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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Accountability, scapegoating and encouraging rebellious joys:
Teaching in England

Carla Solvason

Institute of Education, University of Abstract

Worcester, Worcester, UK o . . : .
oreester, Troreester. This article suggests that the rise in referrals for children seen as having specific

Correspondence educational needs in England is the inevitable outcome of a system with ever-rising
Carla Solvason, Institute of Education, expectations and accountability. It suggests two key reasons for this. The first
University of Worcester. Henwick Grove, is that the increased pressures upon teachers lead to them needing a ‘scapegoat’
Worcester WR2 6AJ, UK. N X p p . g p g

Email: c.solvason@worc.ac.uk to point the finger at when they fail to meet those unreasonable expectations.

The child being ‘unable to perform’ is the last get-out clause available to them.
The second is that the toxicity created by the mounting pressure on teachers
significantly impacts teacher well-being. Tired, fraught and harried teachers are
not in a position to offer a safe and secure learning environment for the children
that they teach. The optimal conditions for the successful performance of both
teacher and child—based upon potential, unconditional positive regard and care—
have been eroded from the heart of education. Children are not failing; the system
is failing them. In light of this, this article encourages all educators to rebelliously
see the positive potential of @/l the children they work with and to be strengthened
by those ‘moments of light’ that can be celebrated in even the smallest steps taken
towards positive development.
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Key points

e The rise in the number of referrals for children with specific educational needs
in the UK is an inevitable result of an education system based upon normative
measures and ever-mounting accountability, where labelling a child as “unable to
perform’ provides a viable excuse for teachers unable to meet the unreasonable
standards set for them.

» The toxic learning environment created through performativity impacts teacher
well-being, which, in turn, breaks down the safe and secure learning conditions
children need to flourish.

» Teachers are encouraged to push back against external measures and look for
the potential rather than the limitations of all children in their classrooms; this
would enhance both child and teacher well-being.

» To recapture the joy of education, teachers need to spend less time completing
referral forms and statements of need and more time communicating with the
child and their family, establishing shared, achievable goals that emanate from
within the child and celebrate the child's capabilities.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited.
© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Special Education published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of National Association for Special Educational Needs.
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INTRODUCTION

When our editorial board brought up the question
of why so many of our school children are labelled as
having special educational needs (the Department for
Education [DfE], 2024, tell us that this now applies to
over 1.6 million pupils in England), the word ‘scapegoat’
sprang to mind. In an education system in freefall, the
finger needs to point somewhere. We all know that there
will never be a scenario where a senior MP holds up their
hand and says yep, that one's on me, that was a terrible
decision, so instead, the responsibility for creating mira-
cles from limited education resources gets passed on to
school leaders, who then pass this on to their staff. And
when the teacher finds that they have neither the material
nor the emotional resources to provide for the wonder-
fully eclectic group of human beings in their care, there
is only one person left to take the fall for their failure—
the child becomes ‘the problem’. When the child has a
label, expectations change. A statement has become a lit-
tle like a get-out-of-jail-free card for harried teachers in
England. It says see, I'm not failing that child, the child is
officially unable to succeed—the label says so. This article
explores how we reached this point of desperation and
what we can do to survive it.

WHERE IT ALL WENT WRONG—
THE BIRTH OF ACCOUNTABILITY

I blame Broadfoot. In 1979, Broadfoot commented that
primary schools were now ‘freed from formal assess-
ment’ (p. 16). Possibly central government in England
took this as a challenge rather than a point of approba-
tion because the following decade saw an explosion in
legislation, which brought with it a ‘steady erosion of
teacher's professional autonomy, and certainly of any re-
maining sense of partnership in education’ (Grace, 1987,
p- 217). Twenty-five years on from Broadfoot's original
comment, the picture had changed drastically, with
Mansell (2004) commenting that ‘pupils in England now
sit more than 100 formal assessments, more than almost
anywhere else’.

The same year, Haydn (2004, p. 417) commented ‘the
past 25years have seen an accelerating erosion of the
comprehensive “ideal” in England and Wales’ with ‘po-
larisation’ and ‘selection’ replacing collaboration and
equality of opportunity. There was no more ‘we are all in
this together’, as schools that had peacefully cohabited
for decades were placed in competition with one another
for pupils and funds. Divide et empire; divide and con-
quer. In 2001, Schools Achieving Success (Department
for Education and Skills [DfES] 2001) unashamedly sit-
uated competition at the heart of education by pushing
schools to become different from and better than their
neighbours. It stated: ‘Ours is a vision of a school system
which values opportunity for all and embraces diversity

and autonomy as the means to achieve it’ (p. 6). Rather
than equality of pay and conditions, teachers in England
were expected to earn their ‘freedom and rewards’ by
outperforming their neighbours (DfES, 2002). This was
not only found between schools but had even started
to creep into the individual school environment, where
‘specialisms’ meant that some subjects remained under-
resourced while others received the lion's share of the
funding (Houlihan, 1999, p. 13). Inequity—at one time
reserved for discussions about state or private school-
ing, about red brick universities and ‘others’—has, since
this time, become a mainstay of the education debate in
England.

Unfortunately, Broadfoot (1979) also commented
that payment by results was a thing of the past, bliss-
fully unaware of the commerce of education that would
result from policy development over the ensuing years.
Recently, a colleague shared with me that her daughter, a
primary school teacher, had not received her annual pay
rise because her class had failed to reach their expected
grades. | was appalled. My early years of teaching, some
30years ago, were spent in an area of extreme deprivation
in England, and my school always sat at the bottom of
the exam league tables. We brushed off the humiliation
and indignantly scoffed at the absurdity of said tables
for our children. We knew and held tight to the fact that
the social and emotional needs of the children were more
important than exam results. But I'm sure it would have
been a very different picture had our pay been reliant
upon those results. No doubt many of the teaching staff,
who at that time spent decades in the same school, would
have upped and left for greener pastures. For those who
were not able to do so, there may have been the temp-
tation, as I have sadly witnessed on multiple occasions
since, to resort to fudging results, inflating grades, and
in doing so create a rod for the back of the next teacher
who takes on the cohort. Each man for themselves—des-
perate times bring with them desperate measures.

Over 30years ago, Connell (1993, p. 78) stated that
assessment demands in areas of deprivation resulted in
nothing more than ‘chronic failure, disaffection from
schooling and self-blame’. And, of course, these nega-
tive outcomes are not only experienced by children; the
teachers, likewise, experience this burden, profession-
ally, emotionally and even financially. In 2000, Booth
commented ‘we have a policy of “naming and shaming”
failing schools and teachers ... that rivals the excesses of
the Chinese Cultural Revolution’ (p. 79) and since then
conditions have only worsened. Schools succeed or fail
upon the very public judgements of Ofsted inspections.
Indeed, just recently, the stress and anxiety created by
these inspections were identified in the coroner's report
as a contributing factor to the suicide of a primary school
headteacher in England (Connor, 2023, p. 1).

In 2001, the TES featured the ‘haemorrhage of staff
from schools’, which was causing a ‘crisis in teacher
retention’ (Slater & Thornton, 2001); we are seeing
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precisely the same headlines today. Between 2011 and
2022, teacher vacancies in England increased by 400%
(DfE, 2024). The same census data has consistently
told us that almost a third of teachers move out of
the profession within the first five years (DfE, 2024).
It appears that teaching in the twenty-first century in
England is not for the faint-hearted. As a result, our
children are experiencing their school days in a fraught
environment of instability and anxiety. As external
performance pressures bear down on teachers, there
is no space in our institutions for children to embrace
their individuality, to explore their own interests; in-
stead, they must stay on the very narrow track that
leads them to become the future citizen—workers who
will rescue our country from its economic malaise
(Lister, 2003). Stress is felt by our children, who must
run ever faster and reach ever higher.

In 1990 (p. 11), Ball painted a scarily accurate picture
of the future route that our education system in England
would take, saying:

Schools are to become businesses, run and
managed like businesses with a primary
focus on the profit and loss account. The
parents are now the customer, the pupils in
effect the product. Those schools which pro-
duce shoddy goods, it is believed, will lose
custom. And it would appear that in the gov-
ernment's view shoddy goods mean ‘poor’
results in national tests.

Here, we return to the start of this discussion—where
we need someone to blame for the ‘shoddy goods’ that
a school produces. The one stakeholder who cannot
point the finger elsewhere is the child. The unfortunate
fact is that it is far easier to label individual children as
‘defective’ than it is to face the reality of an education
system that is broken.

HAPPY TEACHERS EQUAL HAPPY
CHILDREN

Several years ago, I wasinvolved in research that provided
the opportunity to speak with maintained nursery school
leaders in England. In our careers, we have significant
experiences that shape our values, or our Haltung to use
a social pedagogical term, and this research project was
such an experience. During my conversations with these
dedicated and caring setting leaders, Maslow's (1943)
hierarchy of needs was frequently referred to in applied
terms. The interviewees shared the various struggles that
the families they worked with faced and how they did
their best to support these families so that children were
not coming to the setting hungry, tired or anxious. One
leader commented on how most of their setting's fund-
raising went on feeding their children because a hungry
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child cannot achieve their full potential. Another ex-
plained how they would find the space to listen to and
do all that they were able to support parents who were
struggling, be that with finances, relationship issues or
mental health problems. They gave one simple reason:
happy parents equal happy children. They knew that a
child who is anxious or upset cannot learn, so they put
the basic needs of the children before academic expecta-
tions (see Solvason et al., 2020 for the full research). The
fact that the impact of this approach on the children's
academic attainment was considerable, provides food
for thought for all policymakers. Time spent supporting
the whole person is not time wasted.

You are probably two steps ahead of me in why I am re-
ferring to this and have already guessed the links that I am
about to make. The first is that poverty in the UK is on the
rise. Many of our children are hungry and looked after by
parents who are likewise hungry and anxious. The Joseph
Rowntree Foundation informs us that families with multi-
ple children are hit the worst. In October 2023, around ‘4.2
million households (72%) were going without essentials’ and
‘3.4 million households (58%) reported not having enough
money for food’ (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024). A
hungry, anxious child cannot learn. This is not a special ed-
ucational need but a failing of our society to provide staple
requirements to those in most need.

The second point is that we willingly recognise that
children need to feel the security of a happy, stable home
environment if they are to reach their full potential, but
surely the same must apply to schools too? While the
last comprehensive review of mental health in the gen-
eral UK population was in 2014, there have been many
more recent studies that have specifically highlighted
the particularly poor mental health of teachers (for
some examples see Gray et al., 2023; Evans et al., 2022;
McCarthy, 2019). Education Support's Annual Review
reported that 75% of school staff regularly feel stressed
and referred to the modern phenomenon of ‘presentee-
ism’ where school staff are compelled by their insur-
mountable workloads to continue to work, even when
not physically or mentally fit to do so (Savill-Smith &
Scanlan, 2022, p. 42). Research by both Lumley (2022)
and the National Association of Schoolmasters Union of
Women Teachers (NASUWT) (2022) indicated that over
80% of teachers missed sleep due to worrying about their
work. In our own recent research, we found that 59% of
our sample of teachers were a/ways nervous and stressed
and that workloads were ‘overwhelming’ (Solvason
et al., 2023). Our teachers are tired and overburdened,
and children will regularly be taught by strangers due to
a rapid turnover of exhausted staff. Needless to say, this
is not the optimum environment in which for a child to
learn. This is not a special educational need but a failing
of our education system to support its staff, who are so
vital to its success.

An alternative way to look at it is that each and every
one of us has very specific educational needs. Not only
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every child but also every teacher—even every leader
has special and very specific needs in terms of their own
development. Every person has a context in which they
are most productive, in which they are most able to grow
and reach their full potential. Our current education sys-
tem fails to acknowledge this, stifling not only the child's
capacity but also the capacity of the professionals who
support them. In a recent publication that my colleagues
and I wrote, exploring the limitations of our education
system, we said this:

intrinsic motivation is cultivated through
relatedness, autonomy and competence.
Unfortunately, the approach taken to
teacher training in England is very dif-
ferent, and more in line with what Crehan
(2016) describes as a ‘deprofessionalis-
ing’ cycle (p. 252). Within this, anyone
with ‘minimum standards’ can train, and
then their teaching is strictly monitored
through a prescriptive curriculum and as-
sessment. The ‘intrinsic motivation’ that
might be experienced through an autono-
mous role is replaced by ‘bribes or threats’,
which Crehan forewarned, would eventu-
ally lead to the teacher shortage that we see
in England today.

(Stobbs et al., 2023, p. 6)

All uniqueness, creativity and soul have been crushed
out of education in England. Teachers have become the
equivalent of Al bots, receiving instructions with the ex-
pectation that they reproduce them in a digestible for-
mat for the student. The teaching profession in England
is not underpinned by social values and pedagogical
expertise but by ‘the twin pillars of accountability (in-
spection, test scores, league tables) and standards (target
setting, monitoring, raising achievement plans)’ (Harris
& Ranson, 2005, p. 573). The result of this is that teachers
are left feeling ‘ravaged’, their ‘mental health in tatters’
(Bond, 2023).

Last year I questioned why teachers were silently
slipping from the profession rather than ranting, down-
ing their whiteboard pens and clickers and calling for
change. And the answer is simple: it is because they—we
all—as educators, care. That is why we are in the pro-
fession. However industrialised the system has become,
most educators want what is best for the child and would
feel ethically compromised if they were to abandon that
duty (Solvason, 2023). Those teachers who responded to
our survey last year kept battling on through physical,
mental and emotional exhaustion fuelled only by those
‘moments of light” when they felt that they had made a
real difference in a child's life (Solvason et al., 2023). Our
teachers act as the last human line of defence between
the child and a tidal wave of faceless bureaucracy, and
eventually many of them sink.

CHEERLEADING AND
REBELLIOUSLY SEEKING JOY

The conflict between a ‘good education’ and ‘education
as a commercial good’ has long been established, with
no sign of a ceasefire coming any time soon. Almost
20years ago Ball (2006, p. 11), referring to the increas-
ingly outcomes-driven culture of education, stated:

Ethical reflection is rendered obsolete in the
process for goal attainment, performance
improvement and budget maximisations ...
Value replaces values, except where it can be
shown that values add value.

It remains a very astute vignette of the state of education
in England today. I was going to add that the only victims
in this battle of ideologies are the children, but, of course,
teachers are, too, and families and communities. It affects
us all. Waiting for the ethical values of care and respect
for the individual to be re-established in education in
England, will, I fear, be a very long wait, so we need to
consider possible solutions in the interim. Below I share
some food for thought based upon a social pedagogical
approach to teaching.

Last year my colleagues and I wrote the article that
I have already referenced above, entitled ‘A human ap-
proachtorestructuring theeducation system: why schools
in England need social pedagogy’ (Stobbs et al., 2023),
and here I take the opportunity to re-establish some
of the points that we made within it. Like all ‘ologies’
social pedagogy is created and recreated through mul-
tiple lenses. For me, social pedagogy is based on value
for the human being in front of you; it is based upon
seeing every individual's potential and supporting that
potential without compromise. It is about not being side-
tracked by statistical expectations but focusing instead
on the qualities of the person and upon establishing and
strengthening relationships. Social pedagogy, similar to
the theories of Bowlby (1978) and Maslow (1948), begins
upon the premise that only within a secure relationship,
where the child (or adult) feels cared for and accepted,
will most learners have the full potential to succeed. As
such, it relates to us all. Social pedagogy re-establishes
the heart as central to education. Social pedagogy pro-
vides all individuals with hope for success; this is crucial
when we are at our lowest—a point that so many educa-
tors in England have reached.

For some, the values of social pedagogy come natu-
rally. I saw this while researching the impact of an ex-
ceptional individual at a school situated in a pocket of
extreme deprivation in an otherwise affluent area of
the south coast. Her role (we referred to her as Katie in
the article), was not a teaching but a pastoral role; she
worked with families who were struggling. Katie's most
notable characteristic (in addition to her authenticity
and integrity) was her unwavering support of the parents
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with whom she worked. Our conversations with these
parents covered everything from poverty to addiction, to
online sexual predators, to mental health issues and do-
mestic abuse; and they all openly shared the many times
that they felt that they were failing as a parent. Yet, Katie
said this:

they are all good parents, they all love their
children, and they all want the best for their
children. It's just that their lives are really
tricky and chaotic ... and that's not even
necessarily their fault ... their best may not
look like someone else's best, but they're try-
ing and that's really important to recognise.

(Solvason et al., 2023)

We all need a Katie in our corner. We all need a cheer-
leader. Throughout our conversations with these parents,
they relayed the huge impact that Katie had and how
the reassurance that they were ‘doing alright’ (Solvason
et al., 2023) compelled them to not give up. They all felt
more confident and became empowered through Katie's
unwavering support.

Rogers's (1956) theory of unconditional positive re-
gard has become a central tenet of successful change
in counselling, yet it is all but absent in our education
systems. Some years ago, a headteacher said to me that
he expected his staff to fail at times; in fact, he saw it
as a strength because if they were not occasionally fail-
ing then they were not pushing themselves (Solvason &
Kington, 2020). But failure is not an option in our cur-
rent education system. Having someone in your corner
can make or break your willingness to push on despite
failures, but how many individuals feel such reassurance
within their school day, be they teachers or pupils? Our
education systems are based upon an intense fear of fail-
ure to reach manufactured (and generally unachievable)
‘norms’. These are created by policymakers and passed
on, with threats, to schools, who pass them on to fami-
lies and eventually to children. Our children experience
intense pressure to perform and a total absence of as-
surance that their best is good enough. Our education
system is not built on unconditional positive regard for
the individual, their strengths and their weaknesses. Our
children do not have increasing instances of specific edu-
cation needs; they have basic social and emotional needs
that many of our schools fail to fulfil.

There is no indication that education systems in
England will change any time soon, so change has to
start with us as educators. We need to be more like the
Texan school teacher who infamously sent a letter home
to parents to explain why they had stopped assigning
homework (May, 2016). We need to be brave enough
to say these things that we are doing are not helping any-
one—and certainly not our children. We need to be cou-
rageous enough to put our heads above the parapet and
suggest change in our institutions. We need to be willing

Helping Everyone Achieve 8@ ®

to push back against normative views of success if we
are to create systems in which all children can flourish.
If systems will not change then our only option is to be
more rebellious.

Learning should be a joyful activity, and it is vital that
we focus upon the potential of all children in our class-
rooms, rather than only seeing their limitations, if we are
to recapture that joy. We need to see and celebrate small
steps, rather than focusing upon where children are fail-
ing to succeed. Instead of time spent completing referral
forms and statements of need, we should be spending
time communicating with that child, listening to that
family and establishing shared, achievable goals for their
development—goals that emanate from within the child
and that acknowledge the child's capabilities. Only then
will we create opportunities for our days to be filled with
more ‘moments of light” where meaningful targets are
met and triumphs are shared.
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