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School improvement and peer
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primary schools in England

David Godfrey* and Bernardita Munoz-Chereau

IOE, UCL's Faculty of Education and Society, University College London, London, United Kingdom

Introduction: This article looks at organizational resilience (OR) through the
analysis of a sub-set of data gained from an independent and embedded mixed
methods implementation and process evaluation (IPE) of the Schools Partnership
Program (SPP) implemented over 3 years (2018-2021) and funded by the
Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) in England. We describe ways in which
SPP ‘learning map’ addresses the (i) anticipation, (i) coping and (iii) adaptation
stages and the extent to which SPP helped building organizational resilience.
Taking this theoretical framework as a foundation is a novelty, as despite OR has
become prominent in the academic literature apart from a few exceptions there
is a dearth of international research examining OR within the school sector.

Methods: A sample of 422 primary schools that took part in SPP (treatment
schools) and their comparisons are analyzed applying the organizational
capability-based framework. Drawing on SPP empirical data from numerous
data collection strategies (interviews, surveys, shadowing school reviews and
improvement workshops), the extent to which schools’ resilience capacities
were improved is analyzed.

Results: Our findings suggest that SPP supported the development of OR in SPP
primary schools. Despite facing several challenging external factors (student
deprivation, the COVID disruption, changes to the external accountability
framework and competing demands of other partner organizations) and internal
factors (teacher attrition, need to developing leaders, upgrade pedagogical
skills and encourage student subgroups who were underperforming) SPP
schools exert (1) knowledge building through training, the review process,
professional dialogue, learning from each other, as well as receiving and giving
feedback. Regarding (2) resource availability, schools used SPP as a scaffold to
build improvised strategies to access and mobilize shared human and physical
resources; (3) social resources were built in the SPP through social capital, sharing
of knowledge, enhancing a shared vision and trust. Finally, (4) SPP promoted
lateral power dynamics driven by professional learning and accountability.

Discussion: Overall, the paper extends the understanding of school peer review
approaches for school improvement and adds to the OR international literature by
presenting features that extend it toward building system resilience.
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Introduction

Over the last decades organizational resilience (OR) has gained
traction in the academic literature (e.g., Vogus and Sutcliffe, 2007).
Within the school sector, work on resilience has looked mostly at
programs oriented to improve pupil resilience (e.g., Pinto et al., 2021).
A smaller but nevertheless significant body of research has focused on
teacher resilience and its relationship with school performance and
teacher attrition (e.g., Gu and Day, 2007), as well as school wellbeing
(e.g., Brown and Shay, 2021). However, there is a dearth of research
examining OR within the school sector internationally, with a few
exceptions (e.g., Kopp and Pesti, 2022). Recent conceptualisations of
OR have shown strong overlap with the teacher resilience literature in
that both see the concept as being a ‘dynamic’ rather than static
process; and in the case of teacher resilience, this is seen as being
mediated strongly by organizational and leadership elements (Gu and
Day, 2007).

Drawing on research conducted in England between 2018 and
2021 and funded by the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF)
(Godfrey et al., 2023) we employ mixed methods to look at threats to
organizational performance at schools who participated in The
Education Development Trust’s (EDT) Schools Partnership Program
(SPP) over 3 years. Among significant data regarding external threats
to school performance in treatment primary schools, we consider
Income deprivation affecting children index (IDACI). Applying
(2020)
we describe ways in which SPP ‘learning map’ addresses the, (i)

Duchek’s organizational capability-based framework,
anticipation, (i) coping and (iii) adaptation dimensions. Drawing on
empirical data from interviews, surveys, shadowing school reviews
and improvement workshops, the extent to which schools’ resilience

capacities were improved is analyzed.

Context

The current English school system is the result of the application
of neoliberal principles of marketisation, competition for students,
and parental choice (Ball, 2016). These principles have shaped a
performative culture that paradoxically combines high autonomy and
strong central accountability (Greany and Higham, 2018). Routinely
schools are subjected to a high-stake external accountability regime
by the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) that judges and
publishes schools’ overall performance using a four-point scale:
Outstanding (1), Good (2), Requires Improvement (3) or Inadequate
(4). There are consequences for schools judged above and below the
‘good’ threshold, as summarized in the Figure 1.

As described in Figure 1, schools judged as effective (Outstanding
and Good), are granted more autonomy to operate. Those judged as
ineffective (Requires Improvement and Inadequate) receive a
combination of pressure and support intended to improve their
effectiveness. One of these consequences is forced academisation. Yet,
irrespective of where a school is positioned in the inspection hierarchy
‘inspection systems challenge the intrinsic value system of the teaching
profession and give weight to extrinsic values and standards; they
change the balance of power in and between education systems,
schools and teachers. These changes in values and power will highly
depend on the existing status quo in schools, particularly in the
notions of school quality, the roles and responsibilities in shaping and
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implementing such notions, as well as in the attitudes and knowledge
of school staff toward the external evaluation of their school’s quality’
(Ehren etal., 2015, p. 395). While teacher retention rates in the UK are
at their lowest level since 2010 (NFER, 2023), their working hours are
the highest of OECD countries, and are the most monitored through
external inspection, it is clear how this performative culture takes a
heavy toll (Perryman and Calvert, 2020). To regaining power, schools
engage in a range of formal and informal alliances to provide mutual
support, challenge and professional accountability. In this context,
school improvement through peer learning partnership practices have
emerged from policies designed to promote a self-improving school
system (SISS), in which sustainable improvement of schools comes
from bottom-up approaches and locally embedded activities. The
SISS emphasizes:

« a structure of schools working in clusters and partnerships to
promote improvement.

« a culture of constructing and implementing local approaches for
improvement; addressing topics that are relevant for a
specific locality.

« highly qualified people who act as system leaders in creating new
knowledge, disseminating knowledge, and bringing schools
together in partnership work (Hargreaves, 2010).

The 2010 coalition Government in England introduced
academisation (independent state schools; many of these new
academies formed Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs)); much like Charter
schools in the USA, these formal organizational networks were funded
by central government and thus work independently of local
(education) authorities (LAs) in terms of school support and
improvement. England now has a mix of schools funded by LAs and
centrally as academies. Schools in the SPP would frequently
be involved in other formal and informal partnerships, often providing
synergy in collaborative school improvement, but sometimes
experiencing tensions derived from competing aims of these formal
and informal networks. Some schools worked together with their
‘fellow” MAT schools using SPP methodology to conduct peer review
within their organizational network, while others had a mix of LA and
MAT schools.

During the period of the SPP evaluation we saw multiple
exogenous challenges to the schools involved. Most notably, the
COVID pandemic both tested the collaborative nature of the program
as well as provided potential support. A new inspection framework
was introduced in 2019 by Ofsted. This new framework led to a
stronger focus on the school curriculum. Some of the SPP schools also
worked in areas of multiple deprivation, which provides a useful
context to analyze a subset of data.

Literature review
Introduction

This section examines the conceptual framework for the Schools
Partnership Program (SPP), which in turn will be used in the next
section for analyzing the evaluation findings. First, we examine a
range of literature exploring the concept of school peer review,
sometimes called peer enquiry or collaborative peer enquiry
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FIGURE 1

Ofsted school inspection consequences according to overall performance grades (created by authors).
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(Godfrey, 2020), as it forms one of the central pillars of the SPP. Then,
we engage with the notion of Joint Practice Development (JPD), as
it provides the theoretical rationale underpinning school peer
review. Then, we explore the link between school accountability, and
external and internal forms of school evaluation. Finally, we focus
on the organizational resilience field specifically addressing the
school sector.

School peer review

To counterbalance a system of external accountability with the
highest stakes of any European country (Hofer et al., 2020), England
has developed a high prevalence of peer review practice among its
schools (Godfrey, 2020). In a 2017 think piece, peer review was seen
as increasingly part of local area partnerships’ change strategies and
school improvement work (Gilbert, 2017). A survey conducted in
2018 found nearly half of all schools in England had engaged in peer
review in the previous year (Greany and Higham, 2018). The benefits
of peer learning between schools have been described in a report by
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD, 2013), citing evidence from Belgium, England, and the
Netherlands. In England Peer reviews promote lateral improvement,
system leadership, and moral and professional accountability
(Godfrey, 2020).

School peer review refers to collaborations between schools
involving mutual or reciprocal school visits to collect data, learn from
the other school’s context and provide feedback on an aspect of school
function. Despite on the surface school peer reviews resemble school
inspection visits, they are markedly different as they are a form of
internal evaluation, the reviews are voluntary, reports are kept internal
to the schools, and the focus of the evaluation is decided (sometimes
in discussion with partner schools) by the school itself.

Frontiers in Education

03

Establishing effective school peer reviews is not without
challenges, requiring an existing culture of school self-evaluation,
strong supportive infrastructure, and trust between participant
schools (Godfrey, 2020). Part of this supportive network requires
regular ‘training, by which we mean specific learning of a task or skill
within a peer review process, such as evidence scrutiny, coaching,
feedback, or leading an improvement workshop. Yet, the dominance
of the Ofsted inspection model can also lead participants into merely
preparing for inspections (so-called Mocksteds) instead of engaging
in an open process of learning, and at worst, engaging in self-policing
(Greany, 2020).

Joint practice development

School peer reviews involve a process of evaluation, with its own
sets of protocols and practices for collecting and analyzing data.
However, school peer reviews (or peer enquiry) models can also
be considered as a form of Joint Practice Development (JPD) in
which knowledge is not seen to be transferred from expert to
receiver (as in traditional continual professional development
models), but where learning is practice-based, mutually beneficial
and research-informed (Sebba et al., 2012). Thus, reviewers in school
peer reviews learn as much from observing practice as the host
school does from receiving visitors’ feedback. In the JPD SPP, the
review was an enquiry based around agreed focus questions, and
academic research was later introduced to support the
recommendations of the reviewing team, alongside other school-
based evidence and data.

One of the most impressive and consistent findings in evaluations
of peer review programs, is that they are highly effective ways of
developing school leadership (Godfrey, 2020).

This and other OR related themes, are further explored below.
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Organizational resilience

Organizational resilience has been defined as ‘maintenance of
positive adjustment under challenging conditions such that the
organization emerges from those conditions strengthened and more
resourceful’ (Vogus and Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 3418). This definition
suggests a character of a resilient organization, that while not
guaranteeing a robust response to future threats, should nevertheless
increase its probability. In other words, resilience is an ongoing
organizational feature, not just a response to specific challenges.
Furthermore, OR results from ‘processes and dynamics that create or
retain resources (cognitive, emotional, relational, or structural) in a
form sufficiently flexible, storable, convertible, and malleable that
enables organizations to successfully cope with and learn from the
unexpected’ (Sutcliffe and Vogus, 2003, p. 3419 in Vogus and
Sutcliffe, 2007).

Among the mechanisms of resilience Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007)
state the early anticipation of potential threats and deviations from
normal organizational performance as threatening to organizational
health. Staff within resilient organizations have a sense of collective
efficacy, i.e., they have a belief that they will be able to make a
difference to performance despite external challenges. The behaviors
associated with OR include questioning assumptions and received
wisdom, discussing human and organizational capabilities, learning
collectively from errors, and distributing decisions to the people with
greatest expertise, regardless of rank. Affectively, resilient
organizations are less ‘optimistic’ and more ‘hopeful’ based on a
realistic assessment of their situation and resources to cope with
threats. Finally, Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007), show that such
organizations engage in a ‘superior brand of learning’ (p. 3421), albeit
suggesting more research would be needed to understand the
character of this learning.

After reviewing the literature, Duchek (2020) suggests that the
main antecedent of OR is its knowledge base. Organizations need to
develop a broad understanding of their field, avoid getting stuck in
surface explanations and encourage a diversity of skills, personalities
and perspectives in decision-making that promote creativity and
innovation. Duchek (2020) also argues that underpinning the
development of this knowledge base, are the drivers of resource
availability, social resources and power dynamics. Availability of
resources, time and personnel, including having staff who can scan the
organizational environment to avoid focusing on only internal
solutions. Building social capital with colleagues is important,
including sharing visions with organizations and networks and
supportive dialogues and teams based on mutual trust. This enables
the sharing of knowledge and the revelation of deep underlying issues
and problems that need to be solved. Finally, whether new knowledge
is put into effective practice in the organizations often depends on the
power dynamics. Duchek concludes that hierarchical power
relationships are not conducive to the implementation of new ideas,
rather these should be based on expertise and shared responsibility.

Duchels (2020) capability-based conceptualization (CBC) of OR,
also describes the before (anticipation), during (coping) and after
(adaptation) processes or stages of OR. More precisely, (1)
Anticipation entails monitoring the performance of the organization
and recognizing where this is below the expected or desired level. This
stage requires skills of observation, data collection, the use of a prior
knowledge base to analyze the situation and is both aided by and
affects the identification of resource availability. This happens in
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anticipation of an unexpected event, with the desire to take proactive
action; (2) Coping requires the affective dimension of accepting the
current situation (based on the prior analysis) and then involves
developing and implementing approaches to deal with this, building
on the first stage. Here, the social resources - teams, collegiality,
support, leadership and so on - are crucial to developing solutions
during the challenge itself; finally (3) Adaptation is characterized by
reflection and learning, leading to change, and is the stage where
power and responsibility dynamics come into play. Here, as with other
stages, actions can be both cognitive and behavioral. This stage then
informs further understanding of the situation (and other associated
challenges), feeding to face

into new ‘prior knowledge

novel challenges.

Resilient leadership

Within the field of educational effectiveness and improvement a
growing body of literature is suggesting that generic leadership
practices (Leithwood et al., 2020) need to be situated and adapted,
especially when applied to challenging contexts (Hirsh et al., 2023).
An increasingly documented reality is that no size fits all when
describing effective leadership in schools located far from the norm.
In the field of educational effectiveness new conceptualizations are
replacing deficit models for problem-solving approaches that
emphasize what school leaders and communities do to lead effective
organizations (Day, 2014) instead of focusing on what they lack.

Research on resilience gained traction during the last pandemic
to learn from those best practices that helped students, teachers,
leaders and school communities endure adversity. The concept of
resilience has its origins in physics to describe the ability of materials
to absorb and release energy without leaving permanent distortions.
For example, plastic is more resilient than iron as it is more ductile and
less likely to break. In psychology, resilience has been defined as the
individual ability to bounce back from adversity without psychological
damage (Kotliarenco et al., 1997). In the last decade, literature on
leadership has included resilience as a trait of effectiveness. ‘Most
successful school leaders are open-minded and ready to learn from
others. They are also flexible rather than dogmatic in their thinking
within a system of core values, persistent (e.g., in pursuit of high
expectations of staff motivation, commitment, learning and
achievement for all), resilient and optimistic’ (Day et al., 2009, p. 29).
While resilient leadership has been defined as ‘leading in the face of
adversity’ (Olmo-Extremera et al, 2022, p. 1) by extending this
definition to organisations, resilient organizations can be understood
as those working in disadvantaged contexts who achieve relatively
high levels of performance. However, more research is needed to
extend the definition of resilient leadership to organizations, as
research on schools working in disadvantaged contexts found that
despite these schools significantly improved students’ academic
outcomes, they remained judged as ineffective by the inspectorate
(Munoz-Chereau et al., 2022).

The context in which schools are operating seems to play a key
role in why certain schools perform according to expectations while
others fail. In England, schools with a disadvantaged intake or with a
high proportion of pupils with low prior attainment are five times
more likely to have their overall quality rated inadequate by Ofsted
than those with better intakes, and less than half as likely to be rated
outstanding (Hutchinson, 2016). Also, the inspection outcome itself
affects the socio-economic composition of schools. After analyzing
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10years of Ofsted inspections, an inverse association between Ofsted
grades and changes in schools’ student deprivation composition was
established: whilst schools judged good or outstanding tended to see
reductions in the proportion of their students who are eligible for FSM
(Free School Meals), the opposite was true for schools judged as less
than good (Greany and Higham, 2018).

Apart from responses to continuous contextual hardship,
resilience in education has stressed its relational nature. Day (2014)
researched how 12 leaders in schools serving high-challenge
communities of socio-economic disadvantage internationally
sustained their resilience. He highlighted personal factors- such as
courage and conviction- but also organizational factors influencing
leaders’ capacity to manage anticipated and unanticipated challenges.
Day coined the term ‘everyday resilience’ to refer to ‘a resolute
everyday persistence and commitment, which is much more than the
ability to bounce back in adverse circumstances. The social
environment is important, and resilience can be fostered or
diminished through the environment (for example, leadership
interventions in establishing and nurturing structures and cultures)’
(Op. cit, p. 641).

Researchers are progressively reporting differing repertoire of
practices of leaders working in disadvantaged and more advantaged
communities. As schools educating socioeconomically disadvantaged
communities face greater challenges -such as lower staff commitment
and retention, student behavior, motivation, and achievement- than
those working in more advantaged communities, ‘the sets of skills and
attributes used by successful principals in more disadvantaged schools
is different and, we found, more complex, than those in more
advantaged schools’ (Day, 2014, p. 642). As these leaders face
persistent levels of challenge, they apply greater combinations of
strategies, and a wider range of (inter)personal skills than those
working in advantaged communities (Day, 2014). Yet this comes at a
cost, as these leaders are likely to be less experienced and stay for
shorter periods than those in more advantaged communities (Day
et al,, 2020). After reviewing international literature, Day and Gurr
(2013) concluded that resilient leadership was characterised by
academic optimism, trust, hope, and ethical purpose or conviction. In
Sweden, the situated nature of leadership was recently explored
qualitatively in 20 schools of low-socio-economic status. To maintain
resilient organizations, leaders were ‘present, gatekeeping, sheltering,
collaborative, and compensatory’ (Hirsh et al., 2023, p. 1). The authors
concluded that this context-specific skill set could be enhanced
through context-sensitive training and support provided by local
education administrations and universities.

Teacher resilience

In the educational literature, resilience research has tended to
focus on teachers, examining issues underpinning the reasons for
leaving the profession. When examining OR, particular attention
needs to be paid to the role of teachers, given their centrality to the
goals of the organisation - i.e., educating young people. It is widely
accepted that the quality of teaching makes an important difference to
students’ academic outcomes (Hattie, 2003; Rockoff, 2004) and that
school leadership, while secondary in the effects to improve students’
outcomes, is nevertheless central to this (Day et al., 2016). Since the
performance of teachers is so important to schools and attrition so
detrimental to building the skills required to become an expert teacher
(Allen and Sims, 2018), teacher resilience then becomes of paramount
importance. Teacher resilience has been defined as ‘the capacity to
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maintain equilibrium and a sense of commitment and agency in the
everyday worlds in which teachers teach’ (Gu and Day, 2013, p. 26).
Therefore, teacher retention can be seen as the outcome of
teacher resilience.

However, teacher retention is best understood not as a
characteristic residing purely within an individual but a dynamic
process relating to leadership and organizational factors. In a study
of 300 secondary school teachers in England, Gu and Day (2013),
identified, over a 3 year period, that ‘teachers were working under
considerable persistent and negative pressures and that these were
largely connected to poor relationships with school leadership and
colleagues, deteriorating pupil behavior and attitudes, lack of
parental support, the effects of government policies and
unanticipated life events which had led to a weakening of their core
commitment and educational values’ (p. 27). In a survey in England,
nearly 40% of teachers of the 1,000 questioned had considered
leaving the profession because of disruptive pupil behavior; and
more than a fifth said they had developed mental health problems
[Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL), 2010, in Gu and Day,
2013, pp. 23-24]. In Gu and Day’s (2013) research, insufficient
collegiality and leadership support reduced teacher resilience.
Teacher resilience was also shown to be negatively correlated with
the socio-economic context of the school.

The relationship between organizational support, teacher well-
being and teacher resilience has been established elsewhere. In a study
of Ohio public (secondary) schools, using an explanatory sequential
mixed methods research design, 254 teachers were surveyed followed
up by 10 interviews. The interview data indicated that teachers with
higher resilience experienced more support from leaders, were treated
as professionals, given recognition, worked in teams and had adequate
resources. These staff had effective teaching skills, good relationships
and had flexible mindsets. The study implies that organizational
practices, polices and routines, alongside supportive leaders and a
collegial environment created a sense of teacher well-being, provided
protective factors or conditions for the development of resilience.

As Gu (2018), explains in her social ecological model, four
propositions underpin teacher resilience: (1), Teacher resilience is
associated with teachers’ identities and values, i.e., as a vocation in
which practitioners wish to grow, to learn and to have high self and
collective-efficacy; (2) It is built through relationships, where relational
trust is essential, strong collegial connections and social support; (3)
Teacher resilience is a necessary but insufficient condition for teachers
to be effective. That is to say, they also need to be knowledgeable about
their students, their subject, and about management tasks; and (4)
Building and sustaining resilience is more than an individual
responsibility. Promoting and cultivating healthy individual and
collective learning and achievement cultures in schools is essential to
how teachers feel about themselves as professionals.

In summary, in the school context organizational, leader and
teacher resilience are overlapping and complementary dimensions.

The schools partnership Program'’s theory of
change

SPP aims to develop a culture of partnership working through
school self-evaluation, peer review, and school-to-school support (for
a fuller description of the program see Godfrey et al., 2023). Self-
formed partnerships signed up to the program and a partnership lead
was decided from within this group of schools, usually one of the
headteachers (principals) in the partnership. School leaders were
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joined by other senior, middle leaders and teachers in the schools to
train to participate in the program. Workshops and training occurred
at least three times a year to prepare participating staff, and to provide
top-up training for new staff. Schools conducted a self-evaluation
using the SPP framework that asked participants to consider ‘to what
extent’ questions. These were designed to set the tone of the review as
an evidence and enquiry-based process. A pre-review meeting
between lead reviewer and headteacher of the host school started the
process of review, deciding the focus and finalizing the timetable for
the visiting review team.

Schools worked in small clusters (usually around 5 or 6) and took
turns to review each other. Reviews lasted 1day, were led by a lead
reviewer (normally a headteacher) and assisted usually by another
reviewer (a senior leader). Typically reviews involved scrutiny of
documents and school data, classroom observations, and interviews
with staff and students. The day ended in a feedback discussion
between reviewers and the host school leadership team. Improvement
Champions (ICs), usually two middle or senior leaders from other
schools, attended final feedback in the review. ICs led a facilitative
coaching discussion with the host school staff in an ‘improvement
workshop’ approximately 2 weeks later, normally after school hours,
and lasted around 1.5h. Staff in the host school were encouraged to
come up with their own solutions to the review report findings and
recommendations. ICs were encouraged to introduce research
evidence on the topic of the review in the improvement workshop.
Schools were expected to have ‘90-day’ progress discussions between
headteachers in the partnership to check progress after the review.
EDT workshops encouraged half yearly and full year reflections on
progress and identification of ways to implement changes and to
adjust practices to work more effectively in partnership. The cycle
would be repeated, usually in the second year (although in this
evaluation there were interruptions and extensions due to COVID).

At cluster level, the program was set up to increase collaborative
leadership, to improve transparency and data sharing, and to develop
a culture of shared responsibility. At leadership level, there should
be increased leadership of collaborative school improvement,
strengthened lateral trust between leadership teams, embedding of
peer review, and the follow up of school-to-school support. Finally, at
teacher level, the program was designed to increase ownership and
engagement in strategies for improvement, improved lateral trust
between teachers within and across schools, and improved awareness
of improvement priorities and responsibility for changing practice.
The cluster, leadership and teacher level outcomes were designed to
improve outcomes at the student level, which would vary depending
on the self-determined focus of the schools in their reviews.

The schools partnership programme as a
resilience-building process

The SPP model can be seen as illustrative of the OR stages mapped
out by Duchek (2020). We can see how the CBC model maps onto the
three overall change processes in the SPP model of self-evaluation,
peer review and school to school support (Table 1):

The SPP seeks to develop an anticipation of challenges to
performance, by providing training and a framework for effective
school self-evaluation. This process is further validated, consolidated
and/or challenged by reviewers from outside the school, adding a
further ‘pair of eyes’ and in providing some feedback on strategies in
place, and suggestions for refinement. School support is woven into

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2023.1339173

TABLE 1 The Schools Partnership Program processes mapped against the
capability-based conceptualisation of organizational resilience.

Schools Partnership Program processes

Resilience Self- Peer- School to
response evaluation review = School Support
Anticipation X X X

Coping x X
Adaptation X

the program, since schools work in clusters, helping each other to
identify critical performance issues and deciding on a potential area
of focus for the enquiry (anticipation). Having received a review, the
school hosts an improvement workshop around 2 weeks later in which
staff are encouraged to come up with new strategies (coping) using a
coaching model led by Tmprovement Champions), usually two trained
middle leaders from other schools in the cluster. Finally, a ‘90 day’
follow up involves senior leaders in partnerships touching base to
evaluate and discuss the success of these strategies. SPP workshops
also provide a further infrastructure of support, in which clusters
come together mid and end of year and are assisted in evaluating their
change process, they are provided with leadership and other tools to
lead these changes and engage in systematic professional dialogue to
derive lessons learned at the end of the school year.

Methodology

An independent evaluation of SPP was conducted by a team of
academics at UCL Centre for Educational Leadership (Godfrey et al.,
2023). This was set up as a quasi-experimental impact evaluation
using school-level matched difference in differences involving 422
primary schools in the treatment group and 374 in the matched or
comparison group. Secondly, an embedded mixed methods
implementation and process evaluation (IPE) combined numerous
data collection strategies to gain in depth understanding of the
mechanisms of the program, and questions of fidelity, adaptation and
differentiation. As the evaluation occurred between 2018 and 2021,
student level data was unavailable due to disruptions in the national
examinations derived from school closures during COVID. However,
the IPE was expanded, along with the period of the evaluation, in
order to gain further insights into how participants perceived the
impact of participation and how COVID impacted on its operation.
The evaluation was designed to look at the ways SPP influenced the
capability, culture, and practice of partnerships, leadership, and
teachers in treatment schools; how it worked to achieve participants’
perceived forms of impact; the factors involved in sustaining
engagement in the program, including why some withdrew and to
look at the difference COVID-19 made to the operation, participant
engagement, and perceived forms of impact of the SPP.

The implementation and process
evaluation

The IPE included initial and final surveys of treatment schools and
explored the counterfactual using interviews and surveys with
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TABLE 2 Implementation and process evaluation methods overview.

Research method Data collection

Baseline surveys Telephone surveys

10.3389/feduc.2023.1339173

Participants/data sources

Headteachers and senior leaders at treatment schools n=339

(out of 422%).

Final survey of treatment schools

November 2021 and after December 2018

Telephone surveys - routed survey to distinguish

completed schools with those that withdrew before

Headteachers and senior leaders at treatment schools n =157: 134 active

and 23 early withdrawn (out of 422 treatment schools total).

Matched schools survey Telephone surveys

Headteachers and senior leaders at matched schools #n =44 (out of 374

potential matches).

Qualitative case studies Interviews and observations

Thirty-four interviews with headteachers, senior and middle leaders at
eight schools (out of ten) in two case study clusters (telephone and in

person). Observations of three review processes

Matched schools case studies Interviews

Seven telephone interviews with headteachers in four matched schools

Attendance at EDT training events Observational notes

Headteachers/EHTs/SLT/middle leaders and teachers at 24 training

events

Shadowing review processes Observations

Observations of six review processes: four full review processes, one

partial (no IW) and one online

Stakeholder interviews
Short survey

Group and individual interviews in person and online.

Partnership leads, ICs, permanent and associated SPP staff n =86

participants, from 4 individual interviews and 14 group interviews

EDT evaluations and records

completions

EDT partnership initial audit, records of school

withdrawals, records of attendance to training and review

Attendee feedback in after EDT workshops and training. Partnership
leads’ records. Facilitators of training providing records of reviews.

Initial partnership audits on readiness to engage completed by 64

partnership leads

matched or comparison schools. We conducted intensive case studies
of two clusters of treatment schools, one in the north and one in the
south of England, the former being in a more deprived, urban setting
and the latter in a wealthier, rural area. Each cluster involved five
schools. For each case study we conducted two sets of interviews with
key staff, shadowed their training and some of their reviews. We also
interviewed senior leaders in matched or comparison schools,
observed EDT training, and the reviewing process in one more cluster,
outside of our case studies. We supplemented our IPE with additional
group interviews of key stakeholders, including SPP permanent staff,
associated staff (facilitators), partnership leads, and ICs. Our own
independent evaluation data was supplemented by evaluation records
from the SPP project team. We thus triangulated our data collection
from multiple data collection methods (interviews, observations, and
surveys); and multiple sources of data—including headteachers,
senior and middle leaders and other program staff, across different
schools and regions; and over various time points. Validity was further
strengthened by having multiple perspectives of researchers and
through holding regular team meetings in which we discussed
emerging findings. Table 2 below gives a detailed overview of
IPE methods.

Participating schools

Recruitment to the study was carried out by the project team
(EDT), drawing on their national databases to contact schools.
They advertised the evaluation and approached schools through
their existing networks, and successfully recruited 422 English
state-funded primary schools that started the evaluation. Initial
partnerships ranged from 2 schools to 15 in size, but larger ones
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split into smaller clusters for the purposes of reviewing each
other, usually between 4 and 6 schools.

All recruited schools received the intervention, while statistical
matching methods were used to identify the matched or comparison
group using publicly available school performance data on the
Department for Education website. The matching variables included
the Key Stage 2 reading score and mathematics of the school in 2017;
the number of pupils in the school in 2017; school’s most recent
inspection (Ofsted) rating in 2017; the deprivation of the school’s
intake; and the region in which the school was located.

We recorded the income deprivation affecting children index
(IDACI) for each school. In the treatment group, the breakdown was
as follows (Table 3):

In our treatment group, the proportions of schools’ Ofsted ratings
were, 17% Outstanding (1), 71% Good (2) and 10% Requires
Improvement (3), with none in the rated inadequate category. 18% of
the treatment group were Academies and 82% were local authority or
other categories of school.

On these dimensions the sample was formed by a balanced
representation of primary schools in England and the treatment group
very closely matched the comparison schools.

Using the matching variables, the evaluation team were able to
identify case study schools that matched our treatment school cluster
case studies and to take part in interviews and a final comparison
schools’ survey. Respondents to the surveys were headteachers' (81%)
or senior school leaders. Of our treatment schools final survey, we had
responses from 23 schools that had withdrawn from the study (but

1 In England the term headteacher equates to ‘Principal’.
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TABLE 3 Student deprivation profiles of treatment schools.

IDACI quintile Percentage of schools in
treatment group?

1 21

2 24

3 24

4 19

5 11

'Percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding. 374 treatment schools were matched in the
pseudo-randomization process.

had at least participated for the first few months) to gain an
understanding of their reasons for withdrawal and to understand their
perceptions of the program more generally.

Attrition and compliance

To be fully compliant, treatment schools had to receive at least two
reviews and to have attended at least 75% of the training and
workshops over the period of the evaluation. To be minimally
compliant, schools had to attend some of the training and to have
received one review. All others were considered non-compliant. On
this basis, 16% of schools were considered fully compliant and 40%
minimally compliant. Analysis of the IPE survey showed very few
differences between responses of headteachers from minimally
compliant versus fully compliant schools, therefore we pooled these
to 56% that completed the evaluation (238 schools) and compared
responses on the survey to the remaining 44% non-compliant (184
schools). EDT data suggests only 57 schools withdrew prior to COVID
(31%), with the remaining 181 schools (69%) withdrew post
COVID. Of the 137 schools that supplied reasons to EDT for
withdrawing, 66% gave COVID as a response, followed by ‘lack of
capacity’ (21%) as the next top answer (multiple responses were
possible). As the original evaluation was only intended to be 2 years’
long, some schools will have decided to withdraw at the end of this
period in any case. Several new schools entered a partnership during
the evaluation period but their data was not included in this analysis.

For the purposes of this paper, our research question is:

To what extent did the Schools Partnership Program build
organizational resilience in participating primary schools?

Findings

Despite SPP schools facing several challenging external factors
(student deprivation, the COVID disruption, changes to the external
accountability framework and competing demands of other partner
organizations) and internal factors (teacher attrition, need to
developing leaders, upgrade pedagogical skills and encourage student
subgroups who were underperforming), they developed organizational
resilience to overcome these factors. We present findings from a
variety of data points that relate specifically to factors that Duchek’s
(2020) identified as capabilities for developing OR: knowledge
building, resource availability, social resources, and power dynamics.
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Knowledge building

School’s knowledge base was built through both training and
other sessions offered on the program and through the review process,
learning from others and by receiving feedback from others.

In the training stage, senior leader participants learned how to
conduct a school review and improvement champions (ICs), usually
middle leaders or teachers, learned how to lead an improvement
workshop (IW) in a reviewed school. Reviewers learned the skills of
forming an appropriate enquiry question, evaluating a range of school
data, and providing oral and written feedback to a host school’s
leadership team. ICs learned how to set up a workshop and follow a
coaching model to encourage the reviewed school team to prioritize
key action points in relation to the focus of the review and its findings.
In later training, ICs also learned how to introduce published research
to reviewed schools, so that authoritative external evidence could
be applied to the problem at hand. Our observations of training
showed very skilful and experienced facilitators and the final surveys
showed very strong satisfaction by headteachers of SPP
training overall.

Knowledge about specific school improvement issues or dealing
with specific challenges was derived from both SPP training, in the
research articles circulated by ICs and through professional dialogue
between schools in their clusters. To name some examples, once
schools returned after the first lockdown, the SPP team laid on
additional workshops about the catch-up curriculum, with an expert
speaker, to help schools focus on strategies to help students that had
fallen behind from school closures. Also, schools shared ideas about
digital learning, making it the focus of some of the reviews. Knowledge
was shared when visiting reviewers, often experienced headteachers,
were able to pass on their own strategies for dealing with problems to
a school they were reviewing. Whether this advice was received well,
depended on both the credibility of the reviewer and in the readiness
of school staff to accept feedback.

In one of our case study schools, the headteacher turned the focus
of her school’s review to how to strengthen the middle leadership
team, particularly in relation to how they managed the curriculum in
both numeracy and literacy areas of the school. This was a direct
response to Ofsted’s new guidance to inspectors and focus on
curriculum. In this way, the school received feedback from a
knowledgeable headteacher in the cluster on these areas.

Resource availability

In our interviews with SPP case study school leaders (and
comparison schools for that matter), a few of them identified
resourcing challenges to school improvement efforts, partly provoked
by the government’s academisation process. One headteacher said that
their local authority, now stripped of resources due to schools’
conversion to academies were now passing this cost onto schools,
which had forced them to look to for other forms of collaboration for
school improvement.

‘T mean we came together as a [SPP] cluster originally over
disenchantment with [local authority] about newly qualified teachers
because their program was costing hundreds. We did not have the
money. I mean financially, we are not too bad off, I'll be honest, but a
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lot of our group could not afford it so we thought, well why are
we paying when we can do it between us?’ (Headteacher, school 1d,
year one).

Rather than conform to the pressure to join a local MAT,
schools in the above case study decided to build on an existing local
alliance and used SPP to add more structure to this. This was a
theme shown in our overall survey, that the SPP was seen to
strengthen existing partnerships, providing a more effective way of
working and learning together and for greater sharing of resources.
As an example, during COVID, one treatment group case study
partnership collaborated by sharing school premises, enabling some
of the schools to close completely while a smaller number, sharing
staff, stayed open to look after children of key workers. There were
other examples given in interviews, such as greater sharing of
teacher team expertise and shared professional development
sessions. These were partly about pooling resources, and as much
about sharing expertise. The relatively small size of many primary
schools made collaboration a strong imperative in general. Looking
at some of our treatment school survey items, we can see strong
agreement about this building of structure in networks, for instance,
when asked about the main benefits of SPP, the top answer
listed was:

o Building networks and partnerships (52% of respondents listed
answers in this category)

The top priority listed for SPP was given as:

« Sustained focus on teaching quality and improvement (29% of
respondents listed answers to do with this), alongside many more
specific ones, such as improving reading (27%), mathematics
(24%), writing (23%) and curriculum development (19%).

Thus the raison détre for collaboration for the majority of schools
was to improve performance in key areas of schools” function during
the period of the evaluation. Interestingly, responding specifically to
the post-covid situation, and remote teaching was only listed by 6% of
respondents in the treatment schools survey.

The sense of working together to address resourcing for school
improvement was conveyed clearly in this extract from an interview
with one of our SPP case study headteachers:

‘Now as time has gone on, we have had training days together, so
all the staff have spent days together and lots of things like that, like
staff from the other schools have delivered CPD for the other schools,
not just the improvement workshops but completely unrelated CPD
... Its not formal, we are not charging each other, we'll just pay it back
with another favor, but I do think that’s got deeper now’ (Headteacher
case school le, year one).

We also found that one of the principal reasons for withdrawing
from the SPP was given as lack of staffing and time capacity to
participate. This was second to COVID as a reason for withdrawal,
with 66% stating COVID and 21% citing capacity issues. Changes in
school leadership, were also cited by 35% respondents in the final
survey. Furthermore, while the impact of the IC role was given
prominence in the final survey due to its leadership of change role and
development of middle leaders, it was also seen to be one of the most
challenging roles to undertake, so getting the right people was seen
as crucial.
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Social resources

Building on social capital, sharing of knowledge, enhancing a
shared vision and trust were seen as features of our evaluation data in
treatment schools.

We compared initial school leader self-reported responses (year
one of the evaluation) with the end (year three). Below we show some
of the significant differences and associations in the data.”

Comparing the initial and end treatment schools’ survey, we saw
an increase in agreement that:

« teachers felt a sense of ownership of and engagement with the
improvement aims of all the schools in their SPP partnership
(from 15 to 34%)

For the statement:

» Engagement in the SPP has helped teachers in our school feel a
sense of ownership of and engagement with our school’s
improvement aims (88% respondents felt this was strong at the
start of the program, and 64% stated that this had increased at
the end)

We saw increases in knowledge exchange between partner
schools, to the statements:

o All the schools in our partnership openly and transparently share
data, systems, and processes (from 68 to 91%)

o My school draws on expertise and support from other schools in
the partnership on a regular (i.e., monthly) basis (from 54 to 68%)

When we likened SPP treatment school responses to comparison
schools, we find higher agreement in treatment schools for:

« All the schools in our partnership openly and transparently
shared data, systems, and processes (91% vs. 77%)

Other responses were rated at a similarly high level to comparison
schools, who were rating their survey responses in relation to ‘my
most significant school improvement partnership over the last 3 years,
including statements about the benefits of this partnership work on
leadership development. It is useful to note that we included responses
in the SPP survey for both schools that completed and schools that
were only partly compliant or had withdrawn before the end of the
evaluation. Another important point is that, of the comparison schools
surveyed, 61% said they had engaged in peer review over the previous
3years and 50% said that peer review was firmly embedded in their
practices (compared to 60% of the SPP respondents surveyed).
Therefore it was not so much peer review that distinguished schools
in our treatment group, but the participation in this particular

2 We compared responses to individual Likert scale items using a Classical
Student’s t-test (p<0.05). Percentage agreement combines strongly agree and
agree, and disagreement combines strongly disagree and disagree,

unless stated.
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program - a program that also had elements of school to school
support and other features of leadership development.

Schools with deprived student intake seemed to benefit
particularly strongly from knowledge exchange and the development
of collective responsibility for improvement. Of the 157 schools (i.e.,
school leaders) that completed the final treatment survey, 41 were in
IDACI quintile 1 (least deprived student intake), 41 were in IDACI
quintile 2, 39 were in IDACI quintile 3, 22 were in IDACI quintile 4,
and 14 were in IDACI quintile 5. School leaders from SPP schools in
IDACI quintile 5 (most deprived student intake) were more likely to
agree that they shared data, systems and processes, and that they drew
on expertise and support from partner schools. IDACI 5 schools
agreed, more than IDACI 1 schools, that they had developed teachers’
sense of ownership and engagement with their school’s improvement
aims (see Table 4 below).

We did not find this variation in responses from school leaders in
the comparison schools. Given the small sample size of IDACI 5
schools, we need to exercise caution in these findings. Nevertheless,
these significantly higher ratings of benefits of participation from
school leaders in schools with highly deprived student intakes
warrants further investigation.

The role of the program in helping participants get through the
Covid challenges was one area however, in which the SPP did not rate
highly. The most popular response was to neither agree nor disagree
to this statement (35%) and with 46% disagreeing. While one
headteacher in our case study schools did talk about being glad to
be able to pick up the phone and have a supportive colleague, it was
understood that this was an already existing local alliance. The key
issue is that, while remote peer reviewing was offered — and there was
some limited take up of this - most schools wanted to wait until they
were able to get back to in-person reviews. In other words, one of the
strengths of SPP was the in-situ learning and professional dialogue
that ensued.

Evaluation collected by EDT after year one showed that
partnership leads were not systematically (or at all) using the 90 day
follow up. In the light of this, a webinar open to all partnership leads
(PLs) focused on providing a structure for sharing progress and for
the other school leaders in the cluster to support or challenge the
progress made. We do not have systematic data on this, or the extent

TABLE 4 Survey relationships where responses showed significantly
higher agreement in IDACI 5 (most deprived student intake) compared to
IDACI 1 (least deprived student intake).

End survey item for SPP treatment schools

5.1.1 Our partnership was well led; we had a shared vision and values, and

we understood how collective decisions were made

5.1.4 I felt responsible for the success of all schools and pupils in the partnership

5.1.5 Levels of trust were high between the schools in our partnership

5.1.6 All the schools in our partnership openly and transparently shared data,

systems, and processes

5.2.2 Participating in the SPP has increased my confidence in my school leadership

teams ability to lead improvement in our partner schools

5.2.8 Engagement in the SPP has helped teachers in our school feel a greater sense

of ownership and engagement with our school’s improvement aims

5.2.13 My school draws on expertise and support from other schools in the

partnership on a regular (i.e., monthly) basis
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to which this support or challenge led to change, although one of our
case study PLs mentioned that this was now more formally included
in their regular meetings and this was felt to help keep things on track.

Power dynamics

SPP is set up with the specific intention of promoting lateral and
professional learning and accountability. The notion of ‘peer review’
is central to its mission and theory of change and added to the sense
of collective responsibility for change and leadership of this across
schools. Peer review was seen as a shared enquiry rather than a
top-down evaluation by a more senior leader or an external authority,
this headteacher comment is an example:

‘So because it’s your peers coming in, people do not see it as a
judgemental process. We're quite clear about that when we go into
things; you are not here to pass judgment. You're here to I suppose ...
I talk about this phrase a lot but in a way you air your dirty laundry to
people and actually you want another person’s perspective on this
particular problem that you identify in the enquiry approach’
(Headteacher and Partnership lead).

We found strong support for this sense of shared endeavor, and
lateral relationship in our evaluation. For instance, in the final survey
of treatment school headteachers, compared to comparison schools,
they had higher agreement to the statements:

o All school leaders in our partnership had an equal level of status
(89 vs 75%)

o There has been a positive impact on the ability of our school’s
leaders to improve partner schools (78 vs 61%)

In one group interview of the headteachers nominated to
be partnership leads, one comment particularly confirmed the sense
of collective leadership, and there seemed wide agreement to this in
other interviews:

‘So just setting that up at the beginning, the shared joint values,
everyone knowing what we were trying to achieve and going into the
reviews with our eyes open completely, getting to the point where
you are just developing and enabling a school team to come up with
its own solutions has been phenomenal at lots of different levels. It
really has created the opportunities for genuine culture and practice
for self-improvement’ (Headteacher/partnership lead).

Discussion

This article drew on Duchek’s (2020) organizational capability-
based framework as a theoretical lens to analyze a sub-set of data
gained from a sample of 422 primary schools that took part in SPP and
their comparisons.

Opverall, there is strong support from our data on the potential
for SPP to build OR through developing its constitutive
capabilities. More precisely, knowledge building occurred mainly
through training, the review process, professional dialogue,
learning from each other, as well as receiving and giving feedback.
While the evaluation data provides support for perceived leaders’
increased ownership and engagement in improvement, our study
was necessarily limited in that we did not systematically observe
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or survey teachers to find out the extent to which they
implemented new approaches. A complicating factor within our
results is that many clusters were working together, irrespective of
their SPP work. This adds a layer of complexity in that it is not
always simple to say which resilience findings were the effect of
the program, and which were the result of their existing and
ongoing collaborative work. There is strong support from school
leaders that SPP did add structure and rigor to their work and that
levels of trust and knowledge exchange improved. Some of these
findings were present in our matched schools, albeit we do not
know how many of these schools were involved in partnerships
that specifically engaged in peer review. It is also the case that
many schools were involved in multiple partnerships. The
relationship between peer review practices and other networked
activity, formal and informal, remains an interesting area for
future research.

Regarding resource availability, despite SPP schools stressed
ongoing challenges to school improvement efforts derived from the
government’s academisation process, they used SPP as a scaffold to
build improvised strategies to access and mobilize shared human and
physical resources. However, as one of the principal reasons for
withdrawing from the SPP was given lack of staffing and time capacity
to participate, it is important to recognize that SPP itself challenges
capacity and resources, as it demanded significant time of school
leaders, teachers and middle leaders. The need for a supportive
infrastructure to provide training and coordination of the network, is
also highlighted as a key pillar of the program. While SPP’s states as
their aim to eventually ‘do themselves out of a job, it is not clear that
this would lead to sustainability ‘SPP-like’ processes in the long run.
Closely linked with resource availability, social resources were built in
the SPP through social capital, sharing of knowledge, enhancing a
shared vision and trust. Finally, SPP promoted lateral power dynamics
driven by professional learning and accountability. The notion of peer
review is seen as a shared enquiry rather than a top-down evaluation,
promoting collective responsibility for change and leadership
across schools.

Our work also adds nuance to Duchek (2020) capability-based
framework for OR, particularly within the school sphere. For one,
the CBC literature has been generally used to identify singular
exogenous threats to performance (e.g., Kopp and Pesti, 2022),
instead we looked at these as a conglomeration of associated
external challenges that came together to form significant
challenges to the schools. Schools used SPP to identify specific areas
of focus and choose their own improvement aims; part of the issue
was to conceptualize the problem itself, making these examples of
‘wicked’ problems (Rittel and Webber, 1973). As such, Vogus and
Sutcliffe’s idea of OR being about the ‘maintenance of positive
adjustment under challenging conditions’ (Vogus and Sutcliffe, 2007,
p- 3418), and the concept of renewal over time through innovation
(Reinmoeller and van Baardwijk, 2005) are more apposite in our
examples. Although we added research questions in relation to
COVID, these were as much about how SPP adapted in response to
this, as it was about how SPP helped participant organizations to
anticipate, cope and adapt. Other factors such as student
deprivation are clearly not ‘unexpected’ threats. Factors
contributing to these challenging conditions, such as student
deprivation, changes to the external inspectorate framework, the
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COVID pandemic, the effects of the academisation program and
local resourcing constraints form part of the accumulated
exogenous variables that threatened OR.

Furthermore, given that most of the literature in OR refers to the
‘business’ sector generally, it is a moot point to what extent the same
pressures apply within a public schooling system. For instance, while
singular external exogenous threats may be a serious threat to the
business model of many companies, for instance the entrance of a
new technology or a competitor, with schools it is less clear that this
would provide an existential threat. While schools that are slipping
in performance may be closed and transformed into a different
school with a new senior leadership team, some remain stuck at levels
below the required standard for more than a decade (Munoz-Chereau
et al., 2022). Thus, for schools, the ongoing monitoring and self-
evaluation adds continual accretions of learning that may increase
the probability that they can meet ever changing configurations of
threats to performance. There is a broader debate too, about what
constitutes ‘performance’ in schools. In our original evaluation
design, the measure of this was supposed to be numeracy and literacy
outcomes in national tests, which were abandoned during COVID,
so we cannot know this impact. Instead, we have rich data about
processes which will allow in future research for hypotheses to
be stated about intermediate variables that underpin schools’ efforts
to meet their self-identified, self-stated aims.

One of the biggest challenges for the SPP model was the
turnover of key staff in schools, as mentioned in our survey and
interviews. Although we did not measure this precisely, we know
from the literature in England that teacher attrition has been on the
increase over the last 10years (McLean et al., 2023) and so the
concern would be about the loss of a significant amount of time
invested in the training for SPP. However, attrition, where teachers
leave the profession - is different to turnover — where teachers move
from school to school. Recent data suggests that turnover, as
indicated by teacher vacancies is higher in the year up to February
2023 than it was prior to the pandemic (McLean et al., 2023). There
are a range of drawbacks - and some possible benefits to high
turnover rates in schools (see Menzies, 2023 for a full discussion).
In the case of this program, new staff will have needed training in
reviewing and the IC roles. However, it is also worth noting that this
knowledge moves with the staff to a new school and this, in a system
where our data shows a significant density and normality of peer
review practice in schools. Hence, SPP (and similar programs),
through its perceived strong leadership development outcomes,
may work beyond the confines of individual schools or clusters,
increasing ‘system resilience. By strengthening evaluation and
professional accountability, such programs can be seen as a welcome
feature of a maturing self-improving school system (Matthews and
Ehren, 2017).
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