things that she found annoying about her class, particularly 

the noise levels which were part of the class dynamic that Mrs Dean had fostered and 

which were allowed because she wanted other pupils to be confident enough to take risks.  

Lucy commented: óI find the noise irritating because youôre trying to work but itôs hard 

with all the noise.  So I just try to block it out and make sure that I donôt turn into one of 

the chatters cos I know how much it might annoy other people if I start chattingô.  

 

She often appeared withdrawn and quiet in class, sitting waiting for something to be over ï 

she seemed to tolerate her classroom environment rather than relish it. At times she 

appeared bored too ï she talked later in the post-observation interview about some of the 

work being too easy for her but some also being too hard, [INT]. 

 

The following exchange between Mrs Dean, Lucy and some other members of the group 

sums up Lucyôs classroom behaviour, [OBS]: 

 

Mrs Dean: óWhat is associated with green?ô 
 

Class shout out lots of different answers ï ógrassô is said numerous times.  During 
this Lucy sits and doodles in her literacy book, slumped over her desk and not 
looking up at the whiteboard where Mrs Dean is waiting to write down answers. No 
one has shouted out anything that has impressed Mrs Dean. 

 

Mrs Dean: óIf anyone else says grass Iôll make them eat it.ô 
Lucy (quietly and without moving from her slumped position): ójealousyô 
Mrs Dean (pointing behind her without looking): óYes good ï jealousyô 

  

This exchange seems to epitomise the way Lucy behaved in the classroom ï she was able 

and participated but without enthusiasm, often waiting for the louder pupils to finish their 

shouting before she offered, quietly, her answer and only doing so if no one else had 

managed to get it right.  She spoke quietly not to imitate the behaviour displayed by others 
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of which she did not approve.  There was a sense of frustration or boredom in her voice 

often, [RR]. 

 

The outside world makes its presence felt 

Mrs Dean made many comments in her interviews which suggested she was keenly aware 

of (and juggling) multiple pressures coming from outside her classroom  and outside her 

school ï for example SATs, Secondary school, Ofsted, school leadership and even parents, 

[INT]. 

 

She talked about the difficulties associated with the public nature of SATs results.  Her 

school had decided to publish the results of the Level 6 papers for the first time this year ï 

a move Mrs Dean thought had placed an additional load on teachers and pupils: 

 

‘It’s difficult at the moment, we now have... pressure isn’t quite fair because it 

sounds stronger than it is, but a desire from above to try and reach some Level 6s 

because they are now published this year whereas in the past they haven’t been.  I 

think more an “aspiration” would be fairer than “pressure” to be honest’. [INT] 

 

Talking later about the óaspirationô to get a few Level 6s in the Year 6 SATs Mrs Dean 

mentioned a group of local schools, including hers, who were pulling together to coach 

pupils who were considered capable of achieving this score.  Mrs Dean suggested that such 

a measure had been taken because the results of the Level 6 paper would be so public.  She 

was struggling to reconcile her personal disagreement with this ócoachingô as a method of 

helping pupils achieve and felt that: óif you teach them the breadth of Level 5 they pick up 

Level 6 very easily because they solidly understand where theyôre at.  If you coach them 

for Level 6, they havenôt got the depth of understanding they need.ô  Fighting to hang on to 

what she believed in whilst meeting the needs of a greater majority she tried to do 

everything in her classroom: óIôm ensuring [my pupils] have got the breadth in the Level 5 

first ï and thatôs where Lucy sits ï and Iôm far more interested in trying to ensure that than 

I am in trying to push for Level 6, [but] where I can Iôm pushing them towards a Level 6ô, 

[INT]. 
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Lucy was also aware of the óaspirationsô which affected her:  

 

‘Sometimes she’ll give you like a Level 5 piece of work and she’ll assess you on 

that and then tell you how well you are doing.  And sometimes we get Level 6 work 

and that really pushes us and, which is good because we need stretching.’ [INT] 

 
 

Later she added: óMrs Dean really wants the whole class to get at least a Level 4 and she 

wants some as many of us on a Level 5 and a few people on a Level 6 would be greatô, 

[INT]. 

 
Mrs Dean reported that she was also affected by another form of outside influence, this 

time the sense that there was always the possibility that someone might be watching ï an 

awareness of accountability, of distrust and of having to protect herself from this, [RR].  In 

a discussion about planning (which is covered in more detail later in this case study) in the 

post-observation interview Mrs Dean made a comment which showed the level at which 

Ofsted was part of her thinking, [INT].  This is perhaps not surprising given the recent 

history within the school which resulted in frequent Ofsted inspections but again is an 

interesting reflection on the influence and reach of the outside world into the work of Mrs 

Dean and her class, [RR].  Talking about the previous day where a lesson had taken a 

completely unexpected turn and she had veered from her plan significantly she, rather 

defensively, said: óSometimes, like today, itôs completely not what was planned.  Well Iôve 

annotated the plans and said where Iôd gone and why, so you know... I would have the 

justification if somebody came inô, [INT].  In the case of Mrs Dean, an experienced 

teacher, this was an act performed as a defensive measure perhaps without (or at best 

questionable) benefits for her or her class, [RR]. 

 
Secondary school also was making its presence felt in Mrs Deanôs classroom.  Again this is 

not surprising ï the headteacher at the time of the research was seconded from the local 

secondary school where she had been a deputy head.  She had been brought in to óturn the 

school aroundô after it went into Special Measures. In addition to this the location of the 

primary school is unusual compared to other rural primary schools because the large and 

successful secondary school which serves the area is also located in the same village.  This 

has many positive impacts on the primary school ï they borrow the bus and other resources 

for example at no cost ï but the connection and proximity also meant the secondary school 
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had a considerable presence in this Year 6 classroom.  In fact the first day of observations 

got off to a late start because some of the pupils had been over to the secondary school to 

see a play, [RR]. 

 

Lucyôs parents also played a part in her school work and represent another way in which 

the outside has presence within classroom.  In her post-observation interview she talked 

about them:  

 

‘I do have parents that push me to do my best so they’re always, like, “Oh have you 

done your homework? You should have done it by now.”, and they always mark my 

work, like, at home, so if I do something that they think I could have done better 

I’ll, like, re-do it and so that helps to have supporting parents.’ [INT] 

 
 

Teaching ‘two groups’ with no TA 

It was not just the pressures placed on her from outside that created difficulties for Mrs 

Dean ï within her own class she was concerned about other issues.  The two most 

challenging she described as having two groups within one and not having any TA support.  

The challenge of reconciling all the pressures ï those the class group presented themselves, 

the lack of resource, as well as the óaspirationsô that were being put upon her from above or 

outside ï meant that Mrs Dean was unable to deliver what she considered ótop quality 

educationô to Lucy and she openly recognised this and talked about her inability to 

overcome the problem, [RR]. She said:  

 

‘Very occasionally I take them on their own at the moment because I haven’t got a 

TA, I mean there’s only 15 children which is wonderful, but I still don’t have... 

what I’m trying to do is squeeze in a bit each morning with individuals but I’m not 

doing enough of it for where Lucy is now.  She does need more of that when I get 

[my TA] back’. [INT] 

 

Referring to a maths activity that Lucy did not do well in Mrs Dean said: óI didnôt get back 

to her quick enough to pick up the fact that sheôs got the first one wrong.ô  The honesty 

about the situation and her failings in the classroom in relation to individual pupils 

revealed in this statement was typical of Mrs Dean and she appeared to be a very reflective 

and self-critical teacher.  Talking about a writing session she said: 
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‘Basically you’ve got quite a weak Level 3 style writing group and you’ve got a 

high 4 to 5 writing group and there’s not a lot in between.  This morning’s lesson, 

which really focused on the top group, because of what they need to do, whilst 

trying to pull out some of the language and thought for the bottom group – it didn’t 

work. [INT] 
 

Lucy also would have liked more one-to-one time with Mrs Dean but her comments were 

couched in an inability to be overly critical of her teacher.  The following interchange 

between the researcher and Lucy was taken from the post-observation interview: 

 

Researcher: óWould you like more time, just you and her?ô 
 

Lucy: óI think I have enough of it, but it would be nice every now and then just to 
have her, like, go over my work with me and say, like, ñoh we could change that 
and make that betterò, and stuff like that every now and again, but I think otherwise 
itôs good.ô  

 

Due to the difficulty Mrs Dean found making time to work with individual pupils she 

relied on alternative methods of structuring feedback like peer marking, mixed ability 

pairings and asking more able pupils to help weaker pupils once they finished their own 

work.  Whilst these are commonplace teaching tools this particular case study opens 

questions as to their value for Lucy (and possibly others like her).  It was clear she was 

useful to others but their use to her was not evident, [RR].   The following was captured in 

an exchange between Lucy and a boy she had been paired with ï they were to write a poem 

individually and then read and comment on each otherôs work, [OBS]: 

 

The pair spent about five minutes working together on the boyôs poem.  Lucy 
suggested lots of words he could use to make it more interesting.  They then turned 
their attention to her poem.  They read quietly for a minute. 

 

Boy: óNot sure what to say about yours.ô 
Lucy: óThere must be something... look; this word is a bit weak.ô 
Boy: óYou could use a different word instead of ñshimmeringò...I donôt know, I 
was just trying to sound clever.ô 

 

Mrs Dean said she used strategies like these because they had value:  óThe level Lucyôs at 

now is getting her to explain her thought processes [...],  if you finish, ok, go and explain to 

someone else ï itôs the whole, can I explain how Iôve done it?  Can I show the reason why 

Iôve done that?ô [INT].  During the observation days Lucy did this a twice ï both times 
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with numeracy tasks where she had been set different (more complex) work from the work  

she helped others with when she had completed her own.  There was no opportunity for her 

to explain her thought processes relating to the more complex work.  She was instead 

acting as a teacher. This may not have been intentional ï but it was another example of 

Lucyôs needs not being met in class, [RR]. 

 

Making the best of it: contingency and planning 

During the observation period Mrs Dean had to respond to a number of unforeseen events, 

some large scale and some small scale.  For example if other peopleôs timetables altered or 

staff were not available then she was required to take on another class as well as her own.  

The final afternoon I was with the class Mrs Dean had to take two classes for a PE lesson 

in the hall because another teacher was not in school.  She had some assistance from a non-

teaching member of staff, but effectively she was in charge of 45 pupils.  Unable to do as 

she had planned she improvised a circuit training session with the pupils in groups, [OBS]. 

There was not enough equipment or space for all the groups so two groups took turns to sit 

out of the activity in each cycle.  There were also times when she dealt with smaller scale 

unexpected events in her class ï pupils not grasping key elements of the lesson or having 

forgotten lessons already learnt.  Although these two days were particularly extreme in 

some ways (the sudden timetable changes were rare) others were commonplace (for 

example, the need to revise material because pupils had not retained a working knowledge 

of a topic), [RR]. 

 

Reflecting on these adaptations rather facetiously Mrs Dean said: óSometimes I actually 

follow my plan, occasionally I even look at itô.  More seriously she added:  

 

‘I spend hours making it so now and again I actually check what I was going to do 

and think, “oh that would have been clever, pity I didn’t do it”.  But yesterday was 

a complete about-face for the simple reasons they hadn’t got something 

fundamental – they hadn’t remembered’.  [INT] 

 

She believed it was important to ónot let the planning rule the lessonô.  She continued:  

 

‘If there is no planning there is no thought [...], [but] you also have to have 

ongoing assessment not just “when I finish this I’m just going to carry on because 
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it’s in my plan “...if they’re really running with it I may carry it on so it may be the 

lesson I plan but the lesson I planned for the next day.’ [INT] 

 

A comment on quality 

This case study exposes some of the ways in which the system gets in the way of teacher 

and pupils delivering or receiving what they believe to be quality.   The multiple pressures 

on teachers create an environment where it is not always possible to meet individual pupil 

need, [RR]. 

 

Quality is also doing the best you can for the most number of pupils (and is therefore 

compromised for some if not many).  Mrs Dean failed to consistently support Lucy as she 

wrestled with a diverse range of abilities and relentless content for that reason her failure is 

not surprising. What I think is interesting is that Mrs Dean, of the four teachers, came the 

closest to describing what it would be like to enact what New (2005) described in her 

description of quality as a quest and a question.  She seemed also to enact some pillars of 

the alternative one too ï attempting to meet the attainment targets set by leaders whilst 

attempting to focus on activity as well as outcomes, she enacted an acceptance of 

unintentional and unpredictable consequences of her actions and the actions of others and 

displayed agility in her behaviours.  Finally, she was relentlessly critical.  She also 

experienced pressures that are associated with the dominant framework ï meeting targets 

in terms of level 4s, 5s and 6s even, preparing the pupils for secondary school, all under the 

watchful eye of Ofsted and the leadership team, for example. 

 

I was impressed by Mrs Deanôs resilience in what she saw as a hopeless situation ï doing 

the best she could was what quality meant to her in reality even though this was clearly not 

what it meant to her in idealistic terms, [RR].  This resonates with an underlying aspect of 

the alternative conceptual framework ï that quality is unobtainable (also echoed by some 

participants in Phase 1. 
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5.4 Thematic discussion of case studies 
This chapter set out to consider the way that quality is defined by the interactions between 

teachers and pupils in primary school classroom. The questions that guide this summary 

are as follows:  

 

 What do these case studies tell us about how quality is being defined in the 
classroom?   

 How does this add to our understanding of quality as a concept?   
 
In part, this phase of the research was inspired by the first pillar of the alternative 

conceptual framework which placed the adult/child relationship as central to understanding 

the concept of quality in education. This phase of work was methodologically and 

empirically tied to this idea.  Collectively, the cases provided excellent examples of how 

social structures impact on teacher-pupil interactions at the micro-level. This is an issue 

dealt with by the likes of Giddens and Archer at a macro-level in terms of the structure 

versus agency debates of the 1980s-1990s (summarised in King, 2010); here, it can be seen 

illustrated well at the micro-level.  Policy makers tinker with these issues at the meso-level 

whilst always reluctant to consider the macro structural changes that would be required if 

all children's educational achievements were to be maximised.  Collectively these four 

stories also stress the importance of looking at quality through interaction ï this adds 

credibility to the purpose of this phase of the research and raises a number of questions and 

considerations that might help develop a broader understanding of óqualityô in primary 

schools. 

 

The discussion that follows weaves together the cases presented in this chapter along with 

the interim findings presented in Chapter 4.  The key themes are then also considered in 

light of the literature review and the two conceptual frameworks that were presented at the 

end of Chapter 2. 

 

The good pupil 
The case studies revisit some ideas that were highlighted first in the literature review, then 

in the previous chapter based on analysis of the interview data, for example the ógood 
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pupilô.  The case studies show how useful ógood pupilsô are to teachers and they ways in 

which they support the teacher.   

 

The good pupil arose as a concept first in Chapter 2 and again in Chapter 4.  In these 

chapters the prevalence of notions of good (and consequently bad) pupils, teacher and 

schools were brought to the fore.  In Chapter 4 the ógood pupilô received particular 

attention and has been developed as a thematic strand within the case studies too.   

 

The case studies provide illustrations not only of the ways in which individual teachers 

construct notions of 'good pupils' (as in the first case), but also how those constructions 

begin to 'stick'.  Two pupils in these case studies (Tom and Lucy ï see sections 5.3.1 and 

5.3.4) had been labelled as ógoodô and were used and relied upon as pedagogical tools in 

their classrooms, assistants to their teachers and peers, teachers as well as learners.  Whilst, 

there may be some pedagogical arguments that would support such use as an integral part 

of their own learning journeys it was also clear that the teachers needed their assistance to 

enable them (the teacher) to support the rest of the class.  Perhaps not all of the teachersô 

interest in the ógood pupilô actually had the learnerôs interest at heart. Indeed, in the case of 

Lucy (case study 4, section 5.3.4) the teacher explained the value of her having to explain 

her thinking by helping others after she had completed her work.  When this was enacted 

in the classroom she was actually helping her peers complete tasks that did not require her 

to exercise the mathematical skills she had been practicing.  Instead she was helping them 

with tasks considerably easier.  

 

For the other two pupils who were part of the case studies who had not achieved the label 

of ógoodô this revisiting of the ógood pupilô idea also raised interesting questions about 

what it is like to not be 'good'.  Joe and Julie and despite being labelled as a good pupil 

because of her ability and her predictability Lucy did not even fit the description of a good 

pupil offered in Chapter 4 (see Figure 24 on p.132) which depicted a pupil who was eager 

and curious ï and there were perhaps good reasons behind this which were beyond the 

control of the child.  For example, the girl who came to school with a broken shoe that 

prevented her from walking properly and who coped on a daily basis in a loud room with 

hearing difficulties (see section 5.3.2).  She also attempted to navigate some complex 

social relationships that at times actually put her in physical danger.  If teacherôs 
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understandings are bound up with the notion of the ógood pupilô then pupils like Julie are at 

a significant disadvantage and are excluded from enactments of quality.  Furthermore, if 

what makes a good pupil is largely beyond the control of the pupil then this is really not 

fair on either child or adult as the definition of quality becomes unrealistic and therefore 

unachievable. 

 

The importance of being ógoodô was not just a feature of the discussions that framed the 

observation; it was also a feature of the environments too.  Wall displays offered advice for 

pupils on how to be good stressing the importance of conformance, performance and 

offering encouragement (in the form of reward charts which ranked pupils goodness as 

well as in the form of descriptions of good behaviour and penalties for bad behaviour).   

There was an implicit connection being drawn between these good behaviours and 

achievement but the prominence of both rewards and penalties suggests that ógoodô 

behaviour of this type is not the norm for pupils ï at least not as consistently as required by 

teachers.   

 

Negotiating the social side of school 
The cases also showed just how difficult it can be to safely navigate the complex social 

world of school and the impact this can have on educational participation for pupils as well 

as how accepting and unsympathetic teachers can be of these challenges.  The cases 

highlighted some of the difficulties that teachers face on a daily basis including the 

challenge of managing multiple expectations and meeting conflicting needs.   

 

For Julie, negotiating the social world of her classroom (and school) was difficult, time 

consuming and perhaps even stressful and frightening.  This would suggest that a large part 

of quality is not about educational activity at all but about emotional and physical safety 

and security within school. This was described in Chapter 4 on p.120-122 and p.138).  This 

is not something that featured in either conceptual framework (see p.65-70) in Chapter 2 as 

a central to understandings of quality.  Julieôs case study also highlighted a lack of her 

teacherôs understanding about her experience of schooling and the impacts of this on her 

engagement with learning.  In interview after the observation period when the researcher 

and teacher were able to discuss some of the difficulties Julie had in class the teacher 

focused on the adaptations she (the teacher) had to make in light of these challenges and 
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gave no indication that she was considering the actions and adaptations that Julie was 

making and how these might affect her learning.  

 

There were also connections to Chapter 4 analyses in elements such as safety ï highlighted 

again and again by pupils in the earlier chapter.  The case studies showed just how 

significant these were to some pupils.  Julie had bigger things to worry about than learning 

or pleasing her teacher.  The teacher did not do enough to manage the social undercurrents 

in the group which impacted on Julieôs experience of the classroom and probably on her 

opportunity to learn.  Other children (not part of the observation directly) were not 

protected from unpleasant and offensive behaviour from more dominant members of the 

group. The attitude from the teacher seemed to suggest that this was acceptable and normal 

and she did little to challenge it.  

 

The categorisation of different group of pupils that Julie described was resonant with 

Pollardôs description of óthe goodies, the jokers and the gangsô (Pollard, 1985, p.57) (see 

p.45 in Chapter 2).  It is an example of pupils adopting a role in order to ócopeô with school 

and this is important for understanding quality because of the apparent disruption to 

learning caused by behaviours that a óroleô requires and the relationships with peers and 

teachers that ensue.  In the case of Julie the role she assumed in her class was one in which 

she tried firstly to stay on the good side of the most disruptive and violent pupils and then 

one in which she tried to negotiate peace between various groups.  This took up most of 

her time. It also demonstrated the very different experience of schooling and of education 

that she experienced. 

 

Her teacherôs lack of awareness and empathy for Julieôs experience of schooling raised 

more general questions about teacher attitudes toward behavioural issues and the impact on 

pupilôs ability to learn.  Accepting notions of óbadô pupils as a counter to good pupils 

without understanding from the pupilôs perspective the reasons for their behaviour is 

unfair.  Julieôs case shows, more than the others, what school can be like and what quality 

means for pupils not in the ógoodô category.  It also highlights the extent that teachers can 

be unaware of the complex social wrangling of their pupils, particularly in dysfunctional 

class groups, and the impact this can have on their ability to provide quality education and 

their pupilôs ability to access it. While it is important to note this, it is equally import to 
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reflect on other points this thesis has raised.  For example, the extreme resource issues 

teachers were working with, the lack of sufficient time to dedicate to pupils (which was not 

their choice or within their control), the absence of any training or encouragement to think 

about pupils and/or the concept of quality in the way that this thesis has ï all are potential 

explanations for the less positive examples of teacher/pupils relationship that were 

observed.  

 

There were more positive examples of social interaction evident in the case studies too.  

Tomôs seeking out of interaction with his peers and teacher was suggestive of Pollardôs 

view of schools as social places and learning as a social activity (see p.46/7).  Tom 

appeared to want his learning environment to be even more interactive than it was and he 

sought exchanges with his teacher and peers even when it was not required or desired by 

the teacher.  He also sought physical contact with is teacher in a way that was resonant 

with ideas about love, care and kindness in Chapter 4 (See Figure 27 on p.141). The 

teacher in case study 3 also offered this type of care, giving students physical and moral 

support in difficult tasks, unconsciously.  This was an enactment of the types of teacher 

behaviours that pupils were calling for. 

 

Case study 3 offered a slightly different take on understanding and manipulating classroom 

relationships.  In the case of Joe, the teacher went to great lengths to find out about Joeôs 

life before school, his likes and dislikes as well as his intellectual ability in order to create 

an environment that would encourage his curiosity.  His teacher stressed the importance 

and staging of the learning relationship first emphasising the need for trust and which was 

then followed by learning.  In order to achieve this she talked about the importance of 

research and reflection as key tools for the practitioner that could support the social 

elements of the classroom interaction.  

 

Teachers and teaching 
Looking at quality through the lens of interaction makes visible the multiple demands that 

teachers are attempting to reconcile.   

 

The fourth point to make is that policy requirements are often expressed as if teachers are 

professionals with similar personalities and personas.   The case studies make visible how 
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teacherôs individual personalities mesh with the professional requirements of what it means 

to be a primary school teacher engaged in bringing about quality in the classroom.  Equally 

interesting was the way in which the pupils understood this, and liked some teachers a lot, 

or with thinly disguised reservation shown through comments phrased as follows:  'I wish 

she would....I wish I could'. 

 

In Chapter 4 I made a comment that pupils seem to rely on what they already know and do 

to structure their ideas about quality (see section 4.3.1).  Lucy and Mrs Deanôs story offers 

an interesting counterpoint suggesting that while pupils may be unable to reject overtly 

what they have to do they do so subtly.  In this case study Lucy expressed finely veiled 

contempt for her teacherôs actions.  Other case studies showed the gulf between what 

teachers and pupils believe, for example, in case study 2 (see section 5.3.2) Mrs Connor 

thought Julieôs weaknesses were the cause of her óneedinessô but Julie thought Mrs 

Connorôs teaching was at fault ï she sought additional explanation because Mrs Connors 

instructions were not clear.   

 

The research-engaged question  
Only one of the case studies was conducted in a research-engaged school (Mrs Forester 

and Joe ï case study 4 ï see section 5.3.4) so there are limits to any comparative analysis 

that can be done.  Despite this there were two interesting differences between this case 

study and the others.  Firstly, it was evident that there was a synergy between what was 

said and what was done (between Phase 2 and Phase 1 data).  The teachers talked in both 

interviews and during the case study work about the importance of understanding the child 

and doing research on the childôs background, previous education setting etc.  Secondly 

there was also similarity between what the pupils had reported as important aspects of 

quality and what the staff prioritised ï particularly around the understanding of being safe.  

It would be interesting to explore in greater detail whether this was connected to the 

research-engaged nature of the school ethos. 

 

Comparison with Chapters 2 and 4 
The first conceptual framework placed values (and purpose, aims and goals) as central to 

interpretations and foundations of the concept of quality.  The information presented in this 
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chapter frames values in a different way; they remain evident in individualôs opinions 

about the importance of standards but also highlight some differences suggesting a 

disharmony with what the literature emphasised.  The literature emphasised three distinct 

but not necessarily independent purposes: individual (Riley et al. 2004; Shields and 

Mohan, 2008); sociological (Kantor and Lowe, 2004; Ball, 2004; Brown and Lauder, 2004; 

Kershaw, 2008; Pirrie and Lowden, 2004, Gewirtz, 2000); and market oriented (Brown and 

Lauder, 2004; Halsey et al., 1997).  The dominant conceptual framework depicted these 

but also indicated the importance of knowledge gain, independence, morality, social 

cohesion and democracy all with a strong positioning far into the future and little concern 

with the present time.  The case studies put a rather differ spin on things placing greater 

importance on the more immediate future ï the development of independence to aid 

teaching and learning now and the importance of social cohesion in school.  In fact the 

importance of preparation for the future rather complicated affairs in one classroom (Lucy 

and Mrs Dean ï see section 5.3.4) by bringing in so many outside pressures and demands 

that Mrs Dean was unable to meet all the demands placed on her as well as Lucyôs more 

immediate learning needs. 

 

In Chapter 4, when asked what quality meant, staff replied with comments that collectively 

were categorised predominantly as values based statements, for example, striving for the 

best and having high expectations (see Figure10 on p.113). This may be what they said but 

it is not what they appeared to be doing in all the cases.  For example, in the observation 

phase of data collection no teacher directly mentioned this aspect in their interviews but the 

observations and reflections afterwards did demonstrate that teachers were trying to do 

what they thought was best for everyone but were also aware that this was not necessarily 

in the best interests of the pupil who was the focus of the observation.  Lucyôs needs (see 

section 5.3.4) were not being met by her teacher because the teacher was managing 

multiple and conflicting demands; Julieôs teacher (see section 5.3.2) had misunderstood the 

central issues that affected Julieôs experience of school and ability to access learning; and 

Tomôs teacher (see section 5.3.1) relied on him as opposed to striving to meet his needs ï 

he was a tool she used in order to provide for the whole class.   

 

The code striving for the best was one of the most commonly mentioned responses by 

individual staff members as well as being a key part of the values category (See Figure 13 
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on p.119).  The second most frequently mentioned code by staff described quality as 

something defined by an external standard placed upon the school and the case studies 

showed this in practice (see Figure 13 on p.119).  The cases also generated a number of 

issues and challenges about how educational reform operates at the micro-level not least 

when both schools and teachers are judged as providing less than satisfactory 'quality' 

education.  The case study of the teacher in a school one year out of óspecial measuresô  

(see section 5.3.4) always, it would appear, watching her back in relation to Ofsted, to the 

extent that it affected, in combination, her lesson planning, lesson enactment, and teacher-

pupil relations, is a very good example of this.  

 

In chapter 4 there was, overall, a perceived alignment between staff views and official 

versions of quality.  The case studies showed some tensions but no outright rejections of 

such influences ï whilst there was acceptance of these definitions there was also a 

subversive critique of them too as one teacher (Mrs Dean, see section 5.3.4) struggled to 

reconcile multiple and sometimes opposing definitions of quality in her practice.  The 

attainment focus of the official definitions was criticised and rejected by about a third of 

staff members (16/45) in Chapter 4 (see Figure 21 on p.132). 

 

Other notable elements from Chapter 4 were also present in the case studies ï for example 

case study 2 showed examples of varied enrichment activities.  Pupils were rarely in the 

same room for more than half an hour because of this.  Reflection and being reflective was 

described by staff as a key element of quality (see Figure 25 on p.139) and was certainly an 

important aspect of case study 3.  The work observed in all case studies was almost 

entirely literacy or numeracy focused showing the prominence of the basics in classrooms 

which echoed in part the findings presented in Chapter 4 but also questions the extent to 

which enactments of quality mirror the belief expressed by some schools (see p.160) that 

quality was in fact about going beyond the basics. 

 

There is little discrepancy between what pupils say quality is and their enactments of it 

within a classroom setting and within the interactions between them and their teachers.  

When asked what quality meant Chapter 4 showed that pupils focused on the importance 

of social and safety aspects of schooling.  This was echoed and elaborated upon in the case 

studies, particularly so in case study 2 through Julieôs story (see section 5.3.2) but was also 
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in case study 1 and 3 (see sections 5.3.1 and 5.3.3) where Tom and Joe either sought out 

social interaction or had to be lured away from them to engage with learning tasks set by 

the teacher.  Lucy was different, the way her teacher encouraged her to engage with her 

peers in learning tasks was not interesting for her and she thought the behaviour of her 

peers (and their constant social interaction) was annoying and she actively sought to 

distance herself from it (see section 5.3.4).  Importantly, the social aspects of the pupilsô 

definition of quality appeared not to be understood by teachers either in Chapter 4 or in this 

chapter. 

 

Independence was another important code in Chapter 4 (see p.125 and Figure 17 on p.126) 

and the case studies question teacherôs interpretation of the term tending to privilege the 

wordôs association with óaloneô, ówithout the teacherô or óquietlyô.  This was evidenced in 

case studies 1, 2 and 4 (see section 5.3.1, 5.3.2 and 5.3.4) and is different to the meaning 

hinted at in Chapter 4 which was more closely associated with pupilôs capability, drive, 

agency, desire for discovery and meta-cognitive proficiency.   

 

Applying the components of the alternative conceptual framework (see p.70) of the 

analysis highlights the weaknesses or gaps in how quality is enacted and moreover that 

what people say is not necessarily what they do.  This framework placed the relationship as 

central to the concept of quality but the case studies showed that whilst this was sometimes 

evident it was not always so.  For some pupils the relationship was not a positive one that 

encouraged and supported learning; in some cases direct interaction between pupils and 

teacher was absent (case study 2 in particular ï see section 5.3.2).  The second conceptual 

framework also encourages recognition of unintentional consequences and the case studies, 

taken as stories of quality enactments, make visible elements that in Chapters 2 and 4 that 

were at the periphery of the dominant definitions or understandings of the concept of 

quality.  For example the importance of the social world of schooling for Julie and the 

negative impact this has on her educational experience and the use of ógoodô pupils as 

pedagogical props.  Reconsidered, and put within the context of a pupils and teachers 

narrative, such apparently innocuous and minor elements of the concept of quality (as they 

appeared in earlier chapters) become disturbing. 
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Chapter 6 Ā Synthesis and discussion 

6.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this, the penultimate, chapter is to bring a level of synthesis to what has 

been presented thus far, particularly to the review, findings, and analysis presented in 

Chapters 2, 4 and 5.  In so doing this chapter revisits the intentions of the thesis and draws 

together the key points and makes clear the challenge to quality that has been presented.   

 

The aims were set out in brief in the introduction and again in more detail in Chapter 4 ï 

they were:    

 

 To challenge how the concept of quality is defined and understood in relation to 
primary education in England by: 
 

o exploring the way that the concept of quality has been understood and 
defined in text (the academic literature) 

o exploring with staff and pupils in schools how they understand the concept 
of quality in primary education (talk) by collating participant views on 
quality using two conceptual frameworks derived from a synthesis of the 
literature  

o observing and interpreting the interactions and enactments of quality with a 
subset of participants in four English primary schools (interaction)  

o critically considering the connection that may exist between the work of 
research-engaged schools and  an alternative approach to defining quality 
that has been proposed but ignored in the literature (that written about by 
New (2005) and Burbules (2004) .  
 

 

The table below shows how each has been addressed. 
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Table 18: Research intentions and data 

Research intention Data 

Challenging how the concept of quality is defined and 
understood in relation to primary education in England 

All – considered in Chapters 6 
and 7 

Exploring the way that the concept of quality has been 
understood and defined in text 

 Chapter 2 – literature review 

Exploring the concept of quality in primary education  
through talk  by collating participant views on quality  

Chapter 4 – reporting of 
interview data  

Observing and interpreting the interactions and 
enactments of a subset of participants (interaction) 

Chapter 5 – reporting of 
observation and pre-and post- 
observation interview data 

Critically considering the connection between the work of 
research-engaged schools and  an alternative approach to 
defining quality that has been proposed but ignored in the 
literature  

Comparative analysis of all data 
(described above) from school 1 
and 3 compared with that from 
school 2 and 4 

 

This chapter draws together the key points from Chapter 2 and the findings from Chapters 

4 and 5 in response to the sub-aims above.  Chapter 2 described, analysed and synthesised 

literature on quality and arrived at two distinct conceptual frameworks which have been 

applied throughout this thesis.  The first depicted a series of four key areas that, either 

alone or in some combination, offered a description of quality and the means by which it 

was measurable or made visible.  These four areas were values, responsibility, business 

and levels (see p.65-69).  Although each of these branches differed they all shared a focus 

on outcomes, a preference for quantitative measurement and a tendency to avoid difficult 

debate.   

 

The second offered an approach quite different to the first conceptual framework (see 

p.70).  Rather than describe quality in a static way like the dominant model it emphasised 

questioning relationships, activities, attitudes and behaviours of teachers or between 

teachers and pupils. 

 

The first conceptual framework was heavily criticised in Chapter 2 for narrowing how the 

concept of quality in education is understood ï albeit unintentionally.  The second 

conceptual framework was inspired by the work of a number of scholars who have been 

particularly influential in this thesis (New, 2005; Burbules; 2004; Pollard with Filer, 1996; 

Pollard et al., 2000) but whose ideas were not reflected in the dominant framework and 

subsequently absent from debate on quality.   
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Following their introduction in Chapter 2 both conceptual frameworks have continued to 

play a part throughout this thesis in the foundation of theoretical and methodological 

frameworks in Chapter 3 as well as the methods adopted in data collection and the 

approach to analysis.  They continue to play a part in this chapter too in the final synthesis 

and summary of data.   
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6.2 A challenge to definitions of quality  
This section starts with a general discussion largely centred on the response to questions 

about what quality meant to participants.  Comparison is drawn between participant groups 

and between findings and key points in Chapters 2, 4 and 5.   After this the dominant 

conceptual framework comes centre stage again as I compare the conceptual frameworks 

with the views of staff and pupils.  The result is a challenge to the way that quality is 

understood and defined but also suggests ways in which staff should be challenged about 

the way they understand and define quality ï and enact it too.  In turn I will talk about 

values, responsibility (these two were directly reflected in the interview schedules used in 

Phase 1 data collection) and then levels and business influences (these two categories were 

not directly reflected in the interview schedules). 

 

Analysis of the data gathered in Phase 1 mirrored in many ways what the literature 

suggested about quality ï quality can be understood in many ways and complexity and 

contradiction in definition is common.   

 

The figure below (Figure 46) summarises the response from staff when asked what quality 

meant.  The arrow on the left contains the thematic grouping of codes (and relates to 

Figures 10 and 13 in Chapter 4) and the arrow on the right contains the most frequently 

given responses (and relates to Figures 10 and 13 on p.113 and 119).  There was not a great 

deal of difference in the code counts within each of the thematic groupings suggesting that 

staff definitions of quality were evenly shared between the four categories. Reliance on 

values to understand quality was only slightly more common than as describing activities 

and structures and behaviours. 

 

The most frequently mentioned codes reflect some of the pressures that staff perceive from 

outside the school ï like inspection ï but also the pressure to always strive for the best, to 

offer extra (exiting enrichment) and to be reflective in their practice. 
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Figure 46: How staff defined quality

 

It is interesting to note that the experiences of this study suggest that TAs remain excluded 

from full membership of the teaching team (based on TAs not being represented within 

two of the four schools despite having been invited) within schools.  

 

Pupils were not asked exactly the same question which created difficulties when 

comparing data.  Instead of asking a direct question about quality the pupils were asked a 

series of questions that collectively were designed to understand the same thing (see 

section 3.4.3 in Chapter 3 for more details).  As a result instead of one diagram there are 

two for pupilsô responses.   

 

There is some similarity in the contents of the arrows on the left in Figures 47 and 48 

(these equate to Figures 11 and 12 on p.114 and 117).  Pupils highlighted the social side of 

school, care, and people and interactions ï not included in the staff response.  They also 

mentioned similar aspects to those mentioned by staff, for example education provision 

and activities.   

 

The right hand side arrows (the most frequently mentioned codes in response to each 

question) echo the thematic analysis with social aspects of schooling featuring alongside 

the educational aspects.  Collectively the social nature, the social dangers or threats and 

non-learning aspects of quality feature far more highly than they did in the staff views. 

 

values; educational 
provision, teaching and 
pedagogy; educational 

structures; ways of behaving 

striving for the best; 
externally imposed 
standards; exciting 

enrichment opportunities; 
being reflective  
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Figure 47: What pupils said they liked about school

 

 

 

 

Figure 48: How pupils described a perfect school

 

It is interesting that staff and pupilsô ideas about what the concept of quality means are so 

different with pupils emphasising the experiential aspects more, particularly focusing on 

the social difficulties encountered with other children and a need to feel safe from harm.   

 

educational provision; 
social aspects of schooling; 

care and well being; 
resources 

friends; playtimes; lunch or 
food; subjects - literacy 

and numeracy 

environment and resources; 
people/interactions; 
activities (specific) 

fantasy items; no bad 
children; unlimited 

resources; no change (my 
school) 

do not like: 
accidents; bullies; 

older children; 
falling out and 

social issues 
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6.2.1 Comment on quality 
There were some interesting discrepancies between what staff said and what they did too.  

It is also interesting that the aspects of staff definitions of quality reported in Chapter 4 are 

called into question in Chapter 5.  For example the four case study teachers were not 

always óstriving for the bestô for the case study pupils ï in some cases they knew they were 

failing some pupils (for example, Julie and Mrs Dean ï see section 5.3.4).  This is not to 

say the teacher was content with the situation but it makes visible the complex and often 

uncontrollable aspects of teacherôs roles.  However, in another case study (Julie and Mrs 

Connor ï see section 5.3.2) the teacher showed neither awareness nor concern about 

achieving the óbestô for the case study pupil.  This makes visible less forgivable 

discrepancies between the meanings that staff gave and the enactments that were observed 

in the classroom. 

 

Some interesting connections between the literature and the data are evident too ï there is a 

connection between the breadth of things mentioned and the list that Gray and Wilcox 

considered important in óframeworks for judging qualityô (1990) (see page 38/9).   

 

It is also interesting to note the mirroring of local context and recent history in both 

Chapter 4 findings (see p.150-157) and the literature (see p.56). 
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6.3 Values, purpose and quality 
In Phase 1 staff and pupils were asked a direct question about the purpose of education.  In 

this case the question was the same to both groups so the responses are comparable. 

 

Table 19 below shows a summary of responses from staff and pupils alongside some of the 

dichotomies presented in the literature and the emphasis added by the observation phase of 

data collection.  The comparison of these four data sources in this direct manner reveals 

some interesting points.   

 

Table 19: Purpose – compared 

Literature Staff (Chp4) Pupils (Chp4) Enactment (Chp5) 

 
Individual, societal, economic 
and democratic purposes 
compete or complement  

Independence Learning 
Teachers 
emphasised the 
importance of 
conformist 
behaviours and 
social conduct 
 
Pupils emphasised 
the next phase of 
education or the 
mastery of 
knowledge or levels 

 
Functional or profound? 
(Campbell, 2008) 

Knowledge Jobs 

 
 
Flexibility and autonomy 
versus centralisation and 
standardisation (Shuayb & 
O'Donnell, 2008) 

Social skills Maths 

  Society/ 
citizenship Future 

  Future Next phase of 
education 

 

Firstly, independence was the most frequently mentioned purpose of education by staff.  

Sometimes this echoed the meaning associated with independence in the literature review 

which emphasised the requirement to achieve some level of independence which would 

enable individuals to participate successfully in society and be a productive citizen (see 

p.32-34).  While this was reflected in comments made by staff, more often in the staff 

responses greater emphasis was placed on the need for pupils to master some degree of 

independence in school and as a skill that would be useful in their more immediate 

educational careers.  Most often when talking about independence teachers were making 

references to the school environment and the need for pupils to be able to work alone and 
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without help rather than develop any sense of resilience or perseverance.  Chapter 4 (see 

p.128) presented the data on this along with a quote from a FS teacher that talked about 

independence as a required skill to support pupils as young as four with self-directed 

learning, peer support, being resourceful and taking responsibility for their own learning.  

The need to be independent is not so much a desirable skill for a successful future but a 

necessary one to secure survival of school.  There are echoes here with Pollardôs 

description of pupils coping with school (see p.48).  In similar fashion, one of the case 

studies in particular also emphasised the importance of social conduct and conformist 

behaviours (see section 5.3.1). 

 

One suggestion made by this study is that some of the characteristics of the good pupil are 

about the ways in which those pupils are also independent.  Mrs Alyson (see section 5.3.1) 

talked about the difficulties of teaching a fast paced curriculum to a class of different 

abilities hinting that the more a pupil could take responsibility for elements of their own 

learning and behaviour the more time was freed for the teacher to get on with teaching or 

helping those pupils who did not have the same level of independence.  This was in part, 

what made Tom good.  Independence was important to Mrs Dean too (see section 5.3.4) 

and she relied on Lucy to work alone (or without teacher support) much of the time.  The 

case study evidence suggested that Lucy was unchallenged and at times bored (see p.197).  

Mrs Dean was aware of this and explained the difficulties she had in managing so many 

demands in her class of Year 5 and 6 pupils.  According to Mrs Dean she did not have the 

time to spend with Lucy even though she knew the difference it would make.  So whilst 

independence was something that Mrs Dean required from Lucy it was not necessarily 

something that she chose or wanted.   

 

Interestingly, when asked about the purpose of education (phrased as: óWhat is school 

for?’) the pupil responses were in agreement with staff more than their responses to any 

other question.  They talked most about the purpose of education being about the future 

and focused less on the experiential side of education ï their views placed emphasis on 

learning (relevant subject and knowledge that they would need in the future), preparation 

for employment and jobs, the need to be able to calculate in everyday life and to prepare 

for the next phase of education.  Some of the data presented in Chapter 5, particularly in 

the case study of Lucy and Mrs Dean (see section 5.3.4) was in line with these comments.  
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Lucy recognised the importance of the next phase of education ï as a Year 6 pupil she was 

aware of the transition to secondary school and her teachers (and school leaders) ambitions 

for her to attempt a Level 6 paper as she edged closer to this transition.   

 

The literature on values, purpose, aims and goals in education also talked about the future.  

As well as describing the three complementary and/or competing purposes described on p. 

30 (individual, sociological and market oriented) the literature also identified a number of 

dichotomies.  For example, Shuayb and OôDonnellôs (2008) description of values and aims 

set in a flexible and autonomous way at a local level or set centrally and executed in a 

standardised fashion (see p.30). Another example from Campbell (2008) distinguished 

between functional aims and purpose of education and the profound (like being a better 

person).  Nothing similar to these dichotomies was present in the comments made by staff 

or pupils or in the interactions in report in Chapter 5.   No participant group gave any 

indication that they were even aware of the potential for disagreement about aims and 

purpose. 

 

This links to the need for debate about what the aims, purpose, values and goals of 

education should be ï something that Alexander and colleagues were keen to revitalise 

(2009).   Interestingly Alexander concluded that aims were best set at a local level within a 

broader national framework (see p.36).  The absence of any critical appraisal concerning 

purpose and values would suggest that staff within schools would find such engagement 

difficult.  Adding to this the findings presented in Chapter 4, (p.153-159) would suggest 

that the local level ï or in my words the school circumstance ï play an important part in 

defining quality at any one point in time and that this could differ between schools quote 

substantially.  The lack of awareness, skill and knowledge to support engagement in such 

debates on the part of staff is concerning when considering broader definitions of quality 

than those espoused by the dominant model. 

 

6.3.1 Comment on quality 
The figure below (Figure 49) shows the values diagrams from the dominant conceptual 

framework and highlights the areas where the findings from staff, pupils and interaction 

have offered challenge.   
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The responses from staff and pupils suggests agreement between the views of participants 

and the dominant conceptual framework in terms of the future interest for the individual, 

society and market productivity and participation.  There are differences in interpretation 

over independence, moral and social cohesion ï the next level of the diagram.  In the 

literature these were all equally far in the future but in the responses of staff in particular 

these were more about the immediate future or even at this time.   

 

There are two time points that matter when defining quality.  The first is that the prime 

purpose of education is for the future (the pupilôs adult future) in line with the dominant 

framework.  The second is more immediate and about fostering the skills of independence, 

conformist behaviours and social conduct for schooling as a means to equip the pupil to 

succeed (or cope) in an environment that requires agency and resilience, metacognitive 

skill and competition for attention amongst 30 or more others.  

 

Figure 49: Dominant conceptual framework revisited (values) 
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6.3.2 A research-engaged school comment 
Interestingly, the responses to this question about purpose in education were among those 

that did show some difference between the research-engaged schools and the two non-

research-engaged schools.  Independence did not feature highly in the responses from 

research-engaged schools (with only two out a possible 12 staff members in research-

engaged schools citing this as a purpose compared with 13 out of a possible 28 in non-

research-engaged schools (see Table B11 in Appendix B).  This is far from a definitive 

finding but is an interesting point in the light of the discussion at the end of Chapter 2 

(p.72) which summarised elements of Newôs óquest and questionô approach (2005) as 

favouring an unconventional and more immediate view of aims (see Figure 50).  This is 

complex but interesting.  Greater numbers of teacher in non-research-engaged school 

focused on fostering independence as an aim ï in light of the alternative framework I 

would argue this was not surprising because the staff interpretation offered by many runs 

counter to placing the teacher/pupil relationship at the heart of quality definition which was  

key pillar of the alternative framework.  In contradiction to this independence also seemed 

to be interpreted as more immediate and activity focused which would bring the non-

research-engaged school staff viewsô in line with the alternative framework.    

 

In terms of the two frameworks in this thesis independence seems to be a bit of an anomaly 

that requires further work and exploration to understand its place within participantôs 

definitions of quality.  It may also be that two frameworks also need further work and 

refinement so they can accommodate some of the more complex ingredients of 

participantôs views. 
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Figure 50: Alternative conceptual framework revisited (1)
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6.4 Responsibility for quality 
The dominant conceptual framework set out at the end of Chapter 2 contained a branch 

labelled responsibility ï indicting the actors or aspects of the education system that were 

most often, in the literature, associated with having responsibility for quality in education 

(see p.69).  This diagram contained, amongst other things, three items ï schools, teachers 

and pupils and the notion that they could be good (or bad).  The implications were twofold: 

first that schools, teachers and pupils were at the heart of understanding quality; and 

second, that schools, teachers and pupils were in some way responsible for quality.  Each 

of these items was explored with the staff and pupil participants during the interviews and 

the case studies. 

 

6.4.1 Good pupils 
The idea that there was such a thing as a good pupil was controversial in interviews with 

staff but not with pupils.  Many teachers initially rejected there was any such thing but half 

of those that rejected the idea then described in detail what a good pupil was.  The findings 

from across the thesis have been collated into the table below (Table 20).   

 

Table 20: The good pupil – compared 

Literature Staff (Chp4) 
Pupils 
(Chp4) Enactment (Chp5) 

Much of the literature 
does not consider 
pupils 
 
Much wider than just 
'good' - schooling is 
difficult for pupils to 
navigate 

Eager and curious Not violent 

Engaged, responsive, 
bright, willing, team player, 
helpful, happy, loves to 
learn, a role model, 
contributes ideas, useful, 
predictable, reliable, able, 
used as pedagogical prop 

Good and bad No such thing Kind 

Good pupils are 
deserving - but bad 
pupils are problematic 
  

Good listener Friendly Creates a 'bad' pupil 

Outgoing/confident Nice ideas of good and bad 
'stick' 
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On the one hand teachers found it unacceptable that there could be such a thing and yet it 

was easy for many to then label the most prized characteristics of a good pupil.  In terms of 

how the concept of quality is understood in education at primary level this causes some 

difficulty with what a good pupil is supposed to be.  As first suggested on p.177 in the 

account of Tom and Mrs Alyson, a good pupil made it easier for the teacher to do her job ï 

in fact many of the codes in Table 10 (p.137) could have been responses to the question: 

óWhat kind of pupil is easy to teach?ô.  Examples from the raw data also described an  ideal 

pupil, for example a Year 1 and 2 teacher said a good pupil was one that:  

 

‘[...] wants to learn, wants to achieve, maybe has goals in mind (but obviously the 

teacher helps with that) but they want achieve the goals themselves.  That reflects 

on their own learning so they can say I’ve learnt this or I want to learn this... that 

think about or talk about what they learn - so to be able to verbalise everything 

they are doing.  Someone who is self-motivated, someone who can adapt to work in 

teams, partners, individually so they get the most out of their learning, someone 

that asks questions’.   

 

 

The description is of a driven, motivated, ready-to-learn, independent child ï and I am 

suggesting also one that is easy to teach.  Such descriptions, typical of the data presented 

on p.138-141, also say something about factors beyond the control of pupils in primary 

school.  For example, it mentions elements of personality, attitude and behaviour that a 

child would have little or no control over.  Some of the characteristics of a good pupil are 

out of the control of the pupil (for example, being confident and out-going). 

 

There are a number of issues worth raising the first of which is about the extent to which 

teachers challenge official discourses which paint some pupils as óbadô and responsible for 

eroding the quality that others aim for.  At the crux of this question is another about 

fairness  ï these pupils may not be in control of the things that make them óbadô, where 

that blame lies is problematic, sociological and political.  Finally there is also a question 

about the extent to which school staff have the power to control quality when they are not 

in control of all the components that constitute it.   

 

Staff were asked this question because the dominant framework suggested that the notion 

of a good pupil is part of the debate around issues of quality (p.45). The way this played 

out in the fieldwork was surprising.  I had assumed that because the idea of a good pupil 
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was uncontested in the literature that it would not provoke a strong reaction amongst 

participants, I was unprepared for the negative reaction of staff to my question and then 

over prepared for similar reaction from pupils.   The teachers reaction against being asked 

such a question coupled with the ease at which they did so speaks of a deep seated conflict 

perhaps in the way teachers think about teaching, learning and pupils and the way they 

think about children (or the way they think they should think and/or speak about the 

children they teach).   

 

The literature painted pupils as both good and óevilô or bad (Pollard, 1985) and as both 

deserving and problematic (DfE, 2010; Rose, 2009).  Some reports elaborated on the 

definition of a ógood pupilô, for example the Rose review (2009) gave the following 

description of a pupil, suggesting this as the norm: 

 

‘Primary children relish learning independently and co-operatively; they love to be 

challenged and engaged in practical activities; they delight in the wealth of 

opportunities for understanding more about the world; and they readily empathise 

with others through working together and through experiences in the arts, 

literature, religious education and much else.’(ibid. p.10) 

  

Rose talked about óchildrenô and the way they óenjoyô, ódelightô, órelishô and óloveô 

learning.  The findings presented in this study ï particularly those in Chapter 5 ï suggested 

that not all pupils are good in this way.   

 

The acceptance of such a construct raises conceptual and practical issues for other pupils 

too - what about all the pupils who are not good?  Legitimising the idea of a good pupil 

could be even more damaging because accepting it automatically creates an opposing 

group who are by implication ónot goodô (see p.42 ï Thomas and Loxley, 2005; Gewirtz, 

2000) ïóestablishing certain knowledge as valuable [...] automatically creates a group that 

lacks it; indeed the only knowledge that is valued in this way is precisely knowledge that 

only a relative few possessô, (Burbules, 2004, p.7).  Given pupils (and teachers) may have 

little control over their ability to either be or to encourage pupils to reflect those 

characteristics that make them good (also indicated in MacLure et al., 2012 ï see p.58) it 

seems morally questionable to accept the good pupil as an idea and as a defining element 

of a definition of quality. 
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Conversely the pupilôs description of a good pupil was vastly different to that described so 

far in this section.  Instead, they focused again on the behaviours that pupilôs exhibit and 

the need to feel safe from others.  Added to the responses given by pupils to other 

questions (what they liked and what made a perfect school reported on p.117-121) the need 

to be safe from others, safe from danger and safe from the environment as well as the 

importance of being amongst familiar and supportive people and having some degree of 

consistency amongst those people emerged as critical aspects of a definition of quality for 

pupils.  Notably this was absent from staff definitions of quality and response to all 

questions asked of them.  In the case studies safety from others and the difficulty and 

dangers associated with navigating the social side of school was most visibly an issue for 

Julie (case study 2, see section 5.3.2).  The notion that pupils experienced school and 

education as a difficult social experience is not new.  Some of the literature emphasised the 

complex social nature of school (Pollard, 1985; Pollard with Filer, 1996; Cullingford, 

1997; Breggin, 2000; Harber, 2000).  Other literature suggested a connection between 

academic performance and enjoyment (Gorard and See, 2011) or emphasised the role of 

relationships and interaction.  Gorard and See (2011) did investigate the relationship 

between enjoyment and learning reporting positive conclusions but the spotlight has not 

yet been turned on exploring the effects of these complex relationships on learning.  The 

findings from this study ï from both the Phase 1and Phase 2 data ï would suggest this is an 

important element of understanding quality, particularly if the views of pupils in any 

definition or approach to defining quality are to be considered seriously.  

 

6.4.2 Good teachers 
Both staff and pupils were asked a question about what a good teacher was.  Their main 

responses, along with the some key elements from the literature review and Phase 2 are 

presented below in Table 21.  
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Table 21: A good teacher – compared 

Literature Staff (Chp4) Pupils (Chp4) Enactment (Chp5) 

literature describes 
either teachers as the 
most central element 

of quality or as not 
good enough 

Reflective Offers love, care 
and kindness Gets to know pupil 

Flexible/adaptable Fun/ entertaining 
Building trust and 
relationships - with 
pupils and family 

Puts pupils first Structures support 
within lessons Reflective 

Thinks teaching is 
about 
relationships 

Does literacy 
activities 

Engages in discussions 
about learning 

    Being nice to pupils and 
caring for them 

    

Provides rules and 
codes and expectations 

 

The concept of a good teacher or a good school was far less controversial than that of a 

good pupil.  In fact teachers gave a sense that describing or defining a good teacher was 

simple and free from the discomfort that many experienced when asked about a good 

pupil.  Despite this I think the idea of a good teacher is no less complex. 

  

Teachers thought that good teachers were reflective, adaptable, able to put the learner first 

and approached teaching through relationships.  Pupils thought a good teacher offered love 

care and kindness as well as some light relief in the classroom ï fun and entertainment 

were also important.  This was not particularly surprising but it was interesting that 

teachers did not reflect this view in their answers to the question showing, yet again, a gulf 

between what was important to teachers and what was important to pupils.  

 

The literature reflected more of the complexity underlying the idea of a good teacher 

raising issues concerning the impact of narrow discourses on quality on how teachers view 

themselves and how teachers relate to others in their work (Gewirtz, 2000; Osgood, 2009; 

Larsen, 2010).  Other literature debated the centrality of teachers to achieving quality 

(defined largely by pupil outcomes on national tests) with some arguing that teachers were 
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the most critical element of achieving quality (DfE, 2010; Rose, 2009) and others saying 

that teachers were overly credited for pupil progress (Sammons et al. 2008).  The data 

from staff in schools, collected in Phase 2, shows no recognition of such debates or even 

recognition of different positions on the importance of teachers in understanding the 

concept of quality.  The data gathered in Phase 2 however I think tells a different story.  

Mrs Dean and Lucy for example (see p.195-203), offer a neat account of a teacher enacting 

just the kind of struggle that Gewirtz (2000) was referring to, described first in this study in 

the final paragraph of p.47 ï that teachers are caught in the middle ï directed by above 

(government, leadership) to adopt a narrow quality interpretation but may themselves hold 

broader interpretations of quality (albeit sub-consciously).  Being encouraged to enact one 

version ï one that values pupil outcomes above all else ï clashes with their own broader 

interpretations.  I think this is evident in the comments made by Mrs Dean reported on 

p.195-203.  Mrs Dean was unaware of all of this ï unaware of the different positions 

evident in the literature, unaware of the views of scholars that suggest teachers might 

struggle to enact competing understandings of quality and unaware of her interactions with 

a pupil and how these might be affected.   

 

6.4.3 Good schools 
According to staff, a good school was made up of good teachers, leadership, vision and 

direction as well as underpinned by the staff-pupil-family relationships (see Figure 31 on 

p.147).   According to pupils a good school was one where pupils were safe, echoing their 

views from elsewhere in Chapter 4 (see Figure 33 on p.148).   

 

Table 22: A good school compared 

Literature Staff (Chp4) Pupils (Chp4) 
 
judged to be good (or not) in 
some official capacity 

Staff/teachers safe 

have good leadership leadership nice environments 

are held accountable vision/direction places of fun and 
play 

  staff, pupil, families 
are foundation 

there are teachers 
and staff 

  
organic places of 
change   
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The idea of a good school and a good teacher appeared interrelated with questions raised in 

analysis about the relative importance of the good school and teacher in definitions of 

quality ï which is most important and does one lead to the other (see Table 14 on p.155)?  

For example there were connections  made by staff  and pupil interviewees between the 

challenges the school had recently faced and the range of defining characteristics of quality 

they cited ï the bigger the challenges the wider the range of characteristics (see p.151 and 

Figure 35). There was also a mirroring between the type of challenges and the types of 

responses (see p.154 and Figure 38).  So for a school recently out of special measures 

whose staff had been subject to a series of termly inspections for up to two years, the 

Ofsted version of quality was echoed in the views and responses of staff and pupils in 

response to my questions.  This showed a link between what they had recently been 

prioritising and what they viewed as quality.  This, it is suggested, shows that quality is 

largely defined by school circumstance.  This part of the description of findings was 

framed by the extent to which circumstances and regimes external to the daily routines of 

the classroom impact upon what happens there. 

 

6.4.4 Comment on quality 
The school staff in this study appeared to echo some of the ideas within the literature but I 

argue that the data particularly emphasised certain elements more than others.  Figure 51, 

below, emphasises these areas.     
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Figure 51: Dominant conceptual framework revisited (responsibility) 
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manifestation of this concept.  Despite this some elements important to definitions of the 

good pupils (like independence) do not fit well in either calling for further investigation 

and refinement of the frameworks. 

 

Another similar element emphasised by my data concerns that of the good teacher.  

Although not controversial I have argued this is complex and largely mistakenly accepted 

by participants as a simple idea.  In fact I argue that some of the staff that took part in this 

study are unaware of the complexity despite the fact that they struggle with the difficulties 

that arise from their attempts to enact multiple and conflicting definitions of quality in their 

classrooms on a daily basis.  This chimes with ideas from scholars such as Gewirtz (2000) 

who expressed concerns about the way that narrow quality agendas undermine the complex 

relations and interactions of pupil teacher making them more production line (p.47).   
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In terms of the alternative conceptual framework the discussion presented here comments 

on four of the six pillars (see Figure 52 below).  The centrality of the adult/child 

relationship and the acceptance of learning taking place in social educational settings have 

both been placed centre stage, particularly by the views of pupils in this study, casting a 

challenge to the dominant framework and the absence of either of these elements there.  

The idea that activity is more important than outcome has come under scrutiny.  First 

through the literature that suggested epistemological difficulties created under the 

prevalence of narrow conceptualisation of quality and the impact of these on pupil/teacher 

relationships and secondly, through the enactment of exactly this in the case study 

analyses.  Finally, many unintended consequences have been made visible by using 

interaction and enactment to investigate the ways in which quality might be defined in 

addition to ótalkô and ótextô (see section 3.3.2).  This has made observable far more than an 

outcome focused framework and revealed tensions between the dominant and alternative 

conceptual frameworks.  

 

Figure 52: Alternative conceptual framework revisited (2) 
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did not encourage participants to feature leadership as prominently as they have pupils and 

teachers and schools.   
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6.5 Levels of quality 
Compared to other areas of the dominant conceptual framework there is little recognition 

of this branch in the responses given by participants ï what was complex in the literature is 

almost ignored in the views of staff and pupils.  Figure 53, below, shows that beyond 

recognition of quality being a positive, desirable and good thing there was no discussion or 

reflection upon the philosophical debates concerning excellence, transformation, business 

outcome-oriented interpretations, and the related issues of access, equity and entitlement 

(Harvey and Green, 1993 ï see section 2.2.1).  

 

Figure 53: Dominant conceptual framework revisited (levels) 
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definable (as the dominant conceptual framework asserts) suggesting instead a small 

number of participants who considered the concept of quality in terms similar to those 

suggested by Burbules (2004) in his anti-teleological description (p.54).  This is one of the 

foundational aspects of the alternative framework ï it treats quality not as an outcome but 

as a quest or a journey, most visible in the second pillar which states that activity is more 

important than outcome (see Figure 54 below). 
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Figure 54: Alternative conceptual framework revisited (3)
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relation to understanding it through interaction) and a critical voice.  The point I am 

making is that the staff participants were unable to engage in any meaningful way with 
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Does this matter?  I would argue that it does because the pupilsô views have emphasised 

the importance of the alternative framework in understanding the concept of quality (by 

focusing on the immediate experiential aspects of school and relationships) yet the staff 

seem not to possess the necessary skills to engage with it.   

 

This lack of ability also isolates school staff from the wider discussion and debate.  Staff 

isolation was also suggested in another way by the response to questions about the things 

that influenced their definitions of quality.  A comparison between the literature and the 

staff on influences shows the following (see Table 23).  The literature reflects deep seated 

influences from business, production (Sayed, 1993; 1997; Hoy et al., 2000; Brown and 

Lauder, 2004) and notions of good and bad (Gray and Wilcox, 1995; Alexander et al., 

2009; and implied in government documents such as HMSO, 2011; Rose, 2009).  Staff 

talked about their own personal professional experience (their work as a teacher), the 

conversations they have with their colleagues, their own experience at school as pupils in 

the past and themselves now.  There is nothing in common at this level of comparison ï for 

the most part, the staff in this study do not look outside themselves or their schools very 

much. 

 

Table 23: Influences – compared 

Literature Staff (Chp4) 

Business - ideas and language Professional experience 

Production - idea and language Interacting/talking 

Notions of good (and bad) Own educational experience 

  Me - reflection (personal) 

 

 

The analysis of the differences between  research-engaged schools (which may embody 

more of quest and questioning approach to defining quality) is still to come but it showed 

that staff within the two research-engaged schools did not think that their view of quality 

came from them as individuals (see p.162 and Figure 44).    
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The table above (Table 23) shows the lack of awareness on the part of school staff about 

the ideas that can influence their interpretation of quality.  This is another example of the 

lack of teachers criticality and critical engagement with their profession (questioning the 

extent to which staff are professional I think).  Without engaging in debates and without 

the language and skill to engage in debates about what quality is teachers cannot make 

rational decisions about the best interpretation for their setting.  

 

Chapter 5 showed teachers struggling to reconcile competing definitions of quality.  For 

example Mrs Dean knew she was failing to meet the needs of Lucy but had made a 

decision attempt to meet the requirements put on her by her head, the next level of 

education for her class (who would be moving to secondary school the following academic 

year) and the requirements of external judgements of quality (Ofsted) (see section 5.3.4).  

The case study showed that Mrs Dean was managing the conceptualisations of quality 

imposed by Ofsted, a future oriented interpretations for the next phase of schooling, the 

difficulties of a class with a range of abilities and levels but she was doing so for those 

audiences and not for her pupils.   

 

When asked about the kinds of things that support or challenge their ability to deliver 

quality in the classroom they relied primarily on the staff network immediately available to 

them in their school and found time the biggest challenge to delivering what they believed 

was quality on a daily basis.   
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6.6 Business influences 
Staff gave examples of the ways in which business influences permeated their 

understandings and definitions of quality.  Prized characteristics of the good pupil 

suggested teachers valued consistency and reliability.  They also agreed that part of the 

purpose of education was to ensure future economic productivity and success.   

 

Staff comments about quality also reflected the role of measuring quality with most 

implicitly accepting that this was both possible and necessary.  There were a small number 

of participants that commented on the over-reliance on such measures in definitions of 

quality (see p.132, Figure 21). 

 

Most interesting however, was that pupilsô comments, with the exception of 

acknowledging the importance of education for future job prospects, did not reflect any 

other aspect of the business influence branch of the dominant model. 

 

For staff, there was a sense of tension between teaching as a craft and the need to achieve 

some degree of precision and predictability which echoes the views of Hart (1997) which 

were described first on p.27. 

 

Figure 55: Dominant conceptual framework revisited (business influences) 
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6.7 Epistemological tensions between research-engaged and non-

research-engaged schools 
If there were important differences between the ways in which research-engaged and non-

research-engaged schools conceptualised quality I would expect to find evidence of 

epistemological or philosophical clashes between the questions asked and the response 

given (see p.72/3).  Such clashes could show through difficulty, inability or refusal to 

answer some questions or in the analysis of responses (for example codes that conflict with 

the majority).  The comparative analysis between research-engaged and non-research-

engaged schools has explored the data to reveal any evidence of this ï this was presented 

in section 4.6.   

 

Elements of Newôs thinking which were particularly influential included her issue with 

interpretations of quality that óinhibit critical thinking about alternative possibilitiesô, 

(2005, p.446); her belief that learning is a socially constructed activity (ibid.; Mallory and 

New, 1994); her interest in the differing forms that quality can take in different contexts; 

and her recommendation that quality is underpinned by ósustain[ed] critically reflective 

practiceô and ócollaborative enquiryô, (New, 2005, p.447).  

 

Although presented as tentative and inconclusive the findings set out in section 4.6 

described five apparent differences ï definitions of quality in research-engaged schools 

appeared to show less tangible approaches to defining quality; be less concerned with 

future oriented purpose in education; focus beyond the basics (of literacy and numeracy); 

be more outward looking in the influences on their views of quality; and consider staff as 

learners.  

 

6.7.1 A less tangible approach to defining quality 
A less tangible approach to defining quality could be indicative of a subtle difference 

between the two types of school, with the research-engaged schools more likely not to 

focus on concrete or discreet events but on process.  When asked to define quality they 

expressed greater philosophical difficulty.  Some of the responses indicated that quality 

could not be easily described or defined, it was a ófeelingô: something indescribable (see 

p.155).  The óquest and questionô approach described in Chapter 2 (see p.63/4) is less 
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tangible ï the quest is quality and the questions concern everything practitioners do and the 

consequences any actions may have on achieving quality.  This attitude and approach is the 

definition of quality rather than the outcome.   

 

6.7.2 Less concerned with future oriented purposes 
The participants in the research-engaged schools appeared to give less or different 

consideration to the purpose of education in this phase of education to those in the non-

research-engaged schools.  Theoretically speaking this would be expected because the 

research-engaged approach prioritises different aims/purposes of education as does the 

óquest and questionô view (p.63/4).  My expectation therefore was that participants would 

find the questions about aims and purpose in education difficult to answer, irrelevant and 

perhaps answer by raising more questions. This was, in part, borne out in the data (see 

p.159-160) which showed some participants chose not to answer the question whereas 

others responded with more immediate concerns like sharing learning journeys and 

instilling curiosity. 

 

6.7.3 Focus beyond the basics 
The expected area where differences might be made visible was through questions about 

what quality meant.  Participants in research-engaged schools did not mention the 

importance of literacy and numeracy as much as staff in other schools did but there are a 

number of important caveats that rather diminish any suggestion that this is evidence of a 

wider focus.  For example this could have been as a consequence of school capacity rather 

than research-engagement.   

 

6.7.4 More outward looking 
The connection to the alternative framework inspired by New and Burbules was about a 

desire to engage in some level of philosophical critique of what quality means, alone or 

with others (or both).  The tendency to rely on themselves and insular practices to drive 

their views on quality as expressed by the majority of participants in this study was 

suggestive of an underlying framework that sees quality as fixed and tangible; one that 

lacks fluidity, uncertainty and anything akin Burbulesôs (2004) idea that quality can be 

indefinable.  It was anticipated that if there were to be differences between the two school 
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types that the uncertainty of a óquest and questionô approach would be manifest in a need 

for discussion.  It would result in an unending search for quality which would likely lead to 

practitioners seeking out others to inspire, fuel and drive their thoughts and actions.  On the 

whole the responses given by staff in this study did not constitute evidence of such ideas, 

actions or beliefs on the whole.  It is interesting that staff in the research-engaged schools 

did hint at this.  I would not suggest this be taken as evidence of a difference but in a wider 

data context should not be dismissed too early.  

 

6.7.5 Adults as learners 
A quest and question approach would require and encourage a greater degree of 

interaction/questioning/discussion/reflection much of which may be shared.  There were 

echoes of the alternative framework in the responses given by staff in research-engaged 

schools that reference the idea that the need to be a learner is manifest in the actions of a 

practitioner whose underlying framework for defining quality is sympathetic to that which 

I have described in this thesis as an alternative approach.  

 

6.7.6 A comment on quality 
While the findings are largely inconclusive there are some interesting differences evident 

between the two which point to some avenues for further research and investigation.  The 

causal nature of these is not clear and that is in part a methodological issue. 

 

This chapter has synthesised the key findings from across the thesis and prepared the way 

for the next and final chapter.  Chapter 7 concludes and challenges the way that quality can 

be understood and the way it is defined.  It is also an opportunity to reflect on the successes 

and challenges of this study. 
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Chapter 7 Ā Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

I set out to challenge the way in which the concept of quality is understood, approached 

and defined inspired by a long standing interest in the concept of quality and a belief that 

the concept of quality is vague, elusive and important in equal measure.  This began during 

my Masters research which investigated the concept of quality in an EFA context from the 

perspective of pupils. It is also a response to my professional research experience in 

England which, over the past decade, has exposed me to primary schools, classrooms and 

research projects which have deepened my views about the arcane nature of the concept.   

 

By challenging the interpretation of the concept my intention has been to: 

 reveal weaknesses or gaps in the current understandings and  offer something to 
redress the balance 

 reawaken interest in less prevalent ways of investigating or understanding the 
concept of quality 

 experiment with investigating quality through interaction in particular and to start 
the development of language that those in schools can use to talk about quality  

 suggest where further research or thought is needed to continue to develop broader, 
deeper and pragmatic understandings about quality. 
  

 

The remainder of this chapter is dedicated to expanding on each of these bullet points and 

in the process making clear: 

 my conclusions ï my challenge to understandings, definitions and 
conceptualisations of quality in relation to primary education in England and the 
direction of further research  

 the success, challenges and limitations of the thesis and experience of undertaking 
this research 

 the original contribution of the thesis. 
 

The very final section, section7.3, offers a final comment on the personal journey towards 

the completion of the thesis.   

 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

245 

 

7.2 Conclusions 
This study has considered a topic of relevance and importance to a range of areas within 

education including leadership, policy, pedagogy and teaching and learning.  Greater 

understanding of the concept of quality in primary education could inform practice in 

school contexts, support further research and provide a platform from which school leaders 

and practitioners can challenge and advance their own context, experience and practice 

with greater clarity.  

   

The theoretical contribution of the study can be characterised, in the words of Edmondson 

and McManus (2007) as ónascentô (p.1160).   Such research seeks patterns and tries to 

build elements of theory for further testing/investigation (Edmondson and McManus, 

2007).   

 

Section 7.2 presents four concluding discussions and indicates areas for further 

investigation (in 7.2.1).  It then considers the success, challenges and limitations (section 

7.2.2) of the thesis. 

 

7.2.1 Ways of approaching the concept of quality 

Tackling naivety  

Moss and Pence (1994) suggested that those who dictate how quality is defined 

(researchers, policy makers and official bodies for example) need to stop imposing their 

own models of quality on research and evaluation and start to search for óperspectivesô ï a 

move away from universals and towards a respect for ócultural, environmental and social 

diversityô (p.177) (see p.62/3 for first discussion of this text).  This thesis has attempted a 

search of this nature.  In so doing this study has challenged my own definitions and 

understanding of the concept of quality in primary education and I hope will challenge 

others too. 

 

In the opening chapter and in Chapter 2 I was critical of narrowing definitions of quality.  

While I remain critical of such interpretations of quality and believe that any definition (or 

approach to defining quality) that sets out rigid criteria, descriptions or rules will limit how 

quality can be understood my own definition of the concept has altered.   
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Having completed the literature review and having arrived at two different conceptual 

frameworks my opinion was, at that time, that the second of these, the alternative 

framework, should be used instead of the first because it could overcome the narrowing 

and limiting effect of the other.  Having explored quality through multiple perspectives as 

Moss and Pence suggest and through interaction (as was suggested by Pollard with Filer, 

1996, Pollard et al., 2000; Wrigley, 2013; Coffield and Edward, 2009; Burbules, 2004; 

New, 2005) I now believe that it is the combination of the two that could create broader 

ways of approaching the concept of quality.  Staff and pupils have described and enacted 

elements of each framework and helped to reveal some areas of consensus (for example, 

purpose of education is future oriented) as well as deep seated difficulties (for example, the 

good pupil and the gulf between staff and pupils ideas in many areas of quality).  

 

The definition I gave at the start (see p.12) reflected Harvey and Greenôs category of 

distinctive excellence.  My view on this has altered also.  I like what the alternative 

framework offers ï I think that it overcomes the limiting effect of other frameworks and is 

aspirational.  As an active framework it avoids the narrowing effect of more descriptive 

ones (like the dominant model) but is also more usable than distinctive excellence is as an 

idea ï this is just too arcane a description to be workable, as Harvey and Green (1993) 

suggested (see p.22/3).  

 

The two conceptual frameworks, arrived at through analysis and synthesis of literature, are 

important contributions that add originality to this thesis.  Despite this contribution, made 

possible only through the availability of a broad and intelligent literature, it is also my view 

that the literature (taken as whole) is still naive.  This is one of my overarching conclusions 

and applies equally to participantsô knowledge and literacy in relation to the concept of 

quality. 

   

I refer back to the points made by Halliday (1994) (see p.51) which talk about the 

epistemological and semantic complexity associated with the concept of quality ï the fact 

that this still exists is testament to the naivety of the debate.  The lack of semantic clarity, 

the lack of clarity over which areas are understood well and which are still vague; the 

absence of in-school perspectives from the literature; and the absence of an interest in 

quality across education phases (at present the UK literature focuses mainly on Early Years 
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and HE) are all indicators of naivety.  This calls for more debate, more thought and more 

research to develop the concept as an area of academic study. 

 

The findings presented here show the wealth of opinion that in-school perspectives brings 

to the debate.  The data collected and analysed in this study suggests that the participants 

were also naive and for the most part did not possess the knowledge and skills necessary to 

engage in any debate.  For the most part, they did not even demonstrate awareness of areas 

that might require debate.  This, I would argue is a call for education, thought and research 

to develop the concept of quality as a pedagogic study.   

 

The dominant and alternative frameworks are important developments and are a first step 

away from this naivety.  This is important: they are only a first step and themselves require 

further refinement, thought and application.   

 

Engaging a range of people in defining quality 

There are other areas where further work, thought, study, discussion and awareness raising 

are also needed.  The importance of ensuring a range of stakeholders engage in difficult 

discussions was highlighted in the literature by a number of scholars (McNess ï see p.60; 

Biesta ï see p.54; Burbules ï see p.55) but the data gathered in this study suggested that 

participants did not possess the knowledge and skill necessary to enter into these debates.  

This constitutes a serious barrier to the development of the concept of quality as a topic of 

academic and pedagogic importance. 

 

Quality and school staff 

Staff in the four participating schools made valuable contributions to the thesis and 

represent one of the successes of and points of originality within the study.  In terms of 

understanding quality there are a number of thematic strands worthy of mention in this 

final chapter ï independence and purpose and aims.  

 

Through the lens of values staff emphasised the important of independence as a skill that 

pupils needed to develop for the future but there was an undertone in their comments that 

suggested it might be needed more in school than beyond.  I am left questioning whether 
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this is example of the semantic complexity or ambiguity  which requires further 

investigation and refinement of language or whether it is a solution to a teacher problem  

(as suggested on p.221).  The case studies suggested it was used as a synonym for óaloneô 

which works in opposition to the desires of pupils ï particularly those in the case studies ï 

who sought interaction and actively tried not to work alone. Chapter 6 has raised further 

questions about its position in the two frameworks and its treatment by the two types of 

schools.  This particular element of quality is interesting and worthy of further study in its 

own right. 

 

Another of the conclusions I wish to make concerns the need to educate, raise awareness of 

and equip staff in schools to better understand the complexity of quality.  This is an 

extension of the point made three paragraphs before.  This knowledge should go hand in 

hand with attempts to ensure staff are literate in the concept of quality enough to engage in 

the debates that matter.  The knowledge required would include understanding quality and 

its many complexities, conflicts and difficulties associated with attempting to define it as 

well as the myriad of differing definitions that currently are in operation.  The skills needed 

would include criticality and critical reflection (as described in the alternative conceptual 

framework).   

 

Balancing the future oriented natures of purpose or aims and the immediate experience of 

school has emerged as difficult to achieve, (see p.222/3).  There was agreement in pupils 

and staff voices about the future oriented nature of purpose yet a strong thread of 

experiential focus given by pupils throughout.  This was further shown in the observations.  

How can purpose/aims encompass and reflect, in the right measures, both immediate and 

future concerns better than they do now? On a bigger stage how can such aims be set at 

local and/or national level in such a way that meets the needs of all (governments, regions, 

schools, staff and pupils).  Alexander and colleagues (2009) (see p.36/7) called for local 

level involvement in setting aims for education but the findings of this study would suggest 

this could be difficult in terms of the staff (senior leaders included) having the necessary 

knowledge and skills to do so.  They did not show any detailed understanding, awareness 

of skills required to engage in debates of this nature.  Without this the likelihood of local 

level aims reflecting the priorities of multiple different participant groups is low.  Given 

the weak understanding and representation of pupil perspectives as revealed in this study 
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(compared to adults views and the dominant conceptual framework) this would be a 

particular cause for concern. 

 

A similar weakness was revealed also in the understanding staff expressed through 

descriptions of a good teacher.  Staff did not recognise the complexities of this notion (see 

p.229 and 230).  This adds to the evidence suggesting a naivety in this field of study as 

well as a lack of critical engagement in understanding quality (p.235).  I would argue that 

the debate around quality needs reawakening more generally but particularly in schools.  In 

addition to this, teachers, TAs and senior leaders need to gain the knowledge and skills to 

engage in the quality debate if something akin to Newôs quest an question was to be 

achieved (2005).  Questions have been raised about the professionalism of those that do 

not (see p.237/8). 

 

I have raised questions about whether research-engaged schools display greater levels of 

critical skill ï one of the skills required to be literate in the concept of quality and to 

engage in complex debate.  There are a myriad of limitations that apply to what I have 

done in this study (discussed in greater details in section 7.2.2) and this element of my 

thesis has been complex and inconclusive.  Despite this I think there are hints that staff in 

schools that are more research-engaged in their activity and outlook might also display 

greater critical thought (see p.224).  This is worthy of further investigation, perhaps not in 

research-engaged schools per se but within the wider policy context of teaching school 

alliances and the self-improving system; both of which are moving towards encouraging 

greater engagement in research activity by schools and within schools and which have 

arisen and gained momentum during the development of this thesis (Riggall, forthcoming; 

Hargreaves, 2012). 

 

Pupils views need to be taken seriously 

Another of the successes of the thesis has been the inclusion of the pupil perspective ï

again a point of originality.   

 

The pupilsô perspective has raised moral questions about the unintended consequences of 

relying on the dominant conceptual framework and the narrow, outcome focused 

interpretations of quality.  The findings from this study show just how important other 
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factors are to pupils in their interpretation of quality.  Given the suggestions that what is 

prioritised seems to cloud everything else this needs to be addressed or pupils views will 

continue to be marginalised, dominated and go unheard. 

 

Overall, there remains a gulf between staff interpretations of quality and those offered by 

pupils. A minority of staff expressed views consistent with those of pupils also mentioning 

aspects such the security and safety side of school.  Despite this, the case studies showed 

that teachers were then powerless to act in a way that matched these more experiential 

definitions. I recognise that this is based only on four case studies so I make no comment 

on the prevalence of this, instead I focus on the morality of it.   

  

As a result of this study and of my new found preference for combining the dominant and 

alternative frameworks I am interested in understanding better the impact of the factors 

most important to pupils on their learning and the more quantitative  elements that the 

dominant framework measures.  For example, the Gorard and See (2011) report cited 

earlier (p.46/7) linked, tentatively, enjoyment and outcomes.  Further research like this10 

that explored the gulf between staff and pupils views and the lack of understanding and 

consistent enactment could reveal whether this is more than a moral issue.   

 

This study has also re-emphasised some of Pollardôs work about coping (see p.46/7 and 

p.228), this is challenging to accept and directly questions an implicit assumption: that the 

concept of quality is associated implicitly or explicitly with positivity, niceness and notions 

of good or perfect.  Another difficult area that may need to be added in to the difficult 

discussions about quality concerns whether quality is or should be about making education 

nice, and about making schools nice places for young people to be?  It is a hard question to 

ask but not addressing it (which was the situation in the schools that took part in this study) 

is not making it any less of an issue for pupils. 

 

I think the participantsô views demonstrated an over-reliance on pupils being responsible 

for quality through the dominance of the good pupil theme. As a theme it recurred 

throughout the thesis in ever prominent ways.  I think it is an unhelpful and morally 

                                                 
10 Not necessarily adopting the design or methods used in this study ï but taking as inspiration the idea that 
there be casual connections between pupilôs priorities for quality and outcomes. 
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questionable construct (see discussion on p.227) and implies that all pupils are 

theoretically homogenous which is nothing short of ridiculous and not borne out in the data 

presented here (see p.229).  This thesis calls for a move away from pupils being 

responsible for quality and a move way from any expectation that all pupils are eager, 

curious, love learning, and are grateful for being in school etc.  Definitions or 

understandings of quality that instead elevate the notion that pupils are heterogeneous, not 

desperate to be learning in school and that accept pupils as neither good nor bad nor 

responsible are needed.  The alternative conceptual framework is reflective and 

accommodating of ideas and could be used as a direct challenge to those elements of the 

dominant framework that encourage the over-reliance on this construct at present.  It would 

also be interesting to investigate how quality is experienced and defined by those pupils 

who are not deemed good as well as to investigate the impact of being labelled good (or 

not) on outcomes and other aspects of schooling.  

 

Last but most certainly not least, another area worthy of further work concerns the 

interaction/enactment focus of the thesis.  This has been, perhaps the contribution of the 

thesis that I am most pleased with.  As well as adding to the data, findings and originality I 

think it also has great potential as a start to developing a language that would support 

making visible the teacher/pupil relations and to make them objects for consideration as 

required by a learner centred pedagogy (Bibby, 2009).   In the thesis this particular 

research intention and the methods used has made the relations more visible and 

objectified them.  Further work is needed to make this accessible in a classroom context if 

it were to be done by practitioners rather than researchers. 

 

7.2.2 A reflection on defining quality 
Some of the successes of the thesis have been discussed in section 7.2.1 already.  These 

were the inclusion of multiple perspectives, pupils in particular; the focus on investigating 

quality by observing interaction and enactments between teachers and pupils; and the 

synthesis of literature that arrived at the two conceptual frameworks which have been so 

important in this thesis and which I have suggested will continue to be so.  Section 7.2.1 

also highlighted the original contributions of the thesis associated with these successes. 
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This section discusses those aspects of the thesis which have been challenging and the 

original contribution associated with them.  It also considers the limitations that apply to 

the study. 

 

Vast and diverse literature 

It has been difficult to manage the literature which is vast and diverse.  Describing, 

analysing and synthesising the literature on quality has been among the most challenging 

pieces of work within the thesisôs development.  Over the course of the preceding two 

years I have attempted many different iterations of the review (Chapter 2) ï playing with 

its structure and form.  I have also listed the outputs of this chapter amongst the successes 

of the thesis because, despite the challenges, the two conceptual frameworks presented at 

the end of Chapter 2 (p.65-72) are an important foundation for the study as a whole. 

Although still in need of refinement and work, these frameworks constitute an original 

contribution of a theoretical nature.  

 

Privileging pupil perspectives 

Privileging pupil voices was another of the successes and areas of original contribution but 

there have been issues too. These are methodological in nature.  I asked staff to define 

quality whereas I asked pupils to talk about what they liked and what might constitute a 

perfect school.  In analysis this was problematic leaving me unable to compare like with 

like which undermined the comparative nature of some aspects of the examination. As I 

have focused on writing up my work I have become increasingly uncomfortable about this 

detail.  If re-doing the research I would make changes: firstly I would seek to achieve 

comparable schedules for pupils an staff where this mattered in analysis; secondly, I would 

investigate the literature to understand better the ways in which pupils this age group might 

understand quality as well as what words might be synonymous with quality (and be more 

understandable); and thirdly, I would pilot a greater range of questions with both groups 

before settling on a final schedules. 

 

Quality in interaction 

Amongst the strengths of this thesis is the focus on looking at quality and the way it is 

enacted in the classroom.  Literature (see p.61/2) suggested that interaction between pupil 
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and teacher was a vital component of quality and yet there was little research that 

elaborated on that.  I have tried to address that.  This close up look through interaction and 

enactment has offered a wealth of understanding and originality.  The methodological 

approach and research design have produced something which contributes to existing 

knowledge ï both extending and challenging what is already known.      

 

The research-engaged element  

The final research intention was to critically consider a connection between the work of 

research-engaged schools and an alternative approach to defining.   The findings of this 

element of the study are, as has been discussed already, inconclusive but encouraging for 

further study.  I defend my original intention to draw comparison between research-

engaged and non-research-engaged schools as a means of ascertaining whether this is a 

school type that already approaches quality in a way more in line with the second, 

alternative framework.  I recognise that this has not been entirely satisfactory however.  

The number of participating schools and the characteristics of those schools proved 

problematic.  The two research-engaged schools were also both outstanding schools 

whereas the two non-research-engaged schools were both recently out of special measures.  

This meant that many of the differences that were apparent between the two types might 

have been linked to the research-engaged status or the capacity (measured in terms of the 

Ofsted judgments) of the schools.  Despite this, I think there are some interesting 

differences that are aligned to expectations and that the question about whether there are 

already schools that approach quality in a different way remains interesting.  If so, there 

would be implications for research that could extend and challenge definitions and 

understanding of quality even further.    

 

In addition, it has been consistently hard to explain my interest in the exploring quality 

within research-engaged schools and I have worked hard in my writing to make the 

connections between the alternative conceptual framework and the approach adopted 

within research-engaged schools evident and explicit. 

 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

254 

 

Implications 

The topic and findings of this thesis will be of interest to researchers in the field of 

education, primary school teachers, providers of teacher training and professional 

development, school leaders, policymakers and others involved in the business of 

encouraging and monitoring quality in the education system.   

 

This thesis is a challenge to these groups: a challenge to think about how they and their 

institutions conceptualise quality.  It is also an invitation to these groups to engage with a 

new way of thinking about quality.  In this way the challenge is also to apply the 

alternative framework to the way that they and their institutions approach the concept.   For 

researchers this could take the form of considering the frameworks in more detail, 

investigating further any relationship between quality and research-engaged schools, and 

exploring further the concept of independence in learning.   For teachers and providers of 

training (both initial and ongoing) the challenge is to develop a deeper understanding of 

and ability to engage in discussion and debate about complex concepts, to explore ways 

that the frameworks and the approach to defining quality through interaction can influence 

practice and training.  It also raises the profile of pupils as central to the conceptualisation 

of quality.  Alongside this the notion of the good pupil (and the bad) and how this connects 

to the way quality is defined should be of interest to those who work in schools, those who 

work with teachers and those who provide policy guidance and monitoring of schools.  

 

For those who are responsible for either the policies that drive school improvement or the 

monitoring of school quality the challenge is to consider how the frameworks might 

influence the mechanisms and sources of evidence that indicate quality.  This would 

implicate move away from simplistic measures of quality alone.  
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7.3 Final comment 
It has been at times an emotional experience.  I was shocked at some of the things I 

observed, saddened by some of the pupil accounts of quality and surprised by the disparity 

between how pupils and staff defined the concept.  The emotive element of studying 

quality was something I was not prepared for but I had to adapt quickly.  I was ill-prepared 

to see school as such a dangerous and socially treacherous place to be for some pupils.  I 

was ill-prepared for the level of emotion some staff showed me ï for example, in my 

second school visit I had a headteacher cry during an interview because she was so moved 

by her work and desire to improve the school.  Equally there were moments when staff 

demonstrated such lack of care for the pupils in their classes that I found it hard to 

continue.  There have also been some entertaining moments too when pupils opened up 

and expressed some very imaginative views and moments when I have been reassured that 

schools can be nice and safe places for children to be.   

 

Another important aspect of the learning journey for me has been the challenge of 

attempting a more theoretical research undertaking (as opposed to a primarily applied or 

practical one which is where I am most comfortable because of the connections to my 

work).  Many a crisis of confidence has accompanied the development of this thesis.  It has 

been important to try and reflect both academic and pragmatic interests and I am pleased 

that at the end I appreciate the depth and nuance that academic thoughtfulness can bring to 

a study.  This is something I will carry over in to more of my work. 

 

Talking to people about this thesis has also been a constant challenge.  Most people I have 

discussed this work with appear to hold views in line with the dominant conceptual 

framework and subscribe to the idea that quality can be defined in descriptive ways (rather 

than active ways) and that it is not problematic to rely on definitions which emphasise the 

importance of outcomes (rather than the quest).  Attempting to convey that there might be 

an alternative way of conceptualising quality that relies instead on treating the concept as a 

quest has been extremely challenging and I have no doubt will remain so beyond the 

completion of this thesis, but the challenge is a worthy one. 
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Appendix A Ā Research tools 

A1: Invitation letter to schools 
 

 

 

 
Mrs Anna Riggall (Doctoral Researcher) 

Smethan Room 

Westminster Institute of Education 

Oxford Brookes University 

Harcourt Hill Campus 

Oxford, OX2 9AT 

 

<School address> 

<Date> 

Dear <name>, 

I am writing to invite you and your school take part in a research study.   The purpose of 

the study is to create a more comprehensive understanding of the concept of óqualityô in 

primary education.  The study will provide greater understanding of how pupils and 

teaching staff define quality in education ï this is something we do not know very much 

about ï and it will help further our understanding about if and how centralised definitions 

of quality impact on pupil/teacher interactions.  This information will be of use to your 

school and your teachers and pupils, as well as to a wider audience including other schools, 

academics and policy makers. 
 
If you are willing to take part, the research would be organised into two phases.  The first 

would involve inviting your staff and some of your pupils to take part in an interview and 

observations of their talk in the playground and staffroom.  The purpose of this first stage 

would be to explore how individuals define óqualityô and how they talk about quality in 

their everyday work and activities.  The second phase would involve inviting two pupils 

and two teachers to take part in a more in-depth study.  They would be asked to participate 

in two interviews, one either side of some classroom observations.  The purpose of this 

phase would be to explore the impact of centralised or dominant definitions of quality on 
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pupil/teacher interaction.  Ideally the research would all take place between September 

2011 and July 2012. 

 

The results of the study will be used to complete my doctoral thesis for the degree of PhD 

in Education.  This research is funded by Oxford Brookes University and has been 

approved by the Universityôs Research Ethics Committee.  The Chair of Universityôs 

Research Ethics Committee can be contacted at ethics@brookes.ac.uk should you have a 

query about the ethical conduct of the study. 

 

I will be in touch with you shortly to ask if you are willing to take part and answer any 

questions you may have about the research. If you would like to contact me beforehand 

please do so at the address above or by email or phone at anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk 

or 07814 737421.   

 

Yours sincerely, 

Anna Riggall 

(Doctoral Researcher) 
 

  

mailto:ethics@brookes.ac.uk
mailto:anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk
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A2: Information sheets (Phase 1) 
Research information sheet for pupils - Phase 1 

What is good about your school, your teachers and your education? 

 
You have been invited to take part in a research study, and before you decide whether or not you 
would like to take part, it is important for you to understand why it is being done and what it will 
involve.  

I want to know what children think is good about school, learning and education. Iôd like to know if 
what you think is the same or different from what your teachers think, or from what people in 
government think.  And Iôd like to find out whether this affects your experience of school. I will be 
in your school a few times this year talking to children and teachers and watching and listening 
teachers and children around the school and in class.  
 
I would be very happy if you would like to take part in my research but you donôt have to.  Even if 
you say yes now but change your mind later that is ok ï and you donôt have to tell me why.  No one 
will mind if you decide you donôt want to take part. If lots of children in your class want to take 
part then I will have to choose six people from the volunteers.  If you are not chosen it is only 
because I am trying to make sure I have enough boys and girls in the group from your class.   

What will I have to do? 
If you want to take part I will ask a group of about six of your classmates some questions.  These 
questions will be about what you think makes a good school, a good teacher and what you like or 
donôt like about school.  There are no right or wrong answers to these questions ï I want to know 
what you think.  After this I will watch and listen to you and your friends in the playground so I can 
see what kinds of things you talk about when you are not in class.   
 
After Christmas you might be asked if you would like to do something more ï this would involve 
talking to me again and me spending some time in your class watching you and your teachers work 
together.  Some more information will be given to you before you have to make up your mind.  

Why is this important? 

I can learn lots from talking to you and your friends about what it is like to be in school.  I can 
share this information with other people, schools and people who work in education so we all know 
more about how children experience school.  It will also help me with my course at Oxford 
Brookes University where I am a student.   
 
You might be taken out of your class for a short time or asked to miss part of your break or 
lunchtime so you can talk to me.  I will try to make sure that you donôt miss anything important.  

Will anyone know what I say? 
I will collect lots of information from children in primary schools, and teachers too.  I will write 
about what I have learned from talking to you all, but I will not use your name or the name of your 
school in anything I write.  It is possible that someone who knows you well might guess which bit 
you said but this is unlikely and I will try to make sure that it cannot happen. 
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I will be using some computer and recording equipment to keep all the information and I have to 
make sure that this meets standards set by my University and a law called The Data Protection Act.  
This means that all the information I collect from you will be kept safely.   
 
If you take part, we will talk in a quiet part of your classroom or another place in your school like 
the library.  I will ask you if it is ok for me to record our conversation because this helps me 
remember what everyone said afterwards.  

What should I do if I want to take part? 
If you would like to take part in this study please talk to your teacher and your parent or carer.  
They have also been given some information about what I am doing and can help you volunteer.  
 
I hope to be back in your school when Iôve finished the study to share what I have learned from you 
all.  I will send some of the things I write about too, so ask your teachers if you would like to see 
these.  If you have any questions or are worried about anything to do with this study please talk to 
your teacher or your parents or carer and they can help you.  They have been given my contact 
details and the addresses of the University too.  
 

Thank you for reading this information sheet.  
Anna Riggall (Researcher) 
 
Research information sheet for parents of pupils - Phase 1 

Mrs Anna Riggall (Doctoral Researcher) 
Smethan Room 
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford, OX2 9AT 

Study title:  How is 'quality' in education defined in talk, text and interaction, particularly by 

pupils and teachers in primary schools? 

 
Your child has been invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether or not your 
child can take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it 
will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully. 

What is the purpose of the study? 
The purpose of the study is to explore how children and teachers define the concept of quality in 
education.  The study is interested in ways their definitions are similar to or differ from those 
represented in government documentation and seeks to explore any implications for teacher and 
pupil relationships and childrenôs experience of school.  The study will take place during one 
academic year (Sept. 2011 to Sept. 2012).                                                                                Your 
child has been invited to participate and it is up to you to decide whether or not your child can take 
part. If you do decide to take part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to 
sign a consent form on behalf of your child.  It might be necessary for the researcher to select from 
those who have volunteered to ensure the right number of participants and a gender balance.  You 
and your child are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason.  Choosing to 
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either take part or not take part in the study will have no impact on your childôs marks, assessments 
or future studies. 

What will happen to my child if they take part? 
Your child will be asked to take part in a group interview with up to five of their friends, lasting 
about 45 minutes.  In this interview the research will be explained again to your child and s/he will 
be asked if s/he is happy to take part.  If your child agrees s/he will be encouraged to join in a 
discussion about what makes a good school, a good teacher, what s/he likes or dislikes about 
school, for example.  Your child (amongst others) will then be observed in the classroom and 
playground going about their normal school activities so the researcher can see if/how children talk 
about education quality more naturally.  Following this, your child may be invited to take part in 
one of eight more in-depth investigations which will take place later in the school year. These will 
specifically look at interactions between them, their teacher and teaching assistants to explore 
if/how narrow government definitions of quality are impacting on the learning relationship between 
these three people.  This study will involve two further interviews of about 30 minutes each and 
about three days of observations in classrooms.  If your child is invited to participate in this phase 
you will receive further details later in the school year. 

What are the benefits or disadvantages of taking part? 
The study will provide greater understanding of how children like yours experience primary 
schooling, what they think is important in their everyday experience of education which and how 
they define quality in education ï this is something we do not know very much about.   It will help 
further understanding about if and how pupil/teacher relationships are impacted by more 
centralised definitions of quality.  This information will be of use to the school, the teacher and the 
pupils as well as to a wider audience including other schools and teachers, academics and policy 
makers. 
 
The disadvantages are that your child may be taken out of his/her normal school activities for the 
duration of the interviews.  As far as possible the interviews will take place during non-teaching 
parts of the school day to minimise disruption to learning. 

Will what my child says in this study be kept confidential? 
All information collected about your child (e.g. name, year group, school) will be kept strictly 
confidential (subject to legal limitations).  Your child will not be named in any publication, 
presentation or written material generated by the study.  However, it is a small study and with only 
a select number of individuals within only four schools taking part, it may be possible for some 
people to guess who said what from the context of a statement or quote. All data collected during 
interviews and observations will have the names and any other personal information removed from 
it and it will be stored securely in line with the Universityôs policy on Academic Integrity.  At all 
times the study will comply with The Data Protection Act and any memory sticks used in the data 
collection will be security-code encrypted. The data generated in the course of the research must be 
stored securely in paper or electronic form for a period of ten years after the completion of the 
research project.  All interviews and observations will be conducted in public spaces within your 
childôs school.  The researcher will be CRB checked and experienced in conducting research with 
children and young people.  With permission, interviews will be audio recorded to aid note taking.  
These recordings will serve no other purpose other than analysis. 
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What should I do if I want my child to take part? 
If you would like your child to take part in this study please complete the attached consent form 
and return it to the school via the school office or classroom teacher.  
 
The results of the study will be used to complete a doctoral thesis for the degree of PhD in 
Education.  Final versions of the thesis will be made available to your childôs school and a 
presentation of the findings from the study will be offered to your school and your child in due 
course.  The study is funded by Oxford Brookes University and has been approved by the 
Universityôs Research Ethics Committee. 

Contact for Further Information 
Should you require any further information please contact me on anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk 
or 07814 737421.   
 
If you have any concerns about the way in which the study is conducted, please contact the Chair 
of the University Research Ethics Committee on ethics@brookes.ac.uk.   
 
If you wish to contact Anna Riggallôs PhD supervisory team you can do so at: 
Professor Stephen Rayner (Director of Studies) s.rayner@brookes.ac.uk  
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford 
OX2 9AT 
 
Professor Marlene Morrison (Supervisor) m.morrison@brookes.ac.uk  
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford 
OX2 9AT 
 

Thank you for reading this information sheet.  

May 2011 
 
Research Information Sheet for Governors & Staff - Phase 1 

Mrs Anna Riggall (Doctoral Researcher) 
Smethan Room 
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University                                                                                                  Harcourt 
Hill Campus 
Oxford, OX2 9AT 

Study title: How is 'quality' in education defined in talk, text and interaction, particularly by 

pupils and teachers in primary schools? 

 

mailto:anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk
https://mail.google.com/a/brookes.ac.uk/mail/?extsrc=mailto&url=mailto%3Aethics@brookes.ac.uk
mailto:s.rayner@brookes.ac.uk
mailto:m.morrison@brookes.ac.uk
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You have been invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether or not you can 
take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 
involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully. 

What is the purpose of the study? 
The purpose of the study is to explore how children and school staff define the concept of quality in 
education.  The study is interested in ways their definitions are similar to or differ from those 
represented in government documentation and seeks to explore any implications on teacher and 
pupil relationships, how teacherôs think about their roles and childrenôs experience of school.  The 
study will run during one academic year (Sept. 2011 to Sept. 2012).     
 
Your school has agreed to take part in the study and all teachers and teaching assistants have been 
invited to participate.  It is up to you to decide whether or not you can take part. If you do decide to 
take part you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form.  You 
are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason.  Choosing to either take part or 
not take part in the study will have no impact on you or your work in any way. 

What will happen if I take part? 
You will be asked to take part in an interview, lasting about 45 minutes.  If you agree you will be 
asked questions about what makes a good school, a good teacher, what you think the purpose of 
primary education is and should be, what values are important to you in your work as a teacher, for 
example.  Your opinion is valuable and there are no right or wrong answers.  You and your 
colleagues will be observed going about your normal school activities so the researcher can see 
if/how school staff talk about education quality more naturally.  Following this, a few pupils, 
teachers, and maybe teaching assistants, will be invited to take part in one of eight more in-depth 
investigations which will take place later in the school year. These will specifically look at 
interactions between pupils, teacher and/or teaching assistants and aim to explore if/how any 
differences between definitions of quality impact on the learning relationship between teaching 
staff and pupils.  This part of the research will involve two further interviews of about 45 minutes 
each and about three days of classroom observations. If you are invited to take part in this phase 
you will receive further information later in the school year. 
 
What are the benefits or disadvantages of taking part? 
The study will provide greater understanding of how pupils, teaching staff experience primary 
schooling, what they think is important in their everyday experience of education and how they 
define quality in education ï this is something we do not know very much about.   It will help 
further understanding about if and how centralised definitions of quality impact on pupil/teacher 
interactions.  This information will be of use to the school, the teacher and the pupils as well as to a 
wider audience including other schools and teachers, academics and policy makers. 
 
If you take part you may find that your daily routine is disrupted on occasion when you are 
involved in an interview with the researcher, have a researcher present in your classroom or have 
children taken out of school activities for their interviews.  As far as possible the researcher will 
aim not to disrupt learning in the classroom; interviews will take place at convenient pre-arranged 
times and observations will be done sensitively to minimise disruption to teaching and learning. 
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Will what I say in this study be kept confidential? 
All information collected about you (e.g. name, year groups, school) will be kept strictly 
confidential (subject to legal limitations).  You will not be named in any publication, presentation 
or written material generated by the study.  However, it is a small study and with only a select 
number of individuals within only four schools taking part, it may be possible for some people to 
guess who said what from the context of a statement or quote.   
 
All data collected during interviews and observations will have the names and any other personal 
information removed from it and it will be stored securely in line with the Universityôs policy on 
Academic Integrity. At all times the study will comply with The Data Protection Act and any 
memory sticks used in the data collection will be security-code encrypted. The data generated in 
the course of the research must be stored securely in paper or electronic form for a period of ten 
years after the completion of the research project.  All interviews and observations will be 
conducted in public spaces within your school.  The researcher will CRB checked and experienced 
in conducting research with school staff and children.  With permission, interviews will be audio 
recorded to aid note taking.  These recordings will serve no other purpose other than analysis. 

What should I do if I want to take part? 
If you would like to take part in this study please complete the attached consent form and return it 
to your named school contact.  
 
The results of the study will be used to complete a doctoral thesis for the degree of PhD in 
Education.  Final versions of the thesis will be made available to your school and a presentation of 
the findings from the study will be offered to your school in due course.  The study is funded by 
Oxford Brookes University and has been approved by the Universityôs Research Ethics Committee. 

Contact for Further Information 
Should you require any further information please contact me on anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk 
or 07814 737421.   
 
If you have any concerns about the way in which the study is conducted, please contact the Chair 
of the University Research Ethics Committee on ethics@brookes.ac.uk.   
 
If you wish to contact Anna Riggallôs PhD supervisory team you can do so at: 
Professor Stephen Rayner (Director of Studies) s.rayner@brookes.ac.uk  
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford 
OX2 9AT 
 
Professor Marlene Morrison (Supervisor) m.morrison@brookes.ac.uk  
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford 
OX2 9AT 

mailto:anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk
https://mail.google.com/a/brookes.ac.uk/mail/?extsrc=mailto&url=mailto%3Aethics@brookes.ac.uk
mailto:s.rayner@brookes.ac.uk
mailto:m.morrison@brookes.ac.uk
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Thank you for reading this information sheet.  

May 2011 
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A3: Consent forms (Phase 1) 
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A4: Interview schedule for staff (Phase 1) 
Information to share before start of interview: 

 Who I am and where I’m from 
 This phase of the research: 

o Interested in word quality and what it means to you 
o What will happen in the interview 

 Your opinions as to what quality means 
 Some questions for us to discuss – no right or wrong answers 

o Observations to accompany – purpose to try and capture how quality is discussed 
more naturally by staff.   

o Collecting documents that school produces as well to see if/how quality is defined 
within them 

 Confidentiality and anonymity (inc. limits to confidentiality because small study) 
 Recording for notes taking purposes 
 Check consent; Any questions and how to contact me 
 Thank you for taking part 
 
School name  
Participant’s name  
Role/s and responsibility 
within school 

 

 
A: Background 
1. How long have you been a teacher? 
2. How long have you worked at this school?   
3. Have you ever worked at any other schools? 
4. Are there any documents that your school has that address ‘quality’ – could I have a copy? 

 
B: Quality 
5. What makes a good school? What makes a bad school? (e.g. facilities, location, catchment, 

teachers, management/leadership) 
6. What makes a good teacher? (e.g. experience, training, personal qualities) 
7. What makes a good pupil? (e.g. attitude, ability) 
8. What do you think quality means? What do you think quality should mean?  Are these the 

same? 
9. Can you give me some examples of things that represent quality in your experience? 

(examples from your experience) 
10. What does quality look like in your school context?  
11. How do you think quality is defined in your school?  
12. Is it the same as your own definition of quality? 
13. Where do you think your ideas about this come from? [What has influenced you answer?  
14. Are there any documents (policy, guidance, other) that have influenced your views on what 

quality is?] 
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A5: Interview schedule for pupils (Phase 1) 
 
Information to share before start of interview: 

 Who I am and where I’m from  
 I’m trying to find out what pupils like you think is good about school 

o I’d like to ask you some questions about this, there are no wrong answers, I would like 
to know what you think.  

o I might also listen to you and your friends in the playground later to see if you talk 
about what makes school good with your friends.    

 I won’t talk to anyone else about what we say here – I will write about the conversation we 
have but I won’t tell anyone who said what.  But it might be possible for some people to guess 
because there are not that many people taking part. 

 I’d like to record what we say using this machine (show recording device).  This helps me to 
remember everything later on.   

 Is that ok with you?  Are you happy to take part today?   
 Would you like to ask any questions?  If you want to ask any questions later you can ask your 

teacher or your parent/carer to pass on a message to me. 
 Thank you for taking part 
 

School name  

Participant’s names  

Ages  

Year group/s  

 

1. Have you only ever been to this school? (Have you been to any other schools before this 
one?) 

2. Do you like school? 
3. What do you like at school? Why? (Examples) 
4. Why is school important? (Purpose) Where do these ideas come from? (Are they your ideas?) 
5. What makes a good school 
6. What makes a bad school 
7. What makes a good teacher? 
8. What makes a bad teacher? 
9. What makes a good pupil? 
10. What makes a bad pupil? 
11. Can you describe a perfect school? Use your imagination? 
12. What would it be like to be a pupil at this perfect school? 
 

 

 

 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

281 

 

A6: Information sheets (Phase 2) 
Research information sheet for pupils 

Phase 2 

What is good about your school, your teachers and your education? 

 
Your school is taking part in a research project this year and you kindly spoke to me about what 
you like and dislike about school before.  I would like you and your teacher to take part in the next 
part of the research too.  Please read this letter, it will give you more information about what will 
happen so you can decide if you would like to take part or not.  

Before I was trying to find out what children think is good about school, learning and education. I 
wanted to know if this was same or different from what your teachers think, or from what people in 
government think.  Now Iôm interested in whether this affects your experience of school.  
 
I would be very happy if you would like to take part in the next part but you donôt have to.  Even if 
you say yes now but change your mind later that is ok ï and you donôt have to tell me why.  No one 
will mind if you decide you donôt want to take part. 

What will I have to do? 
This part of the research is about what kinds of activities you and your teacher do in class.  I would 
like to talk to you about this, this time I will only be speaking to you and not a group of your class.  
I will then spend some time in your classroom watching you and your teacher to see what you do.  
Then I would like to talk to you again about some of the things I have seen in your class.  Just like 
last time, there are no right or wrong answers to my questions ï I am interested in what you think.   

Why is this important? 

I can learn lots from talking to you and your teachers about what it is like to be in school.  I can 
share this information with other people, schools and people who work in education so we all know 
more about how children experience school.  It will also help me with my course at Oxford 
Brookes University where I am a student.   
 
You might be taken out of your class for a short time or asked to miss part of your break or 
lunchtime so you can talk to me.  I will try to make sure that you donôt miss anything important. 

Will anyone know what I say? 
I will collect lots of information from children in primary schools, and teachers too.  I will write 
about what I have learned from talking to you all, but I will not use your name or the name of your 
school in anything I write.  It is possible that someone who knows you well might guess which bit 
you said but this is unlikely and I will try to make sure that it cannot happen. 
 
I will be using some computer and recording equipment to keep all the information on and I have to 
make sure that this meets standards set by my University and a law called The Data Protection Act.  
This means that all the information I collect from you will be kept safely.   
 
If you take part, we will talk in a quiet part of your classroom or another place in your school like 
the library.  I will ask you if it is ok for me to record our conversation because this helps me 
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remember what everyone said afterwards.   When I am in your classroom I will make notes about 
what I see on paper.   

What should I do if I want to take part? 
If you would like to take part in this study please talk to your teacher and your parent or carer.  
They have also been given some information about what I am doing and can help you volunteer.  
 
I hope to be back in your school when Iôve finished the study to share what I have learned from you 
all.  I will send some of the things I write to your school, so ask your teachers if you would like to 
see these.  If you have any questions or are worried about anything to do with this please talk to 
your teacher or your parents or carer and they can help you.  They have been given my contact 
details and the addresses of the University too.  

Thank you for reading this information sheet.  

May 2011 
 
Research information sheet for parents of pupils - Phase 2 

 
Mrs Anna Riggall (Doctoral Researcher) 
Smethan Room 
School of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford, OX2 9AT 

Study title:  How is 'quality' in education defined in talk, text and interaction, particularly by pupils 
and teachers in primary schools? 

 
Your school is taking part in a research project this year.  Your child has been invited to take part 
in one of two case studies. Before you decide whether or not your child can take part, it is 
important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please 
take time to read the following information carefully. 

What is the purpose of the study? 
The purpose of the study is to explore how children and teachers define the concept of quality in 
education.  The study is interested in ways their definitions are similar to or differ from those 
represented in government documentation and seeks to explore any implications of the differences 
on teacher and pupils relationships and childrenôs experience of school.   
 
You may remember that your child took part in a group interview earlier this school year.  Your 
child has been invited to participate in the next stage of the study and it is up to you to decide 
whether or not your child can take part. If you do decide to take part you will be given this 
information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form on behalf of your child.  You and 
your child are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason.  Choosing to either 
take part or not take part in the study will have no impact on your childôs marks, assessments or 
future studies. 
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What will happen to my child if they take part? 
This part of the research is about exploring the interactions between pupils, their teacher and 
teaching assistants to investigate whether narrow government definitions of quality are impacting 
on the learning relationship between these key individuals.  If your child participates s/he will take 
part in two interviews of about 30 minutes each and the researcher will be present in the classroom 
for up to three days conducting observations.  These interviews and observations will be concerned 
with how the teacher and your child interact and work together and how this interaction is 
supported, structured or limited by different understandings of quality. 

What are the benefits or disadvantages of taking part? 
The study will provide greater understanding of how children like yours experience primary 
schooling, what they think is important in their everyday experience of education and how they 
define quality in education ï this is something we do not know very much about.   It will help 
further understanding about if and how pupil/teacher relationships are impacted by more 
centralised definitions of quality.  This information will be of use to the school, the teacher and the 
pupils as well as to a wider audience including other schools and teachers, academics and policy 
makers. 
 
The disadvantages are that your child may be taken out of his/her normal school activities for the 
duration of the interviews.  As far as possible the interviews will take place during non-teaching 
parts of the school day to minimise disruption to learning. 

Will what my child says in this study be kept confidential? 
All information collected about your child (e.g. name, year group, school) will be kept strictly 
confidential (subject to legal limitations).  Your child will not be named in any publication, 
presentation or written material generated by the study.  However, it is a small study and with only 
a select number of individuals within only four schools taking part, it may be possible for some 
people to guess who said what from the context of a statement or quote. All data collected during 
interviews and observations will have the names and any other personal information removed from 
it and it will be stored securely in line with the Universityôs policy on Academic Integrity.  At all 
times the study will comply with The Data Protection Act and any memory sticks used in the data 
collection will be security-code encrypted. The data generated in the course of the research must be 
stored securely in paper or electronic form for a period of ten years after the completion of the 
research project.  All interviews and observations will be conducted in public spaces within your 
childôs school.  The researcher will be CRB checked and experienced in conducting research with 
children and young people.  With permission, interviews will be audio recorded to aid note taking.  
These recordings will serve no other purpose other than analysis. 

What should I do if I want my child to take part? 
If you would like your child to take part in this study please complete the attached consent form 
and return it to the school via the school office or classroom teacher.  
 
The results of the study will be used to complete a doctoral thesis for the degree of PhD in 
Education.  Final versions of the thesis will be made available to your childôs school and a 
presentation of the findings from the study will be offered to your school and your child in due 
course.  The study is funded by Oxford Brookes University and has been approved by the 
Universityôs Research Ethics Committee. 
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Contact for Further Information 
Should you require any further information please contact me on anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk 
or 07814 737421.   
 
If you have any concerns about the way in which the study is conducted, please contact the Chair 
of the University Research Ethics Committee on ethics@brookes.ac.uk.   
 
If you wish to contact Anna Riggallôs PhD supervisory team you can do so at: 
Professor Stephen Rayner (Director of Studies) s.rayner@brookes.ac.uk  
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford 
OX2 9AT 
 
Professor Marlene Morrison (Supervisor) m.morrison@brookes.ac.uk  
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford 
OX2 9AT 

Thank you for reading this information sheet.  

May 2011 
 
Research Information Sheet for teachers -Phase 2 

 
Mrs Anna Riggall (Doctoral Researcher) 
Smethan Room 
School of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford, OX2 9AT 

Study title: How is 'quality' in education defined in talk, text and interaction, particularly by pupils 
and teachers in primary schools? 
 
You have been invited to take part in the second phase of a research study. Before you decide 
whether or not you can take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being 
done and what it will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully. 

What is the purpose of the study? 
The purpose of the study is to explore how children and school staff define the concept of quality in 
education.  The study is interested in ways their definitions are similar to or differ from those 
represented in government documentation and seeks to explore any implications on teacher and 
pupil relationships, how teacherôs think about their roles and childrenôs experience of school.   
 

mailto:anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk
https://mail.google.com/a/brookes.ac.uk/mail/?extsrc=mailto&url=mailto%3Aethics@brookes.ac.uk
mailto:s.rayner@brookes.ac.uk
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You have been invited to take part in the next stage of the research.  It is up to you to decide 
whether or not you can take part. If you do decide to take part you will be given this information 
sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form.  You are still free to withdraw at any time and 
without giving a reason.  Choosing to either take part or not take part in the study will have no 
impact on you or your work in any way. 

What will happen if I take part? 
You have been invited to take part in one of two case studies in your school. Each case study 
involves a pupil and a teacher (and possibly a teaching assistant).  The purpose of the research is to 
explore if/how interaction between pupils, teachers is supported, structured or limited by different 
definitions of quality. If you agree to participate you will be invited to take part in two interviews, 
one either side of a period of two days classroom observations.  The purpose of the interviews is to 
explore further your own definitions of quality and discuss if/how you think the way you interact 
with one pupil is affected by any other, different, definitions of quality that influence your work. 

What are the benefits or disadvantages of taking part? 
The study will provide greater understanding of how pupils, teaching staff experience primary 
schooling, what they think is important in their everyday experience of education and how they 
define quality in education ï this is something we do not know very much about.   It will help 
further understanding about if and how centralised definitions of quality impact on pupil/teacher 
interactions.  This information will be of use to the school, the teacher and the pupils as well as to a 
wider audience including other schools and teachers, academics and policy makers. 
 
If you take part you may find that your daily routine is disrupted on occasion when you are 
involved in an interview with the researcher, have a researcher present in your classroom or have 
children taken out of school activities for their interviews.  As far as possible the researcher will 
aim not to disrupt learning in the classroom; interviews will take place at convenient pre-arranged 
times and observations will be done sensitively to minimise disruption to teaching and learning. 

Will what I say in this study be kept confidential? 
All information collected about you (e.g. name, year groups, school) will be kept strictly 
confidential (subject to legal limitations).  You will not be named in any publication, presentation 
or written material generated by the study.  However, it is a small study and with only a select 
number of individuals within only four schools taking part, it may be possible for some people to 
guess who said what from the context of a statement or quote.   
 
All data collected during interviews and observations will have the names and any other personal 
information removed from it and it will be stored securely in line with the Universityôs policy on 
Academic Integrity. At all times the study will comply with The Data Protection Act and any 
memory sticks used in the data collection will be security-code encrypted. The data generated in 
the course of the research must be stored securely in paper or electronic form for a period of ten 
years after the completion of the research project.  All interviews and observations will be 
conducted in public spaces within your school.  The researcher will CRB checked and experienced 
in conducting research with school staff and children.  With permission, interviews will be audio 
recorded to aid note taking.  These recordings will serve no other purpose other than analysis. 
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What should I do if I want to take part? 
If you would like to take part in this study please complete the attached consent form and return it 
to your named school contact.  
 
The results of the study will be used to complete a doctoral thesis for the degree of PhD in 
Education.  Final versions of the thesis will be made available to your school and a presentation of 
the findings from the study will be offered to your school in due course.  The study is funded by 
Oxford Brookes University and has been approved by the Universityôs Research Ethics Committee. 

Contact for Further Information 
Should you require any further information please contact me on anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk 
or 07814 737421.   
 
If you have any concerns about the way in which the study is conducted, please contact the Chair 
of the University Research Ethics Committee on ethics@brookes.ac.uk.   
 
If you wish to contact Anna Riggallôs PhD supervisory team you can do so at: 
Professor Stephen Rayner (Director of Studies) s.rayner@brookes.ac.uk  
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford 
OX2 9AT  
 
Professor Marlene Morrison (Supervisor) m.morrison@brookes.ac.uk  
Westminster Institute of Education 
Oxford Brookes University 
Harcourt Hill Campus 
Oxford 
OX2 9AT 

Thank you for reading this information sheet.  

January 2012 
 

  

mailto:anna.riggall-2010@brookes.ac.uk
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A7: Consent forms (Phase 2) 
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A8: Interviews and observation schedules for staff (Phase 2) 
 

Information to share before start of interview: 

 Recap who I am and where Iôm from (research student at Oxford Brookes) 
 This phase of the research: 

o Interested in concept of quality and interaction between you and a specific 
pupil 

o Interview ï observation- interview design 
o What will happen in the interviews 

 Look at some of the responses you gave in a previous interview 
about what quality means to you and in this school 

 Talk about whether the way quality is defined has implications for 
interaction between you and your pupil 

 no right or wrong answers, your opinions valuable 
o Observations to accompany ï and discussion of those observations will take 

place in a later interview   
 Confidentiality and anonymity (inc. limits to confidentiality because small study) 
 Recording for note taking purposes 
 Check consent 
 Any questions and how to contact me 
 Thank you for taking part 

 

School name  

Case number  

Interview number  

Participantôs name  

Role/s and responsibility 

within school 

 

 

Questions for interview 1 (pre-observation interview) 

A: Recap on quality definitions 

1. You said the following... about quality ï would you agree with my summary?  
Would you like to add to it or change it? 

2. Your school appears to define quality in the following terms...  Would you agree 
with that?  Do you think this is a good definition of quality?  Would you change it 
in any way?  
 

B: Interaction 

You and pupil X have been chosen to be part of the in-depth part of this study because 

I think the way you work together is really interesting.   
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3. Can you tell me about what you are working on with this pupil at the moment 
(targets)? 

4. Can you describe the interaction you have with this pupil (how you work with 
them, time spent individually etc)? 

5. Can you tell me about what you think is good about the way you are able to work 
with this pupils?  Examples?  Is there anything not so good about the way you are 
able to work with this pupil? 

6. Quality: does the way quality is defined (by you, your school, in official 
documents) in anyway structure your interaction with this pupil?  If so, how?  Can 
you give examples? 

7. Are there things you would like to do with this pupil that you are not able to?  What 
and why? Is this anyway related to any aspects of who you define quality or how it 
is defined for you in the workplace? 

 

Observation information 

Three days of observations in classrooms will be carried per case (each case consists of 

a pupil, teacher and TA if appropriate) to watch the interaction between teacher and 

pupil.  The observations will record interesting exchanges between the relevant 

individuals.  This information will then be analysed alongside the data gathered in the 

interviews that are conducted pre- and post-observations.   

Questions that might frame the observation will include: 

1. Interaction: What interaction is taking place ï describe? What is the purpose of 
the interaction? Is it obvious? Verbal and non-verbal interaction? 

2. Dialogue: What are staff saying? What are pupils saying? 
3. Examples: Are they displaying elements of their own understanding of quality 

(as defined in previous phases of the research)? 
 

Draft questions for interview 2 (post-observation) 

The questions that structure this interview will be based on the observations that have 

been taking place since the first interview in this phase of the research.  It is hard to be 

specific about what the interview might include at this early stage; however, the 

following topics are likely to be covered: 

1. Discussion about specific observation events (interactions, dialogues and 
examples) 

2. Discussion about how definitions of quality translate into classroom actions and 
interactions 

3. Discussion about if/how different definitions of quality structure, support or 
limit types of interaction in the classroom 
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A9: Interview and observation schedules for pupils (Phase 2) 
Information to share before start of interview: 

 Who I am and where Iôm from 
 Iôm back again, still finding out about what pupils and teachers think is good about 

school. 
o This time Iôm interested how you are your teacher (Mrs/Mr X) work 

together in class. 
o Iôd like to ask you some questions today.  Then Iôll be watching and 

listening to you and Mrs/Mr X in class over the next few days.  After that 
Iôd like to ask you a few more questions.   

o Just like before there are no right or wrong answers and when Iôm in your 
class Iôm not being a teacher, Iôm there to try and understand how you work 
and learn together. 

o Today, Iôd like to talk about what Iôve found out so far and see what you 
think about it.  Iôd also like to ask you some questions about what you do in 
class and some questions about your teacher.   

 Again, everything we talk about today is secret, I might write about it but I wonôt 
use your name so no one will know exactly what you said.  Like last time, it might 
be possible for some people to guess that you said something, even if your name is 
not written ï this is because there are not that many pupils taking part.  

 Just like last time Iôd like to use this (recording device) to record what we talk 
about because it helps me remember afterwards. 

 Is that ok?  Are you happy to carry on? 
 Do you have any questions youôd like to ask? If you have any questions after Iôve 

gone you can ask your teacher or your parents/carers to contact me. Or you can ask 
me next time we meet. 

 Thank you for taking part 
 

School name  

Case number  

Interview number  

Participantôs name  

 

Questions for interview 1 (pre-observation interview) 

A: Recap on quality definitions 

1. Pupils in your school said the following... about quality ï would you agree with 
that?  Would you like to add to it or change it? 

2. I think that your school thinks ... is good.  Do you agree with those ideas?  Do you 
think there is anything else they have forgotten or got wrong 
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B: Interaction 

You and your teacher have been chosen to take part in this bit of my project because I 

think the way you work together is really interesting.   

3. Can you tell me about what you are working on in class at the moment? 
4. Can you describe the way you and your teacher work together (activities you do, do 

you work with them individually, groups, whole class)? 
5. Quality: what is good about the way you work with this teacher?  Is there anything 

not so good about how you work with this teacher? Can you give examples? 
6. How does your teacher help you?   
7. Are there things you would like to do with this teacher that you are not able to?  

What and why? Or things you would like to do more of?  Or things you would like 
to do less of?  What/Why?  

 

Observation information 

Three days of observations in classrooms will be carried per case (each case consists of 

a pupil, teacher and TA if appropriate) to watch the interaction between teacher and 

pupil.  The observations will record interesting exchanges between the relevant 

individuals.  This information will then be analysed alongside the data gathered in the 

interviews that are conducted pre- and post-observations.   

Questions that frame the observation include: 

1. Interaction: What interaction is taking place ï describe? What is the purpose of 
the interaction? Is it obvious? Verbal and non-verbal interaction? 

2. Dialogue: What are staff saying? What are pupils saying? 
3. Examples: Are they displaying elements of their own understanding of quality 

(as defined in previous phases of the research)? 
 

Draft questions for interview 2 (post-observation) 

The questions that structure this interview will be based on the observations that have 

been taking place since the first interview in this phase of the research.  It is hard to be 

specific about what the interview might include at this early stage; however, the 

following topics are likely to be covered: 

1. Discussion about specific observation events (interactions, dialogues and 
examples) 

2. Discussion about how definitions of quality translate into classroom actions and 
interactions 

3. Discussion about if/how different definitions of quality structure, support or 
limit types of interaction in the classroom 
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Appendix B Ā Full tables from interview analysis  

B1: Results (staff data sets, presented by school) 
Table B1: According to the staff participants, a good school is one whereé 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45)  1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

staff/teachers 10 4 2 1 17 
leadership 5 3 4 3 15 

Vision/direction 0 3 11 1 15 
staff/pupil/families are foundation 5 4 2 3 14 

organic - constant change 4 2 3 4 13 

team work 2 2 8 0 12 

happy place (staff/pupils) 4 4 0 1 9 
is reflected in the ethos 1 2 2 1 6 

environment 1 3 1 0 5 
high expectation 4 0 1 0 5 

safe places 1 2 0 1 4 

enrichment opportunities 4 0 0 0 4 

exciting curriculum 1 3 0 0 4 
Successful (attainment/outcomes) 3 1 0 0 4 

community support is valued 3 0 0 0 3 
equality in challenge (for all) 3 0 0 0 3 

communication 1 0 2 0 3 

children are heart of the school 0 1 0 1 2 

good behaviour 1 0 1 0 2 
whole school approach 0 0 0 1 1 

consistency 1 0 0 0 1 
busy 1 0 0 0 1 

critically reflective 1 0 0 0 1 

low teacher and pupil mobility 0 1 0 0 1 

moral purpose 0 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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Table B2: A good teacher was described by the adult participants asé 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

reflective 5 6 3 2 16 
flexible/adaptable 1 2 5 1 9 

put pupils first 4 1 1 3 9 
is about relationships  3 0 5 1 9 

passion/love of teaching 1 2 2 3 8 

hardworking 2 1 2 2 7 

learners 0 5 0 2 7 
innovative/creative 3 0 4 0 7 
good at everything 3 0 1 2 6 

pedagogically skilled 3 1 0 2 6 
interesting lessons 1 1 4 0 6 

good team worker 0 3 3 0 6 

authenticity (being yourself) 0 0 1 4 5 
fun 3 0 1 1 5 

offer challenge 0 2 2 1 5 
knows kids 0 3 0 2 5 

in control/class management 3 1 0 0 4 

has good subject knowledge 0 1 3 0 4 

care/wellbeing of  2 0 0 1 3 
consistent 3 0 0 0 3 

planning 2 1 0 0 3 

has high expectations 0 0 3 0 3 
trained 1 1 0 0 2 

listener 0 1 1 0 2 

clear 1 0 0 0 1 
confident 0 0 1 0 1 

patient 0 0 1 0 1 
is a leader 0 0 1 0 1 

encourages independence 0 1 0 0 1 

communication 0 1 0 0 1 

nice/approachable/friendly 0 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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Table B3: A good pupil ï the staff view 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

eager/curious 13 7 7 4 31 
no such thing: all great 6 5 2 2 15 

no such thing: teachers’ responsibility 7 4 4 0 15 
good listener 4 4 4 0 12 

outgoing/confident 3 4 0 4 11 

tries hard 6 0 2 0 8 

challenge teacher 0 0 3 4 7 
safe and secure 5 0 0 1 6 

take ownership/independent 1 0 0 4 5 

good socially 1 1 2 0 4 
well behaved 1 1 2 0 4 

have ideas 0 0 0 3 3 

ready/pre-school 0 0 0 2 2 
reflective 1 0 1 0 2 

happy 1 0 1 0 2 
resilient 0 0 2 0 2 

depends on home life 0 2 0 0 2 

works with teacher 0 0 0 1 1 

offers behavioural challenge 0 0 0 1 1 
takes risks 1 0 0 0 1 

adaptive/flexible 1 0 0 0 1 

leadership 1 0 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 

Table B4: What quality means to staff 

Code 
 

Count by school 
Total count (N=45) 1 

(N=17) 
2 

(N=12) 
3 

(N=11) 
4 

(N=5) 

striving for the best 11 8 6 2 27 

an external standard/Ofsted 12 2 8 2 24 

exiting enrichment opportunities 9 5 5 2 21 

being reflective 8 4 3 4 19 

good teaching/staff 4 7 6 0 17 

using data/targets 3 2 6 2 13 

high expectations/pride 7 2 2 0 11 

difficult/unobtainable 4 2 3 2 11 

leadership 5 0 6 0 11 

relevance 3 5 1 2 11 

more than just attainment 6 3 1 0 10 

 we don't use the word 'quality' 8 0 2 0 10 



Anna Riggall Ā PhD Thesis   

296 

 

communication 4 2 1 2 9 

the union of school/pupils/parents 0 7 0 1 8 

Considerate of individuals 0 4 3 0 7 

about nurturing aspiration/ambition 3 0 3 0 6 

consistency/stability 3 1 0 2 6 

pupil engagement 3 0 3 0 6 

manners/consideration/behaviour 1 3 2 0 6 

 goals 0 0 6 0 6 

work ethic/commitment 2 2 1 0 5 

innovation/creativity 0 5 0 0 5 

school doing research 0 3 0 2 5 

AfL 3 1 0 0 4 

basic skills/'must do's' 0 4 0 0 4 

logical connections between years 0 2 0 2 4 

about constant change 0 2 1 0 3 

pupil challenge 1 0 2 0 3 

coaching/mentoring 3 0 0 0 3 

care and academic focus 3 0 0 0 3 

environment/resources 0 2 1 0 3 

confidence 0 2 0 1 3 

safety/security 0 3 0 0 3 

a happy place 0 3 0 0 3 

pupil leadership 2 0 0 0 2 

equality of opportunity for pupils 1 0 0 1 2 

personal appearance of Ts and Ps 1 0 0 1 2 

planning 2 0 0 0 2 

subject knowledge 1 0 1 0 2 

being a model learner 1 0 0 1 2 

pupil voice 1 0 0 1 2 

considerate of child experience 0 2 0 0 2 

modelling 1 0 0 0 1 

CPD 1 0 0 0 1 

listening 1 0 0 0 1 

pupil/teacher interaction 0 1 0 0 1 

 visible to pupils 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 
 
Table B5: Examples of quality given by staff 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

witnessing impact, change or engagement 6 2 10 0 18 

displays 4 4 2 0 10 
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teamwork/shared goals 1 3 0 0 4 

a particular approach 0 0 0 4 4 

something that is seen not written 1 0 0 2 3 

imaginative lessons/pride 1 1 1 0 3 

 feel 0 3 0 0 3 

behaviour for learning 0 1 2 0 3 

school openness/confidence 2 0 0 0 2 

outdoor learning 0 0 1 1 2 

teacher openness/confidence 1 0 0 0 1 

praise 1 0 0 0 1 

whole school activities 1 0 0 0 1 

freedom to be creative 1 0 0 0 1 

evidence of influencing others 0 1 0 0 1 

not always knowing/learning  0 1 0 0 1 

pedagogic exploration 0 1 0 0 1 

safeguarding practices evident 0 1 0 0 1 

leadership 0 0 1 0 1 

pupils feeling progress 0 0 1 0 1 

curriculum 0 0 1 0 1 

trips 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 
 
Table B6: Supports for delivery of quality 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

teamwork 7 8 10 0 25 

reflection 3 0 1 4 8 

visiting other schools/networking 4 0 1 3 8 

listening/sharing 3 0 0 3 6 

resources/money 3 1 2 0 6 

leadership/head 2 1 2 0 5 

coaching/mentoring 4 0 0 0 4 

faith/trust 0 2 0 2 4 

common goals 1 0 1 0 2 

training (informal and formal) 1 1 0 0 2 

curriculum 1 1 0 0 2 

structure/quality indicators 0 2 0 0 2 

governors 1 0 0 0 1 

time to plan 1 0 0 0 1 

observations and feedback 1 0 0 0 1 

fluid approach 0 1 0 0 1 

open staffroom 0 1 0 0 1 
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communication 0 0 1 0 1 

parents 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 
Table B7: Challenges to staffsô ability to deliver quality 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

time 3 2 3 0 8 

behaviour 6 0 0 0 6 

confidence (teacher ability) 2 0 2 1 5 

money/resource 1 1 2 0 4 

teamwork (limits creativity) 3 0 0 0 3 

SATs pressure/A of L 1 1 0 1 3 

success (bigger= more problems) 0 2 0 0 2 

values/work ethics  1 0 1 0 2 

bad reputation of school 2 0 0 0 2 

family support 2 0     2 

outside definitions of 'good' 0 0 1 0 1 

demanding progress/challenge 0 0 1 0 1 

subject knowledge 0 0 1 0 1 

being new 0 1 0 0 1 

quality unachievable 0 1 0 0 1 

capacity (success mean absent Ts) 0 1 0 0 1 

incomparable ways of working  1 0 0 0 1 

paper work 1 0 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 

Table B8: Influences that underpin the adult participantsô responses 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

professional experience 5 3 7 3 18 

interacting/talking 5 0 4 2 11 

own educational experience 6 3 0 2 11 

me - reflection 5 0 4 0 9 

observing others/being observed 3 2 2 0 7 

background/family 6 1 0 0 7 

reading (educational) 2 1 1 2 6 

studying (current/ongoing) 2 0 2 1 5 

studying (prior, ITT) 4 0 1 0 5 

links with other schools 1 2 0 2 5 

me - ideas 1 1 0 2 4 

being a parent 1 1 1 1 4 
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reading (non-educational) 1 0 0 2 3 

the pupils 1 1 1 0 3 

me - interests 1 0 0 1 2 

inspirational teachers 1 1 0 0 2 

working in a learning environment 0 0 2 0 2 

from parents 0 0 1 0 1 

education is transformative 0 0 1 0 1 

from head 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 

Table B9: Extent to which staff thought their definitions of quality matched official 
definitions (e.g.: Ofsted/Policy) 
 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

 more attainment focused 6 3 3 4 16 

yes, the same 3 1 3 3 10 

assessment focused 5 3 0 0 8 

statistical 0 4 1 0 5 

not about progress 0 1 3 0 4 

different but necessary 0 4 0 0 4 

no, different 0 0 4 0 4 

not practical/real 1 0 2 0 3 

hope it is more than official version 2 0 0 0 2 

politically driven 2 0 0 0 2 

narrow (academic interest) 0 2 0 0 2 

they don't know about school 0 0 1 1 2 

favour breadth over depth 1 0 0 0 1 

don't know 1 0 0 0 1 

official version improving 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 

Table B10: Extent to which staff thought their definition of quality matched that of a pupil 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

my own more complex 5 0 7 1 13 

yes, the same 3 0 4 3 10 

pupils don't know 2 0 4 1 7 

mine more academic 2 3 0 0 5 

we teach them what it means 3 0 1 0 4 

pupils opinionated 2 0 0 0 2 
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age dependent (older more likely) 0 0 2 0 2 

staff don't know 0 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 

Table B11: What staff say about the purpose of education 

Code 
Count by school 

Total count (N=45) 1 
(N=17) 

2 
(N=12) 

3 
(N=11) 

4 
(N=5) 

independence/control/agency 8 2 5 0 15 

knowledge (inc basics) 2 2 10 0 14 

social skills 4 1 5 0 10 

society/citizenship 3 2 3 0 8 

for the future 7 0 0 0 7 

reach potential 2 0 4 0 6 

for education beyond primary 1 2 3 0 6 

to teach relevant things 3 1 1 0 5 

instil curiosity 0 0 3 1 4 

jobs/work 3 0 0 0 3 

moral character 0 2 1 0 3 

fun/enjoyment 0 3 0 0 3 

a good start in life 0 2 0 0 2 

dev whole child 0 0 2 0 2 

biological need 1 0 0 0 1 

instil ambition 1 0 0 0 1 

shared learning journeys 0 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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B2: Results (pupils data sets, presented by school) 
Table B12: According to pupils, a good school is one where... 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3  
(N=7) 

4  
(N=7) 

safety (personal/bullying) 5 4 0 4 13 

nice environment/building 3 3 2 1 9 

playing/fun 3 1 2 2 8 

teachers/staff 3 1 2 1 7 

lots of friends 1 1 2 2 6 

healthy places - outdoors/fruit 0 0 2 3 5 

Nice/helpful place 3 2 0 0 5 

resources to support learning 1 0 2 1 4 

don't know 0 0 3 1 4 

Manners/politeness 1 0 2 0 3 

subject specific  comments 0 2 1 0 3 

not overcrowded 1 0 0 1 2 

gives rewards 2 0 0 0 2 

food 1 0 1 0 2 

rules 0 2 0 0 2 

high expectations 0 0 2 0 2 

interesting lessons 1 0 0 0 1 

time to finish work 1 0 0 0 1 

trips 0 0 1 0 1 

big 0 0 0 1 1 

days off 0 0 0 1 1 

telephones 0 0 0 1 1 

has a headteacher 0 0 1 0 1 

grass 0 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
 

B13: A good teacher was described by the pupils as... 

Code 
Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3  
(N=7) 

4  
(N=7) 

offers love, care, kindness 3 4 4 4 15 

provides fun/entertainment 2 2 3 3 10 

structures support  within lessons 1 1 3 2 7 

reading/writing/stories 0 1 1 4 6 

strict 1 1 2 1 5 

interesting work/topics 1 3 0 0 4 

has nice voice (no shouting) 2 1 0 1 4 

looks nice (hair, clothes) 1 0 2 1 4 
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gives praise/rewards 0 1 2 1 4 

art/creative work 0 1 2 1 4 

clever/good subject knowledge 1 0 1 1 3 

offering intellectual challenge 1 0 1 1 3 

allows play in class 1 0 0 2 3 

ICT/VLE 1 1 0 1 3 

imaginative/creative 1 0 2 0 3 

act as referee in disputes 0 2 0 1 3 

knows me 0 1 0 1 2 

helpful 0 0 1 1 2 

patient 0 0 1 1 2 

happy 0 1 0 0 1 

female 0 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
 

Table B14: A good pupil ï the pupilsô view 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3 
(N=7) 

4 
 (N=7) 

not violent 2 5 2 3 12 

kind 2 1 6 0 9 

friendly 2 1 3 2 8 

nice 2 0 3 2 7 

rule abiding 2 2 1 1 6 

sensible 3 0 3 0 6 

helpful 1 0 1 2 4 

not mean/doesn't bully 2 0 0 2 4 

quiet 1 1 1 0 3 

open/honest 1 0 0 1 2 

happy 0 1 1 0 2 

listens 0 0 2 0 2 

caring 1 0 0 0 1 

polite 1 0 0 0 1 

eager/curious 0 0 1 0 1 

popular 0 0 1 0 1 

beautiful 0 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
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Table B15: What pupils say they like about school 

Code 
Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3  
(N=7) 

4  
(N=7) 

friends 5 4 3 5 17 

playtime/break time/lunchtime 3 4 1 3 11 

lunch/food 3 3 3 2 11 

subjects - literacy 4 2 5 0 11 

Subjects - maths/numeracy 3 1 4 2 10 

subject - drawing/art 1 3 2 4 10 

outside equipment/climbing frames 1 3 1 4 9 

teachers 1 2 2 3 8 

subjects - PE/sport 3 1 3 0 7 

learning new things 1 1 2 2 6 

consistency - friends I already knew 2 2 0 2 6 

toys 1 1 1 2 5 

playing 1 1 2 1 5 

fun 1 2 1 1 5 

singing/music 3 0 0 2 5 

computers/ICT 1 2 0 2 5 

academic progression 1 0 3 1 5 

consistency - siblings at school 1 2 1 1 5 

games in lessons 1 0 1 2 4 

building 0 3 0 1 4 

subject - science 1 1 1 0 3 

afterschool/breakfast clubs 1 2 0 0 3 

makes me happy 1 1 0 0 2 

circle time 1 0 1 0 2 

stories 1 0 0 1 2 

guided reading 1 0 0 1 2 

subject - drama 0 0 0 2 2 

consistency - toys that I have at home 0 0 0 2 2 

swimming 0 2 0 0 2 

fresh air/outdoors 1 0  0  0  1 

TV 1 0 0 0 1 

better than home 1 0 0 0 1 

subject - history 1 0 0 0 1 

IPC/curriculum, 1 0 0 0 1 

homework 0 0 1 0 1 

working in groups 0 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
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Table B16:  What pupilsô say they donôt like... 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3  
(N=7) 

4  
(N=7) 

accidents (falling over) 2 5 1 3 11 

bullies/being bullied 2 2 1 3 8 

older kids 1 2 0 2 5 

falling out/social trouble 1 0 1 2 4 

rain/weather 1 0 1 1 3 

boredom 2 0 0 1 3 

maths 1 1 0 0 2 

getting in trouble 0 0 0 2 2 

noise 1 0 0 0 1 

teasing 1 0 0 0 1 

bad behaviour 1 0 0 0 1 

sitting still 0 1 0 0 1 

settling in (FS) 0 1 0 0 1 

not having time to complete work 0 0 1 0 1 

being scared/lacking confidence 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
 

Table B17: A perfect school ï the pupilsô view 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3  
(N=7) 

4  
(N=7) 

shop/lollies/sweets/ice-cream 3 2 1 5 11 

no bad kids 2 2 2 2 8 

equipment unlimited 1 1 2 3 7 

this one/my school 2 2 1 0 5 

colour/decorations 3 1 0 0 4 

fun/happy 3 1 0 0 4 

nice teachers 1 1 2 0 4 

pupils in charge 0 1 2 1 4 

animals/pets 1 0 2 0 3 

full of friends 2 0 1 0 3 

new and shiny 2 1 0 0 3 

light/windows 2 1 0 0 3 

bigger 2 0 0 1 3 

longer breaks 1 0 1 1 3 

swimming pool 1 2 0 0 3 

never move school  again 1 0 0 1 2 

provides privacy - personal space 1 0 1 0 2 

stairs/elevators 2 0 0 0 2 

treats 1 0 1 0 2 
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motivating 0 0 1 1 2 

cookers/cooking 0 0 1 1 2 

floating 1 0 0 0 1 

school you can be proud of 1 0 0 0 1 

money 1 0 0 0 1 

smaller 1 0 0 0 1 

indoor play area 1 0 0 0 1 

trips 1 0 0 0 1 

no uniform 0 1 0 0 1 

uniform 0 0 0 1 1 

calm and peaceful 0 1 0 0 1 

safe 0 1 0 0 1 

eager kids 0 0 1 0 1 

loads of sports 0 0 1 0 1 

home-like 0 0 0 1 1 

like foundation stage 0 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
 

Table B18: Influences that underpin pupil participantsô responses 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3  
(N=7) 

4  
(N=7) 

don't know 0 4 4 5 13 

teachers 1 0 1 1 3 

my own ideas 2 0 0 0 2 

mum/dad/parents 0 0 1 1 2 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
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Table B19:  What pupils say about the purpose of education 

Code 

Count by school 

Total count (N=24) 1  
(N=5) 

2  
(N=5) 

3  
(N=7) 

4  
(N=7) 

learning 2 2 3 5 12 

jobs 3 3 4 0 10 

maths 2 2 2 2 8 

future 3 3 0 1 7 

education beyond primary 3 0 1 1 5 

spelling/handwriting 1 1 0 3 5 

money/economic success 1 3 1 0 5 

being able to do things properly 0 1 2 2 5 

relevance/life skills 2 0 2 0 4 

reading/writing 0 2 0 2 4 

healthy living 0 2 1 0 3 

to be good/moral 0 3 0 0 3 

older kids look after younger ones 1 0 0 1 2 

transform your chances in life 0 2 0 0 2 

gives parents a break 1 0 0 0 1 

keeps us busy 0 1 0 0 1 

keeps us safe 0 1 0 0 1 

fun 0 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
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B3: Results (staff data sets, presented by teachers, TAs, senior 

leaders) 
Table B20: According to teachers, TAs, senior leaders, a good school is one where... 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

staff/teachers 4 12 1 17 

leadership 4 10 1 15 

Vision/direction 2 12 1 15 

staff/pupil/families are foundation 3 8 3 14 

organic - constant change 4 9 0 13 

team work 0 11 1 12 

happy place (staff/pupils) 3 5 1 9 

is reflected in the ethos 0 6 0 6 

environment 1 4 0 5 

high expectation 2 3 0 5 

safe places 0 4 0 4 

enrichment opportunities 1 3 0 4 

exciting curriculum 0 4 0 4 

Successful (attainment/outcomes) 1 3 0 4 

community support is valued 0 3 0 3 

equality in challenge (for all) 0 3 0 3 

communication 0 2 1 3 

children are heart of the school 1 1 0 2 

good behaviour 1 0 1 2 

whole school approach 0 1 0 1 

consistency 0 0 1 1 

busy 0 1 0 1 

critically reflective 0 1 0 1 

low teacher and pupil mobility 1 0 0 1 

moral purpose 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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Table B21: A good teacher was described by teachers, TAs, senior leaders as... 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

staff/teachers 4 12 1 17 

leadership 4 10 1 15 

Vision/direction 2 12 1 15 

staff/pupil/families are foundation 3 8 3 14 

organic - constant change 4 9 0 13 

team work 0 11 1 12 

happy place (staff/pupils) 3 5 1 9 

is reflected in the ethos 0 6 0 6 

environment 1 4 0 5 

high expectation 2 3 0 5 

safe places 0 4 0 4 

enrichment opportunities 1 3 0 4 

exciting curriculum 0 4 0 4 

Successful (attainment/outcomes) 1 3 0 4 

community support is valued 0 3 0 3 

equality in challenge (for all) 0 3 0 3 

communication 0 2 1 3 

children are heart of the school 1 1 0 2 

good behaviour 1 0 1 2 

whole school approach 0 1 0 1 

consistency 0 0 1 1 

busy 0 1 0 1 

critically reflective 0 1 0 1 

low teacher and pupil mobility 1 0 0 1 

moral purpose 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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Table B22: A good pupil ï the views of teachers, TAs and senior leaders 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  

Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

eager/curious 7 21 3 31 

no such thing: all great 3 11 1 15 

no such thing: teachers’ responsibility 1 13 1 15 

good listener 2 7 3 12 

outgoing/confident 1 9 1 11 

tries hard 1 5 2 8 

challenge teacher 0 6 1 7 

safe and secure 1 5 0 6 

take ownership/independent 1 3 1 5 

good socially 1 1 2 4 

well behaved 3 1 0 4 

have ideas 1 2 0 3 

ready/pre-school 0 2 0 2 

reflective 1 1 0 2 

happy 1 1 0 2 

resilient 1 0 1 2 

depends on home life 2 0 0 2 

works with teacher 0 1 0 1 

offers behavioural challenge 1 0 0 1 

takes risks 1 0 0 1 

adaptive/flexible 0 1 0 1 

leadership 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 

Table B23: What quality means ï the views of teachers, TAs and senior leaders 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  

Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

striving for the best 3 21 3 27 

an external standard/Ofsted 4 17 3 24 

exiting enrichment opportunities 2 19 0 21 

being reflective 1 18 0 19 

good teaching/staff 4 11 2 17 

using data/targets 1 11 1 13 

high expectations/pride 1 7 3 11 

difficult/unobtainable 2 9 0 11 
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leadership 3 7 1 11 

relevance 2 9 0 11 

more than just attainment 2 6 2 10 

 we don't use the word 'quality' 0 9 1 10 

communication 1 8 0 9 

the union of school/pupils/parents 5 3 0 8 

Considerate of individuals 1 5 1 7 

about nurturing aspiration/ambition 1 5 0 6 

consistency/stability 0 4 2 6 

pupil engagement 2 4 0 6 

manners/consideration/behaviour 5 0 1 6 

 goals 0 6 0 6 

work ethic/commitment 1 4 0 5 

innovation/creativity 1 4 0 5 

school doing research 1 4 0 5 

AfL 0 4 0 4 

basic skills/'must do's' 2 2 0 4 

logical connections between years 0 4 0 4 

about constant change 0 3 0 3 

pupil challenge 1 2 0 3 

coaching/mentoring 1 2 0 3 

care and academic focus 3 0 0 3 

environment/resources 1 1 1 3 

confidence 0 3 0 3 

safety/security 0 3 0 3 

A happy place 0 3 0 3 

pupil leadership 0 2 0 2 

equality of opportunity for pupils 1 1 0 2 

personal appearance of Ts and Ps 0 2 0 2 

planning 0 2 0 2 

subject knowledge 0 2 0 2 

being a model learner 0 2 0 2 

pupil voice 1 1 0 2 

Considerate of child experience 1 1 0 2 

modelling 0 1 0 1 

CPD 1 0 0 1 

listening 0 1 0 1 

pupil/teacher interaction 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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Table B24: Support for quality according to senior leaders, teachers and TAs 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

teamwork 4 17 4 25 

reflection 1 6 1 8 

visiting other schools/networking 2 6 0 8 

listening/sharing 2 4 0 6 

resources/money 0 6 0 6 

leadership/head 1 2 2 5 

coaching/mentoring 0 4 0 4 

faith/trust 0 4 0 4 

time to plan 0 0 4 4 

common goals 1 0 1 2 

training (informal and formal 1 1 0 2 

curriculum 1  1 0 2 

structure/quality indicators 0 2 0 2 

governors 1 0 0 1 

observations and feedback 0 1 0 1 

fluid approach 0 1 0 1 

open staffroom 0 1 0 1 

communication 0 0 1 1 

parents 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 

Table B25: Things that challenge staff by senior leader, teacher and TA 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

time 2 4 2 8 

behaviour 1 3 2 6 

confidence (teacher ability) 0 5 0 5 

money/resource 2 2 0 4 

teamwork (limits creativity) 0 2 1 3 

SATs pressure/A of L 0 3 0 3 

success (bigger= more problems) 0 2 0 2 

values/work ethics  1 1 0 2 

bad reputation of school 0 2 0 2 

family support 0 2 0 2 

outside definitions of 'good' 0 0 1 1 
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demanding progress/challenge 0 0 1 1 

subject knowledge 0 1 0 1 

being new 0 1 0 1 

quality unachievable 0 1 0 1 

capacity (success mean absent Ts) 1 0 0 1 

incomparable ways of working  0 1 0 1 

paper work 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
 

Table B26: Examples of quality given by senior leaders, teacher and TAs 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

witnessing impact, change or engagement 4 11 3 18 

displays 2 7 1 10 

teamwork/shared goals 1 3 0 4 

A particular approach 1 3 0 4 

something that is seen not written 0 2 1 3 

imaginative lessons/pride 0 3 0 3 

 feel 3 0 0 3 

behaviour for learning 1 2 0 3 

school openness/confidence 2 0 0 2 

outdoor learning 0 2 0 2 

teacher openness/confidence 1 0 0 1 

praise 0 0 1 1 

whole school activities 0 0 1 1 

freedom to be creative 0 1 0 1 

evidence of influencing others 0 1 0 1 

not always knowing/learning  0 1 0 1 

pedagogic exploration 0 1 0 1 

safeguarding practices evident 1 0 0 1 

leadership 0 1 0 1 

pupils feeling progress 0 1 0 1 

curriculum 0 1 0 1 

trips 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 

exceed N=45 
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Table B27: Influences that underpin teachersô, TAsô and senior leadersô responses 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

professional experience 5 12 1 18 

interacting/talking 2 9 0 11 

own educational experience 1 9 1 11 

me - reflection 2 7 0 9 

observing others/being observed 0 7 0 7 

background/family 1 3 3 7 

reading (educational) 1 5 0 6 

studying (current/ongoing) 0 4 1 5 

studying (prior, ITT) 0 4 1 5 

links with other schools 1 3 1 5 

me - ideas 1 1 0 4 

being a parent 0 4 0 4 

reading (non-educational) 0 3 0 3 

the pupils 1 1 1 3 

me - interests 0 2 0 2 

inspirational teachers 0 2 0 2 

working in a learning environment 0 2 0 2 

from parents 0 1 0 1 

education is transformative 0 1 0 1 

from head 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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Table B28: Extent of agreement perceived between senior leaders, teacher and TAs and 

Policy/Official discourses 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

 more attainment focused 1 14 1 16 

yes, the same 2 8 0 10 

assessment focused 0 6 2 8 

statistical 2 3 0 5 

not about progress 2 2 0 4 

different but necessary 0 4 0 4 

no, different 0 4 0 4 

not practical/real 0 2 1 3 

hope it is more than official version 1 1 0 2 

politically driven 1 1 0 2 

narrow (academic interest) 2 0 0 2 

they don't know about school 1 0 1 2 

favour breadth over depth 0 1 0 1 

don't know 0 0 1 1 

official version improving 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 

exceed N=45 

 

Table B29: Extent of perceived agreement between senior leaders, teachers and TAs and 

pupils 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

my own more complex 3 8 2 13 

yes, the same 1 9 0 10 

pupils don't know 0 6 1 7 

mine more academic 0 3 2 5 

we teach them what it means 0 4 0 4 

pupils opinionated 0 2 0 2 

age dependent (older more likely) 0 2 0 2 

staff don't know 0 0 1 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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Table B30: Values and purpose of education by senior leader, teachers and TAs 

Code 

Count by group 

Total count (N=45)  Senior leaders Teachers TAs 

(N=9) (N=29) (N=7) 

independence/control/agency 2 13 0 15 

knowledge (inc basics) 5 7 2 14 

social skills 1 7 2 10 

society/citizenship 1 7 0 8 

for the future 2 4 1 7 

reach potential 2 3 1 6 

for ed beyond primary 1 3 2 6 

relevant 0 3 1 4 

instil curiosity 2 2 0 4 

jobs/work 0 1 2 3 

moral character 0 3 0 3 

fun/enjoyment 0 3 0 3 

a good start in life 1 1 0 2 

dev whole child 0 2 0 2 

biological need 0 0 1 1 

preparation for life - experience 0 0 1 1 

instil ambition 1 0 0 1 

shared learning journeys 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=45 
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B4: Results (pupil data sets, presented by year group) 
Table B31: According to pupils in Years FS to 6, a good school is one where... 

Code 

Count by 

Total count (N=24) FS  YR 1 & 2  YR 3 & 4 YR 5 & 6 

(N=4) (N=12) (N=5) (N=3) 

safety (personal/bullying) 1 11 1 0 13 

nice environment/building 0 7 2 0 9 

playing/fun 2 4 1 1 8 

teachers/staff 0 4 3 0 7 

lots of friends 1 3 2 0 6 

healthy places - outdoors/fruit 1 3 1 0 5 

Nice/helpful place 1 3 0 1 5 

resources to support learning 0 3 1 0 4 

don't know 1 2 1 0 4 

Manners/politeness 1 2 0 0 3 

subject specific  comments 0 2 1 0 3 

not overcrowded 1 1 0 0 2 

gives rewards 0 2 0 0 2 

food 1 0 1 0 2 

rules 1 0 1 0 2 

high expectations 0 0 0 2 2 

interesting lessons 0 0 1 0 1 

time to finish work 0 1 0 0 1 

trips 0 0 1 0 1 

big 1 0 0 0 1 

days off 0 1 0 0 1 

telephones 0 1 0 0 1 

has a headteacher 0 0 0 1 1 

grass 0 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total may 

exceed N=24 
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Table B32: A good teacher was described by pupils in years one to six as... 

Code 

Count by 

Total count (N=24) FS  YR 1 & 2  YR 3 & 4 YR 5 & 6 

(N=4) (N=12) (N=5) (N=3) 

offers love, care, kindness 3 9 1 2 15 

provides fun/entertainment 2 2 4 2 10 

structures support  within lessons 0 4 1 2 7 

reading/writing/stories 2 4 0 0 6 

strict 0 1 2 2 5 

interesting work/topics 0 4 0 0 4 

has nice voice (no shouting) 1 1 1 1 4 

looks nice (hair, clothes) 2 0 2 0 4 

gives praise/rewards 0 2 2 0 4 

art/creative work 0 4 0 0 4 

clever/good subject knowledge 1 0 2 0 3 

offering intellectual challenge 0 1 2 0 3 

allows play in class 0 3 0 0 3 

ICT/VLE 1 1 1 0 3 

imaginative/creative 0 2 1 0 3 

act as referee in disputes 0 3 0 0 3 

knows me 0 2 0 0 2 

helpful 1 1 0 0 2 

patient 0 0 0 2 2 

happy 0 1 0 0 1 

female 1 0 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
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Table B33: A good pupil ï the views of pupils in Years FS to 6 

Code 

Count by 

Total count (N=24) FS  YR 1 & 2  YR 3 & 4 YR 5 & 6 

(N=4) (N=12) (N=5) (N=3) 

not violent 1 9 2 0 12 

kind 0 5 3 1 9 

friendly 1 6 0 1 8 

nice 1 3 3 0 7 

rule abiding 1 3 3 3 6 

sensible 0 4 1 1 6 

helpful 0 2 2 0 4 

not mean/doesn't bully 0 2 2 0 4 

quiet 0 3 0 0 3 

open/honest 0 2 0 0 2 

happy 0 2 0 0 2 

listens 0 1 1 0 2 

caring 0 0 1 0 1 

polite 0 1 0 0 1 

eager/curious 0 0 1 1 1 

popular 0 1 0 0 1 

beautiful 0 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
 

Table B34: The things pupils in Years FS to 6 like about school 

Code 

Count by 

Total count (N=24) FS  YR 1 & 2  YR 3 & 4 YR 5 & 6 

(N=4) (N=12) (N=5) (N=3) 

friends 3 8 4 2 17 

playtime/break time/lunchtime 1 8 2 0 11 

lunch/food 3 5 2 1 11 

subjects - literacy 2 6 1 2 11 

Subjects - maths/numeracy 0 7 2 1 10 

subject - drawing/art 1 6 1 2 10 

outside equipment/climbing frames 2 6 0 1 9 

teachers 1 7 0 0 8 

subjects - PE/sport 0 6 0 1 7 

learning new things 0 5 1 0 6 

consistency - friends I already knew 0 6 0 0 6 

toys 3 2 0 0 5 

playing 2 1 1 1 5 
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fun 1 2 0 2 5 

singing/music 0 5 0 0 5 

computers/ICT 1 4 0 0 5 

academic progression 0 5 0 0 5 

consistency - siblings at school 1 4 0 0 5 

games in lessons 1 2 1 0 4 

building 0 4 0 0 4 

subject - science 0 1 2 0 3 

afterschool/breakfast clubs 0 2 0 1 3 

makes me happy 1 1 0 0 2 

circle time 0 2 0 0 2 

stories 1 1 0 0 2 

guided reading 0 2 0 0 2 

subject - drama 0 2 0 0 2 

consistency - toys that I have at home 1 1 0 0 2 

swimming 0 2 0 0 2 

fresh air/outdoors 0 1 0 0 1 

TV 0 1 0 0 1 

better than home 0 0 1 0 1 

subject - history 0 0 1 0 1 

IPC/curriculum, 0 0 1 0 1 

homework 1 0 0 0 1 

working in groups 0 0 1 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
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Table B35: The things pupils in Year FS to 6 dislike about school 

Code 

Count by 

Total count (N=24) FS  YR 1 & 2  YR 3 & 4 YR 5 & 6 

(N=4) (N=12) (N=5) (N=3) 

accidents (falling over) 1 10 0 0 11 

bullies/being bullied 1 5 1 1 8 

older kids 1 3 1 0 5 

falling out/social trouble 0 3 0 1 4 

rain/weather 0 2 1 0 3 

boredom 0 1 1 1 3 

maths 0 0 2 0 2 

getting in trouble 1 1 0 0 2 

noise 0 1 0 0 1 

teasing 1 1 0 1 1 

bad behaviour 0 1 0 0 1 

sitting still 1 0 0 0 1 

settling in (FS) 0 1 0 0 1 

not having time to complete work 0 1 0 0 1 

being scared/lacking confidence 0 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
 

Table B37: How pupils in Years FS to 6 describe a perfect school 

Code 

Count by 

Total count (N=24) FS  YR 1 & 2  YR 3 & 4 YR 5 & 6 

(N=4) (N=12) (N=5) (N=3) 

shop/lollies/sweets/ice-cream 1 5 3 2 11 

no bad kids 0 5 3 0 8 

equipment unlimited 0 6 0 1 7 

this one/my school 4 0 1 0 5 

colour/decorations 0 3 0 1 4 

fun/happy 2 0 1 1 4 

nice teachers 1 3 0 0 4 

pupils in charge 0 3 0 1 4 

animals/pets 0 1 1 1 3 

full of friends 0 3 0 0 3 

new and shiny 0 3 0 0 3 

light/windows 0 3 0 0 3 

bigger 1 0 2 0 3 

longer breaks 0 2 1 0 3 

swimming pool 1 2 0 0 3 
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never move school  again 0 2 0 0 2 

provides privacy - personal space 0 0 2 0 2 

stairs/elevators 1 0 1 0 2 

treats 0 0 1 1 2 

motivating 0 1 0 1 2 

cookers/cooking 0 2 0 0 2 

floating 0 1 0 0 1 

school you can be proud of 0 1 0 0 1 

money 0 1 0 0 1 

smaller 0 1 0 0 1 

indoor play area 0 0 1 0 1 

trips 0 0 1 0 1 

no uniform 0 1 0 0 1 

uniform 0 1 0 0 1 

calm and peaceful 0 1 0 0 1 

safe 0 1 0 0 1 

eager kids 0 1 0 0 1 

loads of sports 0 0 1 0 1 

home-like 0 1 0 0 1 

like foundation stage 0 1 0 0 1 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
 

 

Table B37: Influences that underpin the responses of pupils in Years FS to 6  

Code 

Count by 

Total count (N=24) FS  YR 1 & 2  YR 3 & 4 YR 5 & 6 

(N=4) (N=12) (N=5) (N=3) 

don't know 2 8 1 2 13 

teachers 0 2 0 1 3 

my own ideas 0 1 1 0 2 

mum/dad/parents 0 0 2 0 2 
*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 
number of codes may exceed N=24 
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Table B38: The purpose of education described by Years FS to 6 

Code 

Count by 

Total count (N=24) FS  YR 1 & 2  YR 3 & 4 YR 5 & 6 

(N=4) (N=12) (N=5) (N=3) 

learning 2 6 2 2 12 

jobs 0 4 4 2 10 

maths 1 4 2 1 8 

future 0 6 1 0 7 

education beyond primary 0 3 2 0 5 

spelling/handwriting 0 5 0 0 5 

money/economic success 0 2 3 0 5 

being able to do things properly 1 3 1 0 5 

relevance/life skills 0 1 1 2 4 

reading/writing 1 3 0 0 4 

healthy living 0 3 0 0 3 

to be good/moral 0 3 0 0 3 

older kids have to look after younger ones 0 2 0 0 2 

transform your chances in life 0 2 0 0 2 

gives parents a break 0 1 0 0 1 

keeps us busy 0 1 0 0 1 

keeps us safe 0 1 0 0 1 

fun 1 0 0 0 1 

*Shows basic frequency of codes, participants could mention more than one code per transcript so total 

number of codes may exceed N=24 

 

 

 


