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Rapid and intense changes to the English education system, particularly since 2010 have 
created a quasi-market operating environment for schools. Research into other areas of the 
public services reveals that the ability of boards to create externally facing effective strategy, 
is vital for their survival and ongoing improvement, yet in education we know little about 
how school boards and the 300,000 volunteer board members within them understand, create 
and develop strategic direction for their schools. The paper explores board members’ 
understandings of strategic leadership in multi-academy trusts in England and to what extent 
they follow a command and control or ‘deliverology’ approach based around targets, outputs, 
standards and budgetary control (Seddon 2003) and to what extent they take a systems 
approach-looking wider at their strategy in terms of the system in which it is located (Plesk, 
2001). In so doing it explores how governor innovations in strategy have the potential to 
‘strengthen the ability of the systems to shoulder its own burden and to strengthen schools’ 
ability to self-improve’ (Hargreaves, 2010), by discussing (i) To what extent does governor 
understanding of strategy reflect a command and control or a systems approach? And (ii) 
What are the implications of this for governor development in the future? The paper 
concludes that a predominantly command and control approach to strategy may be stifling 
school development in this area.  

Introduction  
The extent to which organisations are able to be strategic and high performing has been the 
subject of numerous investigations in the for profit sector and more recently across many 
areas of the public services. What actually constitutes ‘strategy’ and how it relates to 
performance is difficult to pin down. Equally, who does the strategizing, whether it is done 
by the leadership or, as many studies now reveal, it permeates the organization at every level 
and has exercised researchers and practitioners alike. 
 
What is clear, from several studies is that organizations that take a proactive stance to 
strategy are very often successful (Ferlie and Ongaro 2015). The role played by strategy in 
the English system of education has become increasingly important since The Education 
Reform Act of 1988, (Parliament. 1988), introduced the idea of education as a marketplace 
and placed the parent as ‘consumer. Since then the ability of the board of board members and 
the senior leadership team to develop a strategic approach to school development has become 
central to the way in which schools and school boards are evaluated as well as a core element 
within successful school improvement (Ball and Junemann 2012, Chapman et al. 2010, 
Ofsted 2011b, a). In addition to this, collaborative school structures that have grown up since 
the New Labour Administration –academy chains, Multi academy trusts, cooperative schools 
and more informal collaborations, have presented new challenges for strategic oversight 
(Baxter 2016b).These challenges are not dissimilar to those faced by upscaling charter 
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management organisations in the US (Wohlstetter 2013, Farrell, Wohlstetter, and Smith 
2012). 
 
The idea of schools as semi- autonomous organizations, capable of effecting their own 
improvement, has been central to the thinking of a number of researchers and policy makers 
over the last thirty years (Harris and Chrispeels 2006, MacBeath 1999, McNamara et al. 
2011). A core element within this has been the ways in which schools develop and implement 
strategies that are consistent with this aim (Goldstein and Woodhouse 2000, Mulford and 
Silins 2003, Hargreaves 2012). A good deal of research has also been invested in the ways in 
which schools in deprived areas can effect improvement in parallel to those in leafier suburbs 
(see for example Sun, Creemers, and de Jong 2007), and over the years a number of 
initiatives have been set in motion in order to drive improvement in these schools (see for 
example Matthews and Sammons 2005, Hargreaves 2012).In the present system of education 
in England, the ideal of the ‘self-improving school’ has been advocated by policy makers and 
researchers alike (albeit for different reasons). For policy makers it is the capstone of 
excellence in an ideologically market driven system of free schools and academies- schools 
that have financial and curricular freedom from Local Authority Control. For researchers it 
represents the ideal that schools are capable of driving their own improvement and the hope 
that should this be so then education may finally be (relatively) free from the type of 
incessant policy innovation and control that has characterised the system since the end of the 
post-war consensus in the late 1970s (Hatcher 1998, Creemers 2002, Ehren and Visscher 
2008). 
 
This focus on strategy and its implementation by senior leadership teams is not confined to 
education but has been central to government public service policy over the last 30 years 
(Mintzberg and Waters 1985a, Andrews, Boyne, and Walker 2006). One of the most 
influential policies in this area was articulated and implemented during the tenure of the New 
Labour Government under Prime Minister Tony Blair who developed two key organisations 
in order to promote improvement and drive strategy in UK public services: The first of these, 
the Audit Committee, whose remit was to report on the performance of all areas of public 
services; the second, The Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit, was established to implement this 
policy (Barber 2008). The methods used by the latter have since received international 
recognition and in the context of education, have been rolled out internationally by the then 
Head of the Delivery Unit, Sir Michael Barber.  
 
Since then the methods used by the delivery unit have been termed ‘Command and Control 
Methods’: however, as John Seddon points out, command and control thinking is not so much 
a model nor a method but rather,’ a collection of ideas that solved different problems at 
different points in time- ideas that have solidified into norms’(Seddon 2008:48). Since then 
these ways of thinking- which have often crystallised into rigid and inflexible methods-have 
been criticised in both for profit and not for profit sectors, as being too focused on, 
‘specifications, regulations, targets and the like, which are actually making performance 
worse,’ (Seddon, 20008: V). Notwithstanding this, elements of command and control 
thinking have proved to be very attractive to government, not just in the UK but 
internationally and as such have come to permeate many discourses of strategy (see Barber, 
2008). These ideas, exerting quasi-hegemonic influences that have been extremely influential 
in the ways that organisations, (including educational ones), think about and implement 
strategy. The systems of target driven results within the public services and education, the 
‘deliverololgy,’ approach popularised by the ex-Head of The Delivery Unit- Sir Michael 
Barber, have, since been embraced and employed nationally and internationally, as a panacea 
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for what have been termed ‘falling standards in education’ (Barber, 2008). Yet many 
researchers argue that years of target setting and deliverololgy – have not in fact produced 
‘better education’, nor have they produced ‘better public services’ (Boyne 2003a, Boyne and 
Chen 2007).  
The real and imagined limitations of command and control approaches have provoked a 
backlash in both public and private sector, amongst those who believed that the focus on 
processes ignored fundamental questions of productivity (discussed later in this paper). One 
of the first authors to refute efficiencies claimed by aficionados of command and control 
thinking was an American consultant, W. Edwards Deming, whose work led Japanese 
industry into new principles of management and revolutionised their quality and productivity 
(Edwards Deming 2000). Since then this new style of management or ‘systems thinking’ has 
reframed the ways in which organisations in both private and public sector think about 
strategy in relation to performance (Ferlie and Ongaro 2015, Heracleaous and Jacobs 2012, 
Laine and Vaara 2007, Collarbone and West-Burnham 2008). In common with command and 
control ideas, systems thinking is not so much of a model, but a collection of ideas that have 
emerged as a counterpoise in response to the hegemony of command and control thinking. 
This set of ideas is characterised by the way in which they refute elements of command and 
control in the belief that this way of thinking focuses on the ‘wrong things’: targets, 
inspection, extrinsic rewards, and internal processes, failing in the meantime to fully consider 
important elements such as purpose and where organisations fit into the broader system.  
This paper outlines the key differences between command and control ideas and systems 
thinking. It then goes on to examine the extent to which these permeate school board 
members’ ideas on strategy. Using a well-known and developed conceptualisation of strategic 
approach, the paper employs a case study approach of three School federations all situated in 
areas of high socio economic deprivation. Using qualitative interviews with school board 
members, whose role it is to set strategic direction in collaboration with the executive team, 
the paper employs critical discourse analysis to examine to what extent board members think 
about strategy from a command and control, or systems thinking perspective. Drawing on the 
idea of strategy as strategic discourse, (Vaara, Kleymann, and Seristö 2004, Carvalho 2005, 
Laine and Vaara 2007), the paper examines the implications of their thinking for school 
strategy in the complex system of English education today. 

A) Background 

 
The English Education system has been subject to unprecedented levels of reform over the 
last 20 years, this has resulted in a hybrid state school system comprising; independent state 
schools (academies and free schools) and schools that continue to be maintained by Local 
Education Authorities (see Hopkins and Higham 2007). This is further complicated by a 
substantial increase in federations of schools, both soft federations, schools that have retained 
their own governing boards, and hard federations, schools which have adopted multi-level 
governance structures. In addition to this, more stringent levels of accountability introduced 
by the schools inspectorate (Ofsted-The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s 
Services and Skills), place great pressure on schools, and their boards to perform to exacting 
national and international standards based targets (Baxter 2016a). Targets are not a new 
phenomenon and have developed as a result of international impetus such as OECD’s PISA 
study, alongside political imperatives to respond to national and international emphasis on 
education as an economic driver (Ozga 2009). 
 
Targets and performance measures given new primacy by the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit 
and The Audit Commission which continued the innovations implemented under the previous 
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Conservative Government’s Citizen’s Charter that aimed to make public services, more 
responsive, transparent in operation and competitive (Major 1991). This approach was 
originally predicated on governments’ belief in economic monetarism. Introduced by Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher in 1979 monetarist ideas were premised on the idea that public 
services would run better if based on a combination of market principles of competition; 
market responsiveness/agility; and a form of public choice theory (Buchanan 1984). However 
retro fitting this to the public sector was not straightforward; there were a number of factors 
that were ‘inconveniently’ preventing the grafting of private sector ideals onto an 
unresponsive public sector (Clarke 2007). If the public were to be positioned as consumers 
then they should be given the same rights as consumers and attributed with the same 
characteristics and motivations: self-interest; seeking value for money and making choices 
based on information-publically available and comparative (Clarke and Newman 1997, 
Clarke et al. 2007). This form of monetarism- Public choice theory-assumed that if the public 
in public services were to be attributed with characteristics associated with consumers, then 
staff working in public services: teachers, doctors and so on, must also be framed in a 
particular way. The post welfare consensus which existed up until the The Conservative 
Government under Margaret Thatcher in 1979, previously framed public servants: As 
individuals working for the good of society, motivated by position not profit and, 
commensurate with their conditions of employment, as risk averse and in favour of slow 
gradual change. Public choice theory in contrast reframed as: slow; lacking in innovative 
capacity, producer interested and resistant to any change that may disturb their ‘status quo’ 
regardless of its effect on the service user (Boyne 1998). 
 
The responsibility for monitoring and developing strategy for schools and groups of schools 
in England falls at the feet of the school board- a group of volunteers responsible for 
governing performance and strategic direction for schools or groups of schools. Since 2010 
these boards have assumed more responsibility than ever before, as a result of high profile 
school failures; changes to accountability structures – largely through the reduction in power 
and responsibility of LEAs, and not least, more focus on their role as custodians of budgets 
that very often run into millions of pounds (see Baxter, 2016a). The key responsibilities for 
school board members under the current Ofsted, inspection framework are among other 
elements: to demonstrate an ambitious vision for the school, improve staff practice, teaching , 
learning and assessment thorough rigorous performance management and appropriate 
professional development provide learning programmes to meet statutory requirements as 
well as the needs and interests of children; actively promote British Values; Make sure that 
safeguarding arrangements meet all statutory and other government requirement promote 
children’s welfare and prevent radicalisation and extremism (Ofsted 2015). 
 
The emphasis on combining strategic vision with a monitoring and evaluation role is a tall 
order, and one that exercises boards across the public and voluntary sectors (Cornforth 2004, 
Spear, Cornforth, and Aiken 2009). It demands a particular mind-set alongside a set of skills 
that allow these two often contranitent elements to co-exist harmoniously and effectively 
within board focus. In areas of high socio economic deprivation the challenges are even 
greater, as attracting and keeping good teachers and board members who can work in these 
challenging situations has proved to be difficult (Francis 2011, James et al. 2011).Yet 
previous work reveals that these schools tend to have a strong sense of their place and 
purpose in the community and earlier research indicated that board members within these 
contexts are likely to think of strategy in terms of community needs, rather than focusing on 
internal or political drivers, a facet that has been revealed to be foremost in the mind-set of 
many governing boards (Baxter 2016a).  
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The school governor role in the development of strategy is reflected in the workings of the 
current English education system: a system largely driven by targets, performance measures 
and evaluation linked to attainment of government mandated targets (Ozga et al. 2013, Grek 
et al. 2013, Baxter and Ozga 2013, Ozga 2016). The hegemony of targets features across 
many countries within the OECD and has been heavily influenced by countrywide 
comparisons in the PISA report, which appears, in spite of numerous critique, to go from 
strength to strength (see for example the work of Grek 2009). These statistical methods 
largely deriving from the so called ‘science of deliverololgy’.  

B) Design of paper  

This paper begins by examining the origins and differences between a systems approach and 
a deliverololgy approach. It moves on to a brief explanation of how strategy is conceptualised 
and used for analysis in this study. This leads into a discussion of the methodology 
underpinning the research. From there the paper discusses to what extent governor discourses 
on strategy in schools of high deprivation, represent command and control thinking and what 
the implications are for schools and governor development in the future.  

C) Strategy, command and control and systems thinking.  

 
It is widely acknowledged both in the public and private sectors that strategy is not an easy 
concept to pin down (Mintzberg and Waters 1985b) and there is often confusion, especially 
among school governing boards, on where the strategy ‘stops’ and operational areas ‘start’ 
(see Baxter, 2016, James, 2014). Minzberg and Waters, in their extensive work on strategy 
within organisations draw an important distinction between leadership plans and intensions 
(intended strategy) and what the organisation actually does (realised strategy) (pp, 22). There 
is also a considerable literature which considers strategy rather than being a ‘top down’ 
activity, as an ‘all through,’ pursuit, in which middle management play an important part 
(Mintzberg and Waters 1985b, Platts 1993). A large body of research looks at the impact of 
strategically managing a public service organisation on the improvement of that organisation 
(Ferlie and Ongaro 2015:166, Boyne 2003b). Longitudinal research carried out by Andrews, 
Boyne, Law and Walker (2012), suggests that although there is some evidence that strategy 
makes a valuable contribution to the ways in which organisations function, they also warn of 
‘the complexity of the causal chains linking different strategies to diverse dimensions of 
performance.’ (Andrews, Boyne, and Walker 2006:146-148).  
The whole idea of the self-improving school within a ‘self-improving system,’ is riddled with 
complexities, not only relating to the ways in which strategy and performance interlink, but 
equally in terms of the ways in which this strategy emerges from and is implemented by both 
discrete organisations, and, in the case of school federations at the multiple levels involved 
within the different tiers of federation. These elements are out of scope for this paper but 
should be considered valuable areas for future inquiry.  

A systems approach  

According to Richmond (Richmond 1993) there are three distinct forms of systems: natural 
systems (including, for example human beings the planet); engineered systems (such as 
computers or cars) and human systems (such as education, health or the criminal justice 
system). This paper takes a critical approach in which the education system is viewed as a 
human system, it also adopts a critical approach to systems theory in which,’ knowledge is 
the product of a cognitive relationship between persons operating on and within social and 
physical environments…where language is both a means of production and exchange,’ 
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(Graham 1999:483).Within in this, drawing on Marxist ideas of political economy,(Marx 
1970) both command and control ideas and systems thinking are polysemic terms that, ‘elude 
comprehensible definition precisely because of their all-encompassing objective [s], (pp, 
484). In both cases, governments have embraced and espoused such terms rendering them 
core to the justification of myriad policy decisions (see section (D) for more information of 
how this was employed methodologically). 
 
One of the many criticisms levelled at the command and control approach is that it merely 
shifts problems from one part of a system to another. This can mean that problems often go 
undetected because the individuals who remedied the initial issue are not the same as those 
who ‘inherit the new problem’ (Senge 2014:124) 
In governing bodies who often lack any type of formal succession planning strategy , (Baxter 
and Wise 2013), this issue may well be compounded as historical knowledge is lost and 
rationale behind resolutions (why did we do it that way) may be difficult to comprehend by 
members of the governing body. According to Senge, this short termist approach will often 
result in ‘compensating feedback’  

 ‘Compensating feedback usually involves a ‘delay’, a time lag between the 
short-term benefit and the long-term disbenefit. […] In complex human 

systems there are always many ways to make things look better in the short 
run. Only eventually does the compensating feedback come back to haunt 

you’ (Senge, 2006:124). 

It is this delay that can be problematic if a systemic approach is not taken. Considering issues 
in the linear way suggested by command and control approaches often leads to what has been 
termed ‘the policy paradox’ (Clarke 2008)- the resolution to the problem leads to different 
problems due to the lack of consideration of how the resolution fits within the whole system. 
Meadows (1982) also points to the problems of adopting short term solutions that fail to,’ 
“strengthen the ability of the system to shoulder its own burdens” (Meadows 1982:22), which 
very often address the symptoms and not the problem itself.  

Seeing ‘whole elephants’ does not mean that every organizational issue can 
be understood only by looking at the entire organization. Some issues can 

be understood only by looking at how major functions such as 
manufacturing, marketing, and research interact; but there are other issues 

where critical systemic forces arise within a given functional area; and 
others where the dynamics of an entire industry must be considered. The 
key principle, called the ‘principle of the system boundary’, is that the 

interactions that must be examined are those most important to the issue at 
hand, regardless of parochial organizational boundaries’ (Senge, 2006:27). 

Table one: Systems thinking versus command and control perspective in education (adapted 
from Seddon, 2008) 

Education as Command and 
Control  

Education as systems 
thinking 

Systems Thinking  Area of influence.  

Top down hierarchy  Leadership of school 
within community.  

Outside-in system school 
viewed in relation to other 
schools and organisations 
within the broader system 

Design of work  

Functional specialisation and 
procedures  

Student focused. Needs 
of the student.  

Demand, value and flow Attitude to pupils/parents  

Contractual approach 
fulfilment of targets relating to 
particular areas.  

What matters not 
externally/ politically 

What matters? Decision making  
 
 



7 
 

Education as Command and 
Control  

Education as systems 
thinking 

Systems Thinking  Area of influence.  

driven? Situated within 
school/s and context.  

 
 
 

Separated from everyday 
work. Targets set from above.   

No limits attitude to 
performance. Not 
limited by externally 
imposed targets.  

Integrated with work  Measurement , evaluation , 
inspection  

Output, targets, standards: 
related to budget 

Purpose driven, 
spending related to 
needs not externally 
imposed targets.    

Capability, variation: related 
to purpose 

Attitude to suppliers 

Control budgets, manage 
people  

Ethos primacy looking 
at effects of change on 
the whole school, group 
of schools, pupils.  

Learn through action on the 
system  

Management ethos  

Extrinsic Assumes that teachers 
do the job because they 
find that teaching pupils 
is satisfying.  De 
motivated by targets 
and pay rewards based 
on imposed targets.  

Intrinsic  Assumptions about 
motivation of staff.  

 
Adopting systems thinking effectively translates thinking about strategic problems in terms of 
how they relate to the whole system; rather than just in isolation. Solving these problems 
constructively may involve a variety of approaches to systems thinking.  
Seddon defines two different ways to think about systems: the first involves purposive 
thinking. This assumes that the system is driven by a particular overriding purpose; for 
example the health service has a purpose in the treatment and prevention of illness. Thinking 
of the system in this way involves looking for solutions that ensure that the system achieves 
its purpose (Seddon 2008). In contrast to this is what Seddon terms, purposeful thinking. This 
assumes that the system comprises systems of interest informed by a common purpose, for 
example, private education, public education and home schooling, all represent different 
interests as part of the wider purpose , ‘to educate students.’ In terms of this paper, this 
purposeful thinking applies more readily to the education system in England, in which many 
‘systems of interest,’ collaborate and compete to fulfil the purpose of Education. This way of 
thinking of systems also has the advantage of considering systems thinking and systems 
strategizing as a learning activity in which strategies are developed and adopted as part of a 
constant feedback loop. This way of thinking is normally termed a ‘soft system approach.’ 
Table one reflects the ways in which the command and control approach contrasts with the 
systems approach; as can be seen within the table, systems thinking is not only a series of 
ideas, but equally an ontological approach to strategy, informed by particular ways of 
imagining the public services and conditioned by policy ideologies as well as those of 
strategy implementers (Trowler and Knight 2002, Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer 2002, 
Palumbo and Calista 1990). The ontological approach is one that has been successfully 
interrogated using critical discourse analysis and is discussed more fully in section (f).  
As discussed earlier, systems thinking, was first applied within the private sector. But 
Seddon’s interest in applying this to the public sector led to the development of a systems 
model of public sector delivery, the Vanguard Lean Systems approach (Vanguard Method). 
This is outlined in figure one.  
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Figure 1Vanguard Lean approach adapted from (Jackson, Johnston, & Seddon, 2008). 

This approach aligns with a particular understanding of strategy which I explore in the next 
section of the paper.  

Strategy and systems thinking 

In order to be able to identify governor understandings of strategy it is first necessary to 
define what influences and processes are understood to be at work whilst individuals engage 
in the act of strategizing. 
Research into the area of strategy is extensive and this paper does not attempt to go into detail 
in terms of the range and form of strategic models of strategy that have been developed, but 
looks to draw on the work of Minzberg to identify the particular stages that he argues, make 
up the ‘crafting of strategy,’ (Mintzberg 1983:28). It is this ‘crafting of strategy’ that I move 
to discuss next. 
As Minzberg and colleagues point out, 

If the world of strategy is really as complex as implied by the cognitive 
school, and thus overwhelms the prescriptions of the design, planning and 
positioning schools, then how are strategists supposed to proceed ?[....] we 

propose they learn over time.(Mintzberg et al. 2005:176) 
 

This approach appropriates many of the principles of organisational learning and sense 
making that feature in Weik’s work (Weik 2001), and that I discuss elsewhere (see Baxter, 
2016). It assumes that strategy making is far from linear, but is conceptualized as a messy 
process informed by a constant cycle of learning and reflection, which Minzberg et al liken to 
the process of policy making in government. They draw on Lindblom’s description of policy 
making as, ‘a never –ending process of successive steps in which “continual nibbling is a 
substitute for a good bite.” (Lindblom, 1968: 25-26 in Minzberg et al, 2005:179). 
 
Minzberg makes the point that ‘crafting strategy’ is an iterative process that is part deliberate 
and part emergent (Mintzberg and Waters 1985a) whilst Johnson and Scholes (2006) identify 
three distinct stages to strategy as outlined in figure two. 
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Figure 2 The strategy process – adapted from Johnson and Scholes (Johnson, Scholes, and Whittington 2006) 

Criticisms of the Johnson and Scholes model are largely predicated on the fact that they 
present strategy as a linear process. In relation to this criticism, Mintzberg and Waters argue 
that strategy is an emergent phenomenon which is made up from continuously evolving 
organisational possesses.  
A key aspect of any strategy is its potential to deliver improvement in performance. In private 
enterprises this normally means increased profit and more customers, in the public sector 
improvements are a little more nebulous to pin down. The relation between the two is 
discussed more fully in section (f). 
Much research on strategy is predicated on models developed in the private sector (see for 
example: Porter 2008, Mintzberg and Waters 1985b, Johnson, Scholes, and Whittington 
2006). But recent work into the not for profit and public sector has shown that the influence 
of New Public Management , and exposure to ‘models and thinking originally developed for 
the private sector,’ has resulted in approaches that have either been adapted to fit the public 
services, or have simply been ‘grafted onto it’ (Ferlie and Ongaro 2015:103). Evidence of this 
in the area of school governing and leadership are plentiful (see for example Baxter 2016a, 
Wilkins 2014).But where the focus within the private sector is largely on profit, ideas on 
strategy across the public sector centre around the idea of public value- a central tenet of 
public service reform and improvement based largely around the involvement of the public in 
forming and shaping public service strategy (Stoker 2006, Alford and Hughes 2008). 
This paper, uses the framework in figure one to explore governor understandings of strategy 
as a discursive process. This framework allows for an exploration of command and control 
versus systems thinking approaches and ideas in governor understandings of strategy, rather 
than focusing on identifying particular strategic models. This framework, viewed through the 
prism of critical discourse analysis, is helpful in exploring what type of thinking board 
members are adopting in their ideas on formulating strategy. The discursive approach to 
strategy analysis is not new but has been adopted by a number of researchers investigating 
strategy in a number of different contexts. The discussion which follows investigates this as a 
method and explores this method in light of the research questions that have evolved from the 
literature in this area.  

Strategy as discourse  

As discussed earlier, command and control and systems ways of thinking are sets of ideas 
rather than models. They are discourses that have developed over a period of time and are 
based on economic, social and political ideas that have evolved in response to wider cultural 
and political drivers. Although interpretations of the term ‘discourse’ are many and varied, 
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decision about 

strategic 
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organisational 
goals

Choosing

Explore 
external 

environment 
and resources 

and capablities 
of organisation

Analysing



10 
 

this paper understands it as the normative assumptions about a particular element- in this case 
strategy-that are articulated through conversations (Potter and Wetherell 1987). This 
understanding of discourses is also underpinned by the Foucauldian understanding of 
discourse as power and what is considered to be ‘normal’ within the particular subject in 
question. 

Whoever determines what is “normal “will have the power to determine 
what is conversely “abnormal” (Foucault 1980:22) 

In the case of strategy this pertains to what board members think of as ‘normal’ when 
considering strategic approaches. It also links into the historical yet evanescent nature of 
discourse which is also present in Foucault’s writing, summarised in this quote from The 
Archaeology of Knowledge:  

As soon as one questions a unit, it loses its self-evidence; it indicates itself, 
constructs itself, only on the basis of complex fields of discourse.’ 

(Foucault 1969) 

This statement reflects the fact that the very nature of discourse is ephemeral, that often in 
questioning the particular statement made by the individual and the assumptions inherent 
within it, the individual may articulate the rationale behind the statement but that in the very 
articulation of this rationale the individual taps into any number of discourses that have, over 
time, led to the normative nature of the statement. 
 
In adopting a critical approach to systems thinking (as described earlier) it is important to 
consider strategizing as it relates to underlying power structures within systems. CST 
assumes that within systems due to uneven power relations between individuals responsible 
for strategizing, responses to strategy creation will be influenced by which individuals’ 
contributions to strategizing are valued and which are not and begs the question of why some 
contributions to strategizing are more valued and therefore more influential than others. 
Flood, (Flood 1990), is at pains to point out that this is not a model but rather a, ‘sociological 
paradigm,’ (p, 51). In that when ‘one characterizes the position of another in terms of 
assumptions, beliefs, assertions, etc., one’s formulation of these as well as one’s perception of 
them are conditioned by one’s own assumption. (Ackoff 1988:22). Adoption of this approach 
demands a post-structuralist phenomenological approach focusing on the narrative of the 
individual as viewed through an ontological lens in which the individual narrativises their 
normative approach to strategy. Analysing these narratives via a critical perspective provides 
insight into what is considered and what considerations are valued over others. (Blommaert 
and Bulcaen 2000, Fairclough 2008, Wodak and Meyer 2009). 
 
The discourse of strategy has been used in a number of studies to explore how individuals 
tasked with articulating and implementing strategy understand by the term (Vaara, 
Kleymann, and Seristö 2004, Carvalho 2005, Mantere and Vaara 2008). These studies have 
employed a critical discourse approach (Wodak and Meyer 2001, Fairclough 2008), in order 
to study the micro processes and practices that make up strategies and strategic thinking. One 
of the most notable of these carried out by Vaara and colleagues, investigated the case of 
airline alliances as discursive constructions of strategy (Vaara, Kleyman et al., 2004). Their 
rationale in viewing strategy through this lens makes the point that there is often a lack of 
appreciation of the social aspects in strategizing when viewing organisations or managers as 
rational decision makers. They along with other researchers, make the point that the political 
aspects of strategizing are often neglected (see for example Mintzberg 1983, Pettigrew 1973). 
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Discourses as explained by Foucault and other thinkers since then are drawn from myriad 
elements. My previous work in this area explored influences on discourse and hegemonic 
beliefs from a critical realist perspective (see for example Baxter 2004, Baxter 2010, Baxter 
2012, Baxter and Hult forthcoming, Baxter 2013a, Baxter 2013b). 
 

School board members within ‘a systemless system.’ 

 
The system of volunteer school board members in England is fairly unique: Born out of a 
need for financial oversight of schools, the system of English school governing has been in 
existence for some 600 years. The Post War Education Act 1944 laid down the partnership 
between central and local government and outlined roles and responsibilities of board 
members and the division of responsibilities between LEAs and individual schools 
(Parliament, 1944). The Act changed the shape and form of governing bodies or boards, 
increasing their powers and specifically articulating their modus operandi.The system 
remained fairly static 1960s when the Labour Party, which had been out of office for a 
considerable time, decided to implement a project that would open up school governing to far 
more stakeholders than ever before. The changes gave rise to a report - The Taylor Report 
(1977), which recommended that schools should have far larger and participatory governing 
bodies than ever before, and that these bodies should consist of five main stakeholder 
representatives: the relevant LEA; parents; teachers; pupils; and the local community.  
The election of New Labour under Prime Minister Tony Blair in 1997, heralded a rise in what 
has become known as ‘The Academies Project’, a move to improve inner city failing schools 
by ‘reinventing them’, as academies-independent state schools. The project intensified under 
the Coalition Government of 2010 and since then, the Conservative Government elected in 
2015. 
Although board members clearly have an important strategic role according to the School 
Governing’ Handbook ( section 1.3DfE 2015), it is not set out exactly how they should go 
about doing this. The only guidance offered by the booklet is that: 

The strategy should address the fundamental question of ‘where are we 
now?’, ‘where do we want to be?’ and ‘how are we going to get there?’ 

This includes the type of school which would offer the best opportunities for 
achieving future aims. (Section 1.3). 

Although it sets out that,’ the strategy should include SMART targets and Key performance 
indicators (KPIs) there is no real guidance on what strategic approach should be used nor 
reference to any of the recognised strategic frameworks, used by other public service 
organisations. There is some mention of ‘ethos’ of the school, along with the importance of 
ensuring that,’ the school’s ethos promotes the fundamental British values of democracy, the 
rule of law, individual liberty and mutual respect and tolerance for those with different faiths 
and beliefs (section 1.3). 
This paper explores explores how governor innovations in strategy have the potential to 
‘strengthen the ability of the systems to shoulder its own burden and to strengthen schools’ 
ability to self-improve’ (Hargreaves, 2010), by discussing (i) To what extent does governor 
understanding of strategy reflect a command and control or a systems approach? And (ii) 
What are the implications of this for governor development in the future? 
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D) Methodology  

The sample for the research was deliberately drawn from multi academy trusts in areas of 
high deprivation. The rationale for this is founded in research that shows that board members 
in these areas tend to be very aware of the external contexts in which they are operating. A 
comparison between responses in these areas, and those in leafier suburbs presents as fertile 
ground for future research.  
Drawing from the model in figure one the paper draws on 50 qualitative interviews with 
school board members from English schools in order to explore their understandings and 
articulations of strategy. Employing the critical discourse methods outlined in section e the 
paper identifies key themes in relation to board members’ and strategizing.1 

E) Findings 

The findings were broadly categorised in terms of the process of strategizing via the 
Vanguard Lean systems approach (figure one). Once this level of analysis had been carried 
out the findings were then examined in relation to the stages of systems thinking in order to 
evaluate evidence that board members were or were not taking a systems approach to 
strategizing. The extent to which they were adopting this approach is discussed in the final 
section of this paper.  
 

 
Figure 3 

Analysing  

In relation to the analysing phase of strategizing evidence suggests that board members were 
reliant on the executive team to outline proposals for strategy, there was little evidence that 
board members were proactive in this respect. Reasons for this approach were largely 
evidenced in terms of time factors as this governor reports:  

Certainly we as a governing body haven’t been terribly proactive in going 
out and finding that information and sharing it for ourselves.  I think we 

would like to do more of that, but […]to get through purely the essentials in 
                                                 
1 The data for this study was drawn from two projects : Governing their future (Centre for Citizenship Identities 
and Governance, The Open University UK and School Accountability: a comparative study of policy and 
practice across three types of secondary school – Wilkins A, 2012: 
http://www.researchcatalogue.esrc.ac.uk/search/search-
page.aspx?q=*:*&tab=grants&filters=on&pi_name=Dr%20Andrew%20Wilkins The author is grateful to the 
ESRC and the grant holder for permission to use secondary data.  
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http://www.researchcatalogue.esrc.ac.uk/search/search-page.aspx?q=*:*&tab=grants&filters=on&pi_name=Dr%20Andrew%20Wilkins
http://www.researchcatalogue.esrc.ac.uk/search/search-page.aspx?q=*:*&tab=grants&filters=on&pi_name=Dr%20Andrew%20Wilkins
http://www.researchcatalogue.esrc.ac.uk/search/search-page.aspx?q=*:*&tab=grants&filters=on&pi_name=Dr%20Andrew%20Wilkins
http://www.researchcatalogue.esrc.ac.uk/search/search-page.aspx?q=*:*&tab=grants&filters=on&pi_name=Dr%20Andrew%20Wilkins
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our meetings takes so long that actually then after two and a half hours of 
all of the stuff that we absolutely need to do and discuss and to get right. To 
then start adding on at that stage improving our practice and our process 
would be an efficiency gain, but there is no time. (School governor, multi 

academy trust, May 2015). 

The feeling amongst board members that schools did not approach the external climate in 
which their schools are placed in quite the same way as not for profits or profit making 
businesses, was reflected by a number of board members. These board members accounted 
for this in terms of perceiving that education is ‘different’ from other public services, almost 
seeing it as having some sort of unique status even with regard to other public services  

Only through a lot of experience of being there, when I started governing, 
both boards were not very strategically aware, the school I am at there was 

no strategic focus until a couple of years ago. I don’t think the way 
governance has been put together, [in schools], it doesn’t lend itself to 

strategic thinking. In business you are deciding what the strategy is going 
to be, you are going to conquer America [….] Schools are all doing the 

same thing aren’t they? (Governor –June 2015) 

The feeling that school board members were not somehow equipped to tackle big strategic 
questions was paradoxically, often accompanied by a keen awareness of external drivers, 
such as rising pupil numbers or changes to financial resources, as this governor reports:  

I don’t think that board members like me sit down with a blank sheet of 
paper and think what are we going to transform ourselves into do they , 
have we got a bulge in the school population ? (Governor –June 2015) 

Both quotations raise questions about the extent to which board members recognise when 
they are engaged in the processes of strategy formation. This appears to be partly down to 
elements that they feel drive the strategy process: elements such as inspection; financial 
constraints or new funds, such as The Pupil Premium2. As this governor reports:  

Linking value to the pupil premium is a difficult question – in recent times 
one aspect of governance we’ve been hot on is ensuring that the pupil 

premium is well spent and we have a good story for it afterwards – Fred 
over there is funded by the pupil premium. (Governor –June 2014) 

But even when drivers such as The Pupil Premium acted as triggers for strategy, there was 
still a feeling amongst board members that their strategizing was limited – or even a ‘box 
ticking’ activity; something that should be done for the benefit of school inspectors.  

Look at data gained from operating environment and make decision about strategic direction 
in order to optimise organisational goals 

If board members were uncomfortable with the idea of environmental scanning, they did not 
express the same reservations about concerns with their communities. This was particularly 
prevalent in the case of board members in areas of high deprivation, who had a particularly 
keen sense of how their schools (or collaborations of schools) were placed in terms of 
responding to needs within the community. In these cases board members, who in almost all 

                                                 
2  A fund introduced by the2010 Coalition Government to be spent on raising educational standards of 
disadvantaged pupils.  
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cases were keenly aware of issues within communities, saw strategy in terms of responding to 
these needs, as this governor reports:  

Knowing the catchment area is key to working with those people.  Also I 
am in [name of town], I don’t know if you know [name of town] is 

incredibly diverse from an ethnic point of view, where the school is situated 
is on a boundary between quite a Muslim, Hindu and predominantly white 
area, so the three cultures are there, and it is mixed, 50% Asian and 50% 
white, and there is no way we could function without understanding the 

needs and wants of the community. (Governor–May 2015). 

[You have to be able to] recruit accordingly and know your community, but 
I think it is on another level as well, isn’t it?  It is about understanding your 

school, it is about understanding your community and what that school 
brings to that community, making sure that the decisions that you make 

reflect the community and what they want. (Governor – May 2015). 

Having board members that were working within the areas served by schools was often key 
to plans for expansion and other factors relating to land and premises, as this governor 
pointed out:  

[this particular governor is] a local farmer, he’s on other governing 
bodies, he was incredibly crucial to us in working with the developers who 
are planning to develop some land next to the school, and as a group we 
were able to work together to have a clear strategy of how we wanted to 

deal with that. (Chair of Board, March, 2015) 

There was considerable evidence that board members were looking at new ways to evaluate 
their external environments, using focus groups, and businesses linked to their trusts in order 
to canvas opinion on strategic direction as this governor explains:  

we can look into that, it could be that community groups and things like 
that, you know, start to offer more and more, it’s all based on this concept 
of reciprocity and mutualism, you know, what you are going to give, what 

you are going to get, so you might find more and more businesses as 
they’ve sort of, um, groups, as they work with the trust, sort of saying we’d 

like to offer this activity, it promote themselves, as well as providing 
activities for young people.  The idea is not that it’s our local authority, you 
know, that it’s the boss of us, it’s a brains trust, it’s a strategic think tank, if 

you like, to help us solve, explore the issues that are facing us (Chair of 
Board April, 2015) 

A distinct sense of positioning was articulated via a number of governor statements ; the 
feeling that they needed to understand the original mission of the school in order to be able to 
understand how to grow in the future as this governor relates:  

[the strategy was all about] trying to provide some parameters in which 
decisions could be made and the expansion – that was the one were really 
thinking about because we haven’t covered that – but we were also looking 
at previous statements we made about what we wanted the school to be and 

what we wanted it to look like (Governor, April 20124) 
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Part of the struggle in setting strategy for the collaboration emanated from new 
understandings of the governor role, understandings that emanated from recent government 
policy and that may not have been in evidence when some longer standing board members 
were appointed. This was also articulated in the feeling of a number of board members that 
the executive was best placed to devise strategy and that the governor role was essentially 
limited due to lack of experience in education. The challenge of recognising the head’s skill, 
ability and vision yet ensuring that the relationship between head and chair did not become 
too ‘cosy,’ was cited by some board members as a rationale for not becoming too drawn into 
the actual strategy formulation. This is reflected in the next section in terms of board 
members’ feeling more comfortable with the monitoring of data that informs strategy along 
with knowledge around issues of operating capacity.  

Look at data gained from operating environment and make decision about strategic direction 
in order to optimise organisational goals 

There was little doubt that the findings from this study reflected that the operating 
environment was a major influence on formulating strategy for board members. This included 
policy innovations, local authority led policy and the influence of the inspectorate. Ofsted – 
the schools inspectorate, appears to exert a particularly strong influence on strategizing – both 
performative and reactionary. One of the positive effects of Ofsted’s influence was the ways 
in which it often (inadvertently) brought schools together around training events, as this 
governor describes:  

Recently there was a cluster-based governor training on the Ofsted 
framework which was done at St Peter’s Infant and Nursery in town, and 
governor colleagues went to that, the chair and vice-chair they decided it 

would be useful then to commission that training again for our own 
governing body, (Governor March, 2015). 

Operational constraints heavily influenced governor thinking in terms of strategy. How board 
members were going to respond to Ofsted inspector questions and how the school could 
move from one category (requires improvement for example), into another were questions 
that, almost without exception acted as drivers in terms of strategic action. However strategy 
that was driven by these factors tended almost solely to concentrate on internal capacity of 
schools to improve, rather than linking this to factors within the external operating climate of 
these organisations. This is perhaps unsurprising given the not inconsiderable power of the 
inspectorate to close down ‘failing’ schools. Unfortunately this operational emphasis may 
well be contributing to governor confusion around operational and strategic matters. This is 
discussed more fully in the next section.  
The focus on regulation also revealed that in certain cases board members felt it safer to 
adopt a risk averse approach, as this governor explains:  

[When inspectors visit the school]You worry that you’ll, by saying the 
wrong thing or not being challenging enough at something that you are 

going to really let the school down.  And that’s why it’s the actual process, 
the actual process itself is so unsatisfying because you think, “Oh my God, 

it could all fall apart on me saying something silly,” although it can’t, 
that’s how you feel! (Governor Feb 2015). 

The pressure of inspection and possibly the ways in which strategy is framed by the 
inspectorate were leading factors in the ways that board members conceptualised strategy. 
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Board members were fixated by the need to resolve problems, ‘firefighting,’ and seemed to 
concentrate less on being assertive and directive where strategy is concerned.  

And he [the inspector]  said, “Well you should know,” and I said, “But I 
don’t know if I haven’t been told to ask it,” you know, it’s that’s kind of, 
that’s fine if someone tells you to look for it, but if you don’t know that’s 

there, then how do you know it’s there? And it’s them sort of worries about 
it. (Chair of Board May 2015).  

This worry relating to inspection appeared to infuse governor narratives on strategy, raising 
questions in terms of how agentive they feel within what should be an area of considerable 
agency for board members. The constraints that they clearly feel in terms of accountability 
are reflected in this governor’s account of how the board acts as a mediator between strategic 
vision of the head and chair of board: 

“Although they’ve got the vision and the idea of the route of how they are 
gonna get there sometimes I think it just needs other people to sit back and 
say well hang on a minute, what if this happens? Because I know you’ve 
seen it, and that’s the direct route, but you’ve got to think of some of the 
things that maybe haven’t been considered and just make sure that these 

things don’t crop up.  So that’s the support role we give to the head and the 
chair. (Chair of Board, May 2014) 

The monitoring role is (rightly) a central part of the board’s function, and interestingly 
several board members on trust boards saw new structures of governance as sophisticated 
networks of ‘checks and balances operating in a stratified system as this governor explains:  

[The Trust], at that level, will take the overview, take the big decisions.  It’s 
likely to have subcommittees for special subjects, [….] and then there will 

be, or there is, a local governing body for each of the three current 
academies which will be responsible for much more the day to day running 
of the individual schools, attainment, targets, how they are doing against 
attainment targets, they will deal with problems such as exclusions if they 

ever need to have any.  They will operate within a budget allocated to them 
by the board, so within that they can make decisions, but if they want to 
spend more ever then they have to go to the board to have that kind of 

discussion. (Governor, May – 2014) 

This delegation of strategy to the senior management /governing team is not unusual in terms 
of private and not for profit organisations, and in cases where information leading to strategic 
decisions is harvested in a coherent way, this Organisation of the strategic function can pay 
off. Timewise, it makes sense that opinions and data are gathered at local level and used to 
inform strategic choice. However the decision making processes from there on in are less 
clear, and due to lack of decision making powers, it leaves representatives from local groups 
‘out on limb’ when it comes to decisions about their school’s future. Some schools in the 
study have dealt with this by ensuring that chairs of local groups are also members of the 
trust board. 
 

Putting the strategy into practice 

 



17 
 

When it comes to putting strategy into practice boards appeared to take more of an active 
role: aligning materials, staffing and financial resources with the ‘vision’ once it has been 
decided upon appeared to be a function that boards felt more comfortable with. This was all 
the more so in skills based boards where various ‘specialists’ – accountants, human resource 
personnel and those from the legal profession, are able to offer their considered opinion on 
the viability of strategy, given the extent to which resources are available to support it. 
Governor skills audits appeared to have empowered some chairs in terms of their knowledge 
of skill sets available within the governing body, making them confident of their ability to 
monitor ongoing strategic directions via the school development plan.  
Harvesting the information necessary to put strategy into practice, appeared to be a 
developing area, particularly in multi academy trusts where communication systems were still 
developing. A number of board members saw ongoing training as being vital for board 
members in to be armed with information about context, as well as to exchange information 
with other board members from the same area. However the downside of this was apparent in 
terms of the marketised environment as this board members explains:  

[When board members get together during training] is going to be some 
reticence, because there is a market really in schools that says why should 
we share our experience with our competitors? We made people redundant 

because we lost pupil numbers, we didn’t have the funding anymore, so 
why should we give away some of the knowledge that we have gained to 

help us improve, to somebody that is competing for the same pupils?  And I 
think that could be very … I could accept the argument that that can push 
up standards, but it does create these little tiny silos of practice that isn’t 

being shared or discussed (Governor, April, 2014). 

However, one of the biggest challenges to putting strategy into practice appeared to be in 
keeping pace with government legislation around schools and education. The rapid changes 
led to feelings of uncertainty about what was possible and what not. These feelings appeared 
to go hand in hand with a reticence to innovate and a risk averseness engendered by what 
they perceived to be a punitive (and often arbitrary) accountability regime which appeared to 
be turning what is essentially a volunteer occupation, into a high stakes , high risk 
occupation.  

F) Discussion and conclusions  

This paper explores explored how governor innovations in strategy have the potential to 
‘strengthen the ability of the systems to shoulder its own burden and to strengthen schools’ 
ability to self-improve’ (Hargreaves, 2010), by discussing (i) To what extent does governor 
understanding of strategy reflect a command and control or a systems approach? And (ii) The 
implications of this for governor development in the future. 
The first phase of analysis according to the Vanguard Lean approach (Jackson, Johnston, and 
Seddon, 2008), revealed that there were a number of ‘sticking points’ in terms of board 
members’ capacity to identify unproductive activity that does not relate to the system 
purpose. Few board members mentioned specific strategy days or opportunities to sit down 
and think about their strategy in terms of the wider system. Many appeared to be caught up in 
policy evaluation and day to day monitoring of budgets: all elements that appeared to cut into 
time that could have been spent discussing the wider context of their organisations.  
In terms of stage two of the model, governors appeared to be much more confident and well 
equipped in their approach: innovations such as the Pupil Premium- money dedicated to 
closing the achievement gap between deprived pupils and their cohorts (DFE 2012), appeared 
instrumental in offering them something tangible upon which to focus their efforts. However 
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in terms of a more general analysis of the system and why particular policy drivers were 
affecting and effecting changes to their organisations, there was little evidence that this was 
discussed openly. This does not mean that individual board members did not consider it, and 
the critical discourse analysis did reveal a number of ways in which they were questioning 
the aims behind seemingly irrelevant or irrational policies. Within this, inspection proved to 
be a very strong driver of the ways in which they believed policies to have been conceived of, 
this supports much of my own and others’ previous research into governor accountabilities 
(Wilkins 2014, Baxter 2016c, Baxter 2016a). 
In terms of stage three of The Vanguard Lean Systems Approach, although there was ample 
evidence of board monitoring of policies and finances that contribute to strategy, there was 
little evidence that they benchmarked this in terms of the system as a whole- dealing with this 
in terms of the entire school grouping offered up sufficient demands in terms of collation and 
integration of information 
As the findings of this study revealed, many board members although they aspire to a systems 
approach, feel ill equipped to operationalise this in their handling of strategy. This appears to 
be founded in the belief that either they lack the knowledge necessary for this work, or they 
are more comfortable with monitoring and evaluating strategy that is developed by the head 
and senior leadership team. Governors in this study for the most part did have a deep and 
committed relationship with communities in which their schools were located. Yet in spite of 
this, they still appeared to lack confidence in terms of translating this knowledge into setting 
the strategic direction of the school.  
The considerable evidence that governors were working towards translating this knowledge 
into strategically relevant data was illustrated by the ways in which they were looking to new 
ways to engage with parents; using focus groups and community groups to inform their 
knowledge and provide tangible evidence to inform strategy.  
The critical discourse analytic approach used within the study was useful in determining 
whether board members were drawing on discourses associated with command and control 
approaches, or whether they were taking the wider systems view of their strategic work. The 
study revealed that although in many cases they appeared keen to learn about their work in 
relation to the wider system, they appeared to be conditioned to thinking in command and 
control ways about their particular remit. This is an important insight for future board 
development and implies that there is a need for development that places boards and their 
members in the wider political and socio cultural contexts of their work. Investigation of sub 
themes arising as part of the coding process, revealed training events to be largely focused on 
particular areas of monitoring work, for example: budgets, safeguarding, counter extremism, 
behaviour. 
This is also supported by governor interpretations of what strategy is. As section (g) reflected, 
even governors that appeared comfortable with strategy within their own professional lives 
often appeared at sea when interpreting this in terms of a public service/schools context.  
Analysis of documentation relating to inspection processes was instrumental in identifying 
expectations of board understandings of strategy. These documents were peppered with 
command and control terminology which concomitantly appeared in board member 
narratives. Again this points to the need for inspection processes to reflect a systems 
approach, if indeed this is the way that both government and inspectorate wish to see the 
system develop and improve, as evidence from policy documents, press releases and media 
reports suggest they do (Baxter 2016a) 
In spite of a plethora of research investigating board approaches to strategy in the private and 
not-for profit sector, there is little in terms of education. This may well be due to the speed at 
which the current wave of marketization has occurred: According to the DfE since 2010 over 
four thousand academies opened in England - almost 20 times as many as there were in May 
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2010, when all 203 academies were sponsored secondary schools of these 87% of academies 
support other schools in some way (DfE 2014). It is clear from this case study that this area is 
becoming increasingly important as one for research if the notion of a self-improving 
education system is ever to maximise its potential and come fully to fruition.  

References.  
 
Ackoff, R.L. 1988. Personal Communication. London: Sage. . 
Alford, John, and Owen Hughes. 2008. "Public value pragmatism as the next phase of public 

management."  The American Review of Public Administration. 
Andrews, Rhys, George A Boyne, and Richard M Walker. 2006. "Strategy content and 

organizational performance: An empirical analysis."  Public Administration Review 
66 (1):52-63. 

Ball, Stephen J, and Carolina Junemann. 2012. Networks, new governance and education. 
Bristol: The Policy Press. 

Barber, Michael. 2008. "From system effectiveness to system improvements: Reform 
paradigms and relationships."  Change wars:71-96. 

Baxter, J. 2010. "Bien dans sa Peau : an investigation into the role of professional learning on 
the online teaching identities of HE Lecturers." http://oro.open.ac.uk/26313/. 

Baxter, J and Wise, C. . 2013a. "Federation school governors in a new regime." Governing 
and Governors Special Interest Group The British Education and Administration 
Society. , The Institute of Education 1540413. 

Baxter, J, and A. Hult. forthcoming. "School inspectors in Sweden and England: the impact 
of policy on practices. ." In School inspectors operational challenges in national 
perspectives edited by J.  Baxter. London: Springer  

Baxter, J. 2012. "The impact of professional learning on the online teaching identities of 
higher education lecturers:the role of resistance discourse "  European Journal of 
Open,Distance and E-Learning 1 (2). 

Baxter, J. 2016a. School governing : politics, policy and practice. Bristol: Policy Press. 
Baxter, J. 2016b. School Governors : policy, politics and practices Bristol: Policy Press. 
Baxter, J. , ed. 2016c. School inspectors: operational challenges in National Policy Contexts 

Edited by M.C.M. Ehren and Merkei Maag, k., Educational Evaluation and 
Accountablility. London: Springer. . 

Baxter, J., and J. Ozga. 2013. "Working Knowledge: Governing by Inspection in England and 
Scotland " British Educational Resesarch Conference Brighton, England 3-6th 
September 2013. 

Baxter, J., and C. Wise. 2013. "Federation governing: translation or transformation ?"  
Management in Education: special issue Governing and Governance 27 (3):106-111. 

Baxter, J.A (Bellew). 2004. Investigation into motivational factors behind using a second 
language as a means to gaining employment. 

Baxter, Jacqueline Aundrée. 2013b. "Professional inspector or inspecting professional? 
Teachers as inspectors in a new regulatory regime for education in England."  
Cambridge Journal of Education 43 (4):467-485. 

Blommaert, J., and C. Bulcaen. 2000. "Critical discourse analysis."  Annual review of 
Anthropology:447-466. 

Boyne, George A. 1998. Public choice theory and local government: Springer. 
Boyne, George A. 2003a. "Sources of public service improvement: A critical review and 

research agenda."  Journal of public administration research and theory 13 (3):367-
394. 



20 
 

Boyne, George A. 2003b. "What is public service improvement?" Public Administration 81 
(2):211-227. 

Boyne, George A, and Alex A Chen. 2007. "Performance targets and public service 
improvement."  Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 17 (3):455-
477. 

Buchanan, James M. 1984. "Politics without romance: A sketch of positive public choice 
theory and its normative implications."  The theory of public choice II:11-22. 

Carvalho, Anabela. 2005. "Representing the politics of the greenhouse effect: Discursive 
strategies in the British media."  Critical Discourse Studies 2 (1):1-29. 

Chapman, Christopher, Geoff Lindsay, Daniel Muijs, Alma Harris, Elisabeth Arweck, and 
Janet Goodall. 2010. "Governance, leadership, and management in federations of 
schools."  School effectiveness and school improvement 21 (1):53-74. 

Clarke, J. 2007. "Citizen-consumers and public service reform: At the limits of neo-
liberalism?"  Policy Futures in Education 5 (2):239-248. 

Clarke, J. 2008. "Performance paradoxes: The politics of evaluation in public services." In 
Public Services Inspection in the UK, edited by H. Davis and S. Martin. London: 
Jessica Kingsley. 

Clarke, J., J. Newman, N. Smith, E. Vidler, and L. Westmarland. 2007. Creating Citizen 
Consumers: Changing Publics and Changing Public Services. . London: Sage. 

Clarke, John, and Janet Newman. 1997. The managerial state: Power, politics and ideology 
in the remaking of social welfare. London: Sage. 

Collarbone, P., and J. West-Burnham. 2008. Understanding systems leadership: securing 
excellence and equity in education 

New York Continuum International  
Cornforth, Chris. 2004. The governance of public and non-profit organizations, London, 

Routledge. 
Creemers, B.P.M. 2002. "From school effectiveness and school improvement to effective 

school improvement: Background, theoretical analysis, and outline of the empirical 
study."  Educational Research and Evaluation 8 (4):343-362. 

DFE. 2012. Understanding the pupil premium. London: The Department for Education. 
DfE. 2014. Unprecedented number of new schools opened since 2010. London: Gov.UK. 
DfE. 2015. Governors' Handbook: for governors in maintained schools, academies and free 

schools London: Department for Education  
Edwards Deming, W. 2000. Out of the Crisis. Cambridge Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
Ehren, MCM, and AJ Visscher. 2008. "The relationships between school inspections, school 

characteristics and school improvement."  British Journal of Educational Studies 56 
(2):205-227. 

Fairclough, Norman. 2008. "The language of critical discourse analysis: reply to Michael 
Billig."  Discourse & Society 19 (6):811-819. 

Farrell, C., P. Wohlstetter, and J. Smith. 2012. "Charter Management organisations: An 
emerging approach to scaling-up what works."  Educational Policy 26 (4):499-532. 

Ferlie, E., and E. Ongaro. 2015. Strategic Management in Public Services Organizations: 
Concepts, schools and contemporary issues. . Routledge: London. 

Flood, R.L. 1990. "Liberating Systems Theory: Toward Critical Systems Thinking "  Human 
Relations 43 (1):49-75. 

Foucault, M. 1980. Power and Knowledge. Brighton: Harvester Press. 
Foucault, M. 1969. Archaeology of knowledge,London: Routledge. 
Francis, B. 2011. (Un)satisfactory:enhanging life chances by improving 'satisfactory schools'. 

London: Royal Society of Arts. 



21 
 

Goldstein, H., and G. Woodhouse. 2000. "School effectiveness research and educational 
policy."  Oxford Review of Education 26 (3-4):353-363. 

Graham, P. 1999. "Critical Systems Theory: A Political Economy of Language, Thought and 
Technology."  Communication Research 26 (4):482-507. 

Grek, S., M. Lawn, J. Ozga, and C. Segerholm. 2013. "Governing by inspection: European 
Inspectorates and the creation of a European Education Policy Space "  Comparative 
Education Forthcoming  

Grek, Sotiria. 2009. "Governing by numbers: The PISA ‘effect’in Europe."  Journal of 
education policy 24 (1):23-37. 

Hargreaves, David H. 2012. "A self-improving school system in international context."  
Nottingham: National College for School Leadership. 

Harris, A., and J. Chrispeels. 2006. Improving schools and educational systems: International 
perspectives. Vol. 17: Taylor & Francis. 

Hatcher, Richard. 1998. "Labour, official school improvement and equality." Journal of 
Education Policy 13 (4):485-499. 

Heracleaous, L., and C.D. Jacobs. 2012. Crafting Strategy: Embodied Metaphors in Practice. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Hopkins, David, and Rob Higham. 2007. "System leadership: mapping the landscape."  
School leadership and management 27 (2):147-166. 

James, Chris, Steve Brammer, Michael Connolly, Mike Fertig, Jane James, and Jeff Jones. 
2011. "School governing bodies in England under pressure: the effects of socio-
economic context and school performance."  Educational Management 
Administration & Leadership 39 (4):414-433. 

Johnson, G., K. Scholes, and R. Whittington. 2006. Exploring corporate strategy Harlow: FT 
Prentice Hall. 

Laine, Pikka-Maaria, and Eero Vaara. 2007. "Struggling over subjectivity: A discursive 
analysis of strategic development in an engineering group."  Human Relations 60 
(1):29-58. 

MacBeath, J.E.C. 1999. Schools must speak for themselves: The case for school self-
evaluation.London:Psychology Press. 

Major, J. 1991. "Education: all our futures " Centre for Policy Studies London, 030791. 
Mantere, Saku, and Eero Vaara. 2008. "On the problem of participation in strategy: A critical 

discursive perspective."  Organization Science 19 (2):341-358. 
Marx, K. 1970. A contribution to the critique of political economy. Moscow: Progress. 
Matthews, Peter, and Pam Sammons. 2005. "Survival of the weakest: The differential 

improvement of schools causing concern in England."  London Review of Education 3 
(2):159-176. 

McNamara, G., J. O'Hara, P.L. Lisi, and S. Davidsdottir. 2011. "Operationalising self-
evaluation in schools: experiences from Ireland and Iceland."  Irish Educational 
Studies 30 (1):63-82. 

Mintzberg, H. 1983. Power in and around organizations New Jersey Prentice Hall. 
Mintzberg, H., and J. Waters. 1985a. "'Of strategies, deliberate and emergent'." Strategic 

Management Journal 6 (3):257-72. 
Mintzberg, Henry, Bruce W Ahlstrand, Bruce Ahlstrand, and Joseph Lampel. 2005. Strategy 

Safari: A Guided Tour Through The Wilds of Strategic Mangament:New York, Simon 
and Schuster. 

Mulford, Bill, and Halia Silins. 2003. "Leadership for organisational learning and improved 
student outcomes—What do we know?"  Cambridge Journal of Education 33 
(2):175-195. 

Ofsted. 2011a. Good Governance Essential to school improvement. London:Ofsted.  



22 
 

Ofsted. 2011b. "School Governance: learning from the best." Ofsted Accessed 191211. 
http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/school-governance. 

Ofsted. 2015. Common inspection framework: education, skills and early years from 
September 2015. London: Ofsted. 

Ozga, J. 2009. "Governing Education Through Data in England: From Regulation to Self 
Evaluation. ."  Journal of Educational Policy 24 (2):149-162. 

Ozga, J., J. Baxter, J. Clarke, S. Grek, and M. Lawn. 2013. "The Politics of Educational 
Change: Governance and School Inspection in England and Scotland "  Swiss Journal 
of Sociology 39 (2):37-55. 

Ozga, Jenny. 2016. "Trust in numbers? Digital Education Governance and the inspection 
process."  European Educational Research Journal 15 (1):69-81. doi: 
10.1177/1474904115616629. 

Palumbo, Dennis James, and Donald J Calista. 1990. Implementation and the policy process: 
Opening up the black box: Greenwood Press. 

Parliament. 1988. Education Reform Act 1988. London: HM Stationary Office  
Pettigrew, A. M. 1973. The Politics of Organizational decision making London: Tavistock. 
Platts, Ken W. 1993. "A process approach to researching manufacturing strategy."  

International Journal of Operations & Production Management 13 (8):4-17. 
Porter, M.E. 2008. "'The five competitive forces that shape strategy'."  Harvard business 

review 1:78-93. 
Potter, J., and M. Wetherell. 1987. Discourse and Social Psychology. London: Sage. 
Richmond, Barry. 1993. "Systems thinking: critical thinking skills for the 1990s and beyond."  

System dynamics review 9 (2):113-133. 
Seddon, J. 2008. Systems Thinking in the Public Sector. Axminster: Triarchy Press. 
Senge, Peter M. 2014. The fifth discipline fieldbook: Strategies and tools for building a 

learning organization: Crown Business. 
Spear, Roger, Chris Cornforth, and Mike Aiken. 2009. "The governance challenges of social 

enterprises: evidence from a UK empirical study."  Annals of Public and Cooperative 
Economics 80 (2):247-273. 

Spillane, James P, Brian J Reiser, and Todd Reimer. 2002. "Policy implementation and 
cognition: Reframing and refocusing implementation research."  Review of 
educational research 72 (3):387-431. 

Stoker, Gerry. 2006. "Public value management a new narrative for networked governance?"  
The American review of public administration 36 (1):41-57. 

Sun, H., B.P.M. Creemers, and R. de Jong. 2007. "Contextual factors and effective school 
improvement."  School effectiveness and school improvement 18 (1):93-122. 

Trowler, P., and P Knight, T. 2002. "Exploring The Implementation Gap: Theory and 
Practices in Change Interventions." In Higher Education Policy and Institutional 
Change edited by P Trowler. Buckingham Open University Press  

Vaara, Eero, Birgit Kleymann, and Hannu Seristö. 2004. "Strategies as discursive 
constructions: The case of airline alliances."  Journal of Management Studies 41 
(1):1-35. 

Weik, K. 2001. Making Sense of the Organization. London: Blackwell. 
Wilkins, Andrew. 2014. "Professionalizing school governance: the disciplinary effects of 

school autonomy and inspection on the changing role of school governors."  Journal 
of Education Policy (ahead-of-print):1-19. 

Wodak, R., and M. Meyer. 2001. Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis. Edited by D. 
Silverman, Introducing Qualitative Methods. London: Sage  

Wodak, R., and M. Meyer. 2009. Methods of critical discourse analysis: Sage Publications 
Ltd. 



23 
 

Wohlstetter, P. 2013. Choices and challenges: Charter School Performance in Perspective 
Cambridge.MA. : Harvard Education Press  

 


	Title – Strategic leadership: board members in areas of high deprivation ‘deliverololgy or systems approach?’
	Title – Strategic leadership: board members in areas of high deprivation ‘deliverololgy or systems approach?’
	Department of Public Leadership and Social Enterprise, The Open University Business School, England, UK)
	Department of Public Leadership and Social Enterprise, The Open University Business School, England, UK)

	Introduction
	Introduction
	A) Background
	A) Background
	B) Design of paper
	B) Design of paper
	C) Strategy, command and control and systems thinking.
	C) Strategy, command and control and systems thinking.
	A systems approach
	A systems approach
	Strategy and systems thinking
	Strategy and systems thinking
	Strategy as discourse
	Strategy as discourse
	School board members within ‘a systemless system.’
	School board members within ‘a systemless system.’

	D) Methodology
	D) Methodology
	D) Methodology
	E) Findings
	E) Findings
	Analysing
	Analysing
	Look at data gained from operating environment and make decision about strategic direction in order to optimise organisational goals
	Look at data gained from operating environment and make decision about strategic direction in order to optimise organisational goals
	Look at data gained from operating environment and make decision about strategic direction in order to optimise organisational goals
	Look at data gained from operating environment and make decision about strategic direction in order to optimise organisational goals
	Putting the strategy into practice
	Putting the strategy into practice

	F) Discussion and conclusions
	F) Discussion and conclusions

	References.
	References.

