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Perceptions of performativity in English Further 
Education
Richard Poole

School of Education & Sociology, The University of Portsmouth, Portsmouth, UK

ABSTRACT
The notions of performativity and the use of accountability 
practices within the UK education sector are contentious. 
Although some commentators suggest that statistically dri-
ven performativity measures do not align with practitioner 
values, little research has investigated any potential differ-
ences in relation to job role and level of management 
responsibility. This study focused on whether perceptions 
of performativity change according to someone’s job role 
and whether there is a differential between managers and 
teachers. An electronic questionnaire was disseminated at 
a single FE college, with 107 participants surveyed across 
a wide range of subject areas. Quantitative analysis revealed 
that perceptions of managers differ from those of teaching 
staff regarding the effectiveness of statistical performativity 
targets to drive factors which are integral to an efficacious 
learning environment. Results are far from unequivocal 
though. As practitioners take on more of a managerial 
emphasis within their role, the perceived benefit of and 
their affinity for target setting and performativity measures 
increase. However, the magnitude of this more favourable 
outlook towards performativity is limited, with managers also 
broadly sceptical concerning any benefit and positive impact 
that target setting practices can have.
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Introduction

The performance of the education sector is a long-debated topic with 
political agency and reach. The constant drive to improve standards and 
raise student attainment, by political parties of all colours, often results in 
the introduction of new systems, processes and policies following parlia-
mentary review. The Further Education (FE) sector is certainly no stranger 
to this concept of politically driven educational reform (Hall and O’Shea 
2013; Lucas and Crowther 2016).

As a sector, FE is responsible for 2.2 million students and 111,000 staff (full 
time equivalents), across 244 colleges and £6.9 billion in funding (Association 
of Colleges 2019) and through its conduct and interactions with, is 

CONTACT Richard Poole richard.poole@port.ac.Uk

RESEARCH IN POST-COMPULSORY EDUCATION   
2022, VOL. 27, NO. 1, 148–172 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2021.2011518

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons. 
org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is 
properly cited.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0095-6470
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13596748.2021.2011518&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-02-11


inextricably linked to many facets of society including local communities, 
employers, schools, and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), through 
mutual dependency and reciprocity (Gleeson et al. 2015; Boocock 2019; 
Dennis, Springbett, and Walker 2020). This sweeping reach and influence – 
both as an economic presence and in terms of the more socially aligned 
importance and responsibility of educating and training a large proportion of 
the future workforce – means that scrutiny and accountability of practices for 
the sector as a whole, and of individual FE institutions, are extremely 
politically charged. A consistent phenomenon, seen since the shift in public 
service delivery model away from the ‘trust’ approach (Le Grand 2010), is 
a greater emphasis on the accountability of individual FE establishments 
(Boocock 2013, 2014; Keep 2018; Thompson and Wolstencroft 2018), with 
senior FE college leaders and governors continuously facing direct pressure 
to improve the quality of their educational provision, and a variety of external 
parties (Ofsted, the Department for Education, the Institute for 
Apprenticeships and Technical Education, etc) regularly monitoring and 
reviewing an institution’s performance against a variety of metrics (Hill, 
James, and Forrest 2016). This has led to the incorporation of neoliberal 
working arrangements (Mahony and Weiner 2019) and the emergence of 
performativity practices.

This move to a performativity culture within the FE landscape is a highly 
emotive topic. Although much research has suggested that performativity 
practices do not align with educational practitioners’ values (Ball 2003; 
Burnard and White 2008; Boocock 2013; Perrin 2015; Gleeson et al. 2015; 
Clapham and Vickers 2017), little research has investigated the notion of 
differences in perceptions being dependent on job role and level of manage-
ment responsibility (Mulcahy 2004). Although most research concludes that 
practitioners view current statistical-based performativity measures from 
a largely negative perspective, this has become a blanket assumption for all 
staff within educational establishments. The notion that staff in different job 
roles and with differing levels of management responsibility might perceive 
performativity practices differently has yet to be explored. In particular, to 
what extent does the level of exposure to performativity rhetoric influence 
practitioner affinity for these practices? The focus of this study is to inves-
tigate if perceptions of performativity change according to someone’s job 
role, and to what extent is there a differential between FE manager and 
teacher perceptions of factors integral to statistical target setting.

Current FE oversight

The political importance around improving progression and meeting 
employer demands is set to become more prominent and focused, as it is 
due for further reform in spring 2021 (Department for Education 2021). 
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This will result in deeper scrutiny and oversight by external regulators, 
through which a host of current datasets will be used to holistically review 
a college. This oversight is facilitated by the FE Commissioner and their 
team, who will perlustrate colleges with the raison d’être of: ‘work(ing) with 
them (FE institutions) to identify, at an earlier stage, any financial and 
quality issues that might get in the way of them succeeding’ (Department 
for Education 2020a, 4).

The FE Commissioner will assesses colleges that ‘have serious weaknesses 
or are at risk of developing weaknesses’ (‘Further Education Commissioner 
2020ʹ) in quality and finances, and any analysis and subsequent intervention 
will be directed towards the leadership and governance of a college, where 
the commissioner’s team will conduct diagnostic assessments if a college is 
deemed to be at risk. If a college’s performance is deemed worthy of FE 
Commissioner intervention, this is a high-stakes scenario for college leaders 
and governors, with serious consequences for individuals and teams. Since 
Ofsted grades and educational performance data are two of the early inter-
vention criteria (‘Further Education Commissioner 2020ʹ), the emphasis on 
an establishment meeting performance measure thresholds cannot be 
understated, and this government-level pressure will permeate through 
the staffing levels of colleges. But to what point does this adherence to the 
importance of statistical performance measures penetrate? Does it descend 
to all levels of a college; or, as practitioners are further away from managerial 
elements and facets, and are closer to the educational and pedagogical 
interactions, does the importance placed on meeting statistical performance 
measures diminish for them? As the number of reports published by the FE 
commissioner has increased to twenty in 2020, up from thirteen and eleven 
in 2019 and 2018 respectively (Department for Education 2020b), it can be 
suggested that the importance of strong leadership leading to meeting 
performativity measures has never been so critical to colleges and their staff.

What is performativity?

Much literature has discussed changes to political ideology and managerial 
practices in the UK post–compulsory education sector since the 1990s 
(Thompson and Wolstencroft 2015, 2018) with the emergence of performa-
tivity and accountability practices a consequence of these evolving manage-
rial practices (Fuller and Stevenson 2019; Verger, Fontdevila, and Parcerisa 
2019). So what are the cornerstones of these managerial practices? 
Performativity can be encapsulated in the notion that it is a culture of 
regulation, one which involves judgements and comparisons to incentivise 
and control staff, using both rewards and reprimands whereby their perfor-
mance is measured and critiqued against others, offering a review of their 
quality and productivity (Ball 2003). Fundamentally, it is a process of 
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accountability whereby individual staff and organisations are set statistical 
targets or measures, on a range of elements, and their performance judged 
on the basis of meeting these outcomes (or not). This is a component of the 
neoliberal approach to governance of the public sector, whereby services are 
improved by the application of competition between providers, and through 
individual responsibility (Hall and O’Shea 2013). The conduit or vehicle by 
which performativity practices are communicated, implemented, and 
reviewed is the appraisal (Bratton and Gold 2012; Bush and Middlewood 
2013), and this can be considered a significant element in the neoliberal 
reforms to improve the quality of education available to society (Flores 
2012). Within the appraisal of a teacher and a centre, there is a strong 
argument for the use of independent measures, with regard to outcomes, 
quality and participation. Johnson et al. (2017) suggest that performance 
measures are targets that relate to the output(s) of parts of, or the whole 
organisation. Without these empirical measures, anecdotal and subjective 
progress could be constructed leading to a misrepresentation of perfor-
mance and of the educational establishment’s ability to discharge the ethical 
responsibilities placed upon it (Lewin 2011). In the UK, as school and 
college performance (as dictated by statistical measurement of performativ-
ity metrics such as student qualification success, value-added and destina-
tions data) forms the basis of Ofsted judgements, league-table positions 
(Leckie and Goldstein 2017) and FE Commissioner intervention (Further 
Education Commissioner 2020), it can be construed that, within the notion 
of performativity, these targets and measures are the key representatives of 
the ability and effectiveness of teaching practitioners, and thus the centre 
itself (Lewis and Hardy 2015).

Benefits of performativity culture

The use of performativity and accountability practices has certainly insti-
gated improvement in some areas and facets of education. Research has 
shown that student outcomes, in terms of test results and qualifications 
achieved, have improved since education has moved towards 
a performativity-based culture (Goldstein 2004; Stecher et al. 2012; Sun 
and Van Ryzin 2014; Boocock 2014), and that some staff respond positively 
to the challenge of achieving the required benchmark standards (Boocock 
2014). Within the UK, student qualification success has increased substan-
tially since the early 2000s (Coffield et al. 2008; Mansell 2011) with improve-
ments in organisation practice in colleges, such as: stronger advice and 
guidance; better on-course support; and timely interventions for learners, 
implemented and driven due to the focus on statistical results (Boocock 
2013). These positions potentially imply that with a succinct model of 
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creation, application and monitoring, accountability measures and a culture 
of performativity can be very pertinent in advancing student qualification 
outcomes.

Potential contraindications of this shift in culture

However, despite positive qualification outcomes, much research into the 
use of public sector performativity practices and target setting has ques-
tioned the credibility of the strategy as a driver to enact positive, holistic 
outcomes (Propper and Wilson 2003; Goldstein 2004; Christophersen, 
Elstad, and Turmo 2010; Sun and Van Ryzin 2014; Busetti and Dente 
2014; Appel 2020). Goldstein (2004) suggests that the emphasis on statistical 
targets can be dysfunctional, resulting in lower levels of pupil motivation 
and a reduction in teacher creativity; potentially contributing to improved 
statistical outcomes, but ultimately detrimental to the holistic development 
of fundamental skills and attributes essential to the long-term career success 
of students – a stance echoed by other researchers (Ball 2003; Burnard and 
White 2008; Mansell 2011; Perrin 2015). This narrative therefore implies 
that concentrating on statistical target setting as a key judgment factor 
within performativity practices is fundamentally flawed.

Impact of performativity on organisational practice and the role of middle 
managers

Although significant political importance has been placed on organisations 
meeting the statistical performance measures decided at a national level, is 
good or positive FE leadership and governance purely related to external 
inspection grading and data-driven performativity outcomes? The discourse 
in some research certainly points to a tension between strategic leadership 
which focuses purely on external performativity measures, and actual posi-
tive governance and leadership which enacts change for the benefit of the 
entire organisation (Clapham and Vickers 2017; Yi and Kim 2019). As Keep 
(2018) suggests that accountability is now primarily focused upwards to the 
Department for Education (DfE) and other regulatory bodies, rather than to 
the local community, this potentially creates a disconnect between those 
staff working directly with students from the local community and those 
staff responsible for reporting performance to regulatory bodies. This may 
result in a juxtaposition of who they are responsible to (governing organisa-
tions or the students they serve) for staff at various levels within a college – 
assuming that both parties mentioned have different agendas and prefer-
ences. This may lead to the internal tension and the ontological uncertainty 
that Ball (2003) suggests may afflict teaching staff.
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The unique position of middle managers

A significant stakeholder in the strategic aims of a college being discharged, 
on an operational level, is the middle manager. This is far from 
a straightforward position and there is a real complexity to the role which 
is multifaceted, fluid and difficult to robustly define the components of. 
Research struggles to determine the very nature and purpose of the middle 
manager as an entity – and even the job title (Corbett 2017; Wolstencroft 
and Lloyd 2019). Simply put, they are the conduit between the teaching 
workforce and the senior leaders, who translate defined policy into tangible 
actions and practice (Mulcahy 2004; Corbett 2017). How much the culture 
of performativity influences their day-to-day role would depend on the 
individual institution and its values, but for all middle managers in FE 
colleges, performativity measures and accountability are prominent factors 
which play an important part in their approach to their job role 
(Wolstencroft and Lloyd 2019; Husband and Lloyd 2019).

How might the concept of performativity influence their practices com-
pared with staff who solely have a teaching remit? Avis, Kendal, and Parsons 
(2003) postulate that at the turn of the twenty-first century there was 
a paradigm shift in the focus of middle managers, from a more holistic 
educational standpoint to one with greater importance of meeting quanti-
tative targets. Moreover, Wolstencroft and Lloyd (2019, 119) insinuate that 
potentially, the role of middle managers has been focused to that of ‘process 
and outcome’ due to the importance and agency given to the achieving of 
these performativity measures and metrics. This suggests that their affinity 
towards performativity measures may be greater than that of teaching staff 
due to their exposure to data-driven practice on a day-to-day basis.

There is suggestion that motivational tendencies of staff may evolve due to 
exposure to more external rewards and pressures, particularly in an environ-
ment where key statistical measures are championed, valued and perceived to 
have high importance. Where the achievement of said metrics results in peer 
and managerial praise and endorsement, this could lead to the phenomenon 
of modifying behaviour in favour of extrinsic incentives, which are central to 
the performativity environment and culture (Moynihan 2010; Boocock 
2013). More chillingly, there have been suggestions that noncompliant mid-
dle managers, who may critique and oppose the strategic direction of senior 
managers, can be replaced by those who are more compliant (Boocock 2013) 
and who by proxy have a stronger adherence to extrinsic rewards. However, 
a stronger prevalence towards performativity measures may also be due to 
greater awareness of the holistic factors which impact education policy. 
Findings from Mulcahy (2004) suggest that some teaching staff feel that 
wider issues and factors (such as budget control and student recruitment) 
are not encompassed by, nor a priority in, their job role. However, manager 
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perceptions are to the contrary: that teaching staff do have a significant stake 
in the entire holistic functionality of an educational institute, and it is their 
lack of awareness of the importance of these factors to the organisation as 
a whole, and the contribution that they need to make, which informs their 
perceptions. This is a conundrum for middle managers as they are situated 
between layers of senior managers and staff, and a conduit between the two 
entities. The key challenge for managers in this situation is to balance the 
needs to be both strategic and operational – where they contribute to the 
formulation of strategic direction, and then assume responsibility for its 
successful delivery. Conversely, with this focus on strategy, are middle 
managers too detached from the classroom due to other functions required 
as part of their role – administration, management reporting, ‘fire fighting’, 
etc. (Husband and Lloyd 2019) – that they are unaware of the impact that 
performativity measures may have on elements such as creative practice and 
innovation (Appel 2020)? Is there a difference in what middle managers and 
teaching staff deem important to successful pedagogical delivery? Research by 
Anderson (2012) suggests that managers from vocational education settings 
tend to view teacher and trainer competence in terms of their ability to meet 
learner achievement targets, whereas teachers measure competence in rela-
tion to pedagogical comfort and confidence. This suggests that there may be 
a differential between the two groups in relation to their perceptions of 
performativity practices, as the different parties separately place competence, 
and therefore importance, to these two fundamental, but distinctly different 
elements – one being student focused and one being organisationally focused 
(Page 2011). An added dimension in this narrative is that many middle 
managers hold teaching responsibility as part of their workload. Therefore, 
is there an internal conflict or struggle for middle managers in terms of their 
position, identity, and what they hold important, depending on which role 
they are carrying out, how often, and when? Has this tension between meet-
ing student needs, in terms of both qualification outcomes and more holistic 
learning experience factors, led to a paradoxical position for teaching staff 
and/or managers: both working towards and against the neoliberal agency 
evident within the FE sector (Robinson 2010)?

Methodology

Participants

A survey approach was conducted (Wolf et al. 2016) with the key aim to 
establish staff perceptions of performativity practices, driven by statistical 
target setting, and to discover if this varied dependant on the participants’ 
job role. In total, 107 participants from a single general further education 
college voluntarily engaged in the study. The survey population was 220 
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staff, of whom 203 were teaching staff and 17 were middle managers (Heads 
of Department). The response rate was 47% (N = 96) of teaching staff and 
65% (N = 11) of managers. Having a single further education instruction as 
the sole place of employment meant that all staff were subject to the same 
performativity culture, which helped strengthen internal validity, thus 
enabling a focus on individuals’ subjective understandings of the environ-
ment that they were immersed in (Punch 2014; Cohen, Manion, and 
Morrison 2018).

Procedure

The survey approach was designed so that individuals could participate and 
provide responses with minimum encumbrance (Smyth 2016). An electro-
nic questionnaire distributed to participants via email was used as the single 
dissemination method. The questionnaire elicited a Likert response with 1 
being ‘positive’ and 7 ‘negative’ (Lietz 2010), utilising a semantic differential 
scale, with consistent statements of the polarity of an answer at the end of 
each question, to aid the participant (Brace 2018). A seven-point Likert scale 
was used to give participants a broad range of options to formulate their 
responses and offer a deeper level of precision when differentiating between 
possible responses on the questionnaire (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 
2018), although no significant differences between the use of five- or seven- 
point Likert scales exist in terms of variation, skewness, and kurtosis (Dawes 
2008; Korkut Altuna and Arslan 2016). The number of questions was kept to 
a minimum, using plain English, with fewer than 14 words per question 
used (Lietz 2010) to limit the primacy effect, respondent fatigue and to 
improve comprehension (Smyth 2016; Brace 2018).

An overarching question focused on how positively staff perceive target 
setting performativity measures. This was extrapolated by requiring respon-
dents to select the most appropriate graded response to a series of factors 
identified by Fisher et al. (2015), Flores (2012), and Evans (2001), which 
contribute to an effective learning environment and motivated staff. These 
factors were:

QUESTION -Are current statistical targets set:
1.Highly inspiring (1) to Demoralising (7)
2.Realistic (1) to Unachievable (7)
3.Developed in conjunction with you (1) to Produced in isolation without 

your input (7)
4.Targeted at relevant factors (1) to Targeting irrelevant factors (7)
5.Targeting factors within your control (1) to Targeting factors outside of 

your control
6.Greatly improve student outcomes (1) to Harmful to student out-

comes (7)
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7.Develop rounded learners (1) to Create one dimensional learners (7)
8.Effective in improving own performance (1) to Detrimental to own 

performance (7)
9.Improve your job satisfaction (1) to Reduce your job satisfaction (7)
10.Raise standards of teaching and learning (1) to Impair standards of 

teaching and learning (7)
11.Facilitate creative practice (1) to Impair creative practice (7)
12.Inspire innovation (1) to Suppress innovation (7)
13.Essential for an effective learning environment (1) to Detrimental to 

an effective learning environment (7)

Ethical considerations

It is important for validity to establish the lens in which the results are 
being scrutinised and to be transparent regarding any influence this 
positionality may have on the study (Jafar 2018). At the time of the 
study, the author was a member of staff holding a job role with respon-
sibilities that traversed the college, at a middle-management level. This 
position in the institution meant that the author was unable to truly 
ensure an objective position in the study. However, in an attempt to 
reduce any power differential between participants and researcher, and 
to mitigate the author’s position and any bias, through the quantitative 
nature of the survey research design and the use of an electronic ques-
tionnaire, the positionality of the author was negated to reduce any 
potential impact on the results. This method of dissemination allowed 
participants to make a conscious decision as to whether to participate in 
their own time and not in situ, allowing a level of detachment from the 
research team and therefore not placing undue pressure on individuals to 
be involved (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2018). However, participation 
(or not) in the study by individuals may have been influenced by the 
author, due to their access to the sample population and their working 
relationships with both teaching and management staff. This power 
dynamic between the author and the sample population may have influ-
enced willingness to participate and the nature of the responses offered by 
individuals (Teye 2012).

A word of caution around the method utilised. A factor which may have 
affected the findings of the current study is that perceptions of satisfaction 
and motivation are influenced by the time of day, with workday accumula-
tion significantly influencing the relationship. Research by Benedetti et al. 
(2015) shows that early in the day the relationship between job satisfaction 
and both types of motivation is strong; however, as the day progresses and 
workday accumulation occurs, this relationship turns negative. Thus, the 
time of the day in which members of staff completed the questionnaire 
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could significantly influence their mood state and therefore their opinions 
given. The time of year may also play a crucial role in the mood state of staff. 
The questionnaires were sent during the third term of the academic year. 
Anecdotally, staff may have a different mood state in the run up to exam-
inations and assessments, than during the first weeks of a new academic year 
after the summer break.

Data analysis

The analysis of data was conducted using SPSS 25. Other than job role, no 
further identifying information, such as age range or gender, was asked for. 
This was to reinforce the anonymous nature of the survey to participants 
and was intended to elicit a more honest disclosure from them without the 
fear of judgment (Wolgemuth et al. 2015).

The analysis of ordinal data as if it is metric is a common occurrence in 
the psychological and social sciences which can lead to reporting errors in 
nonparametric data (Jamieson 2004; Liddell and Kruschke 2018; Seufert 
2019). The choice between using parametric and nonparametric approaches 
of analysis is a controversial one and establishing if there is equity of 
intervals between data points is difficult (Jamieson 2004; Creswell and 
Guetterman 2019). Liddell and Kruschke (2018, 328) argues that ordinal 
data has to be considered as ‘discrete, ordered scales’ without metric value, 
thus only indicating an order of response and not indicating equal intervals 
between levels, and therefore should be explored using nonparametric 
methods. Conversely, other research has shown that the errors for treating 
ordinal data as metric are minimal. de Winter and Dodou (2010) argue that 
the magnitude or level of error from using parametric versus nonparametric 
approaches for ordinal data is negligible. Depending on factors such as 
sample size and whether distribution is skewed, peaked, or multimodal, 
either approach can elicit similar results with low levels of Type-I and Type- 
II errors. To decide between following a parametric or nonparametric 
approach, the raw data in this study was examined for distribution tenden-
cies. Using the Shapiro–Wilk test for normality (Field 2018), it was deter-
mined that scores in this study were not sampled from a normal distribution 
and therefore failed the normality assumption for independent T-test ana-
lysis. Subsequently, as it is not possible to establish equity between intervals 
(Creswell and Guetterman 2019), a nonparametric approach was taken in 
the form of the Mann and Whitney U test, to better ‘describe the data’ and 
improve the accuracy of the results (Liddell and Kruschke 2018, 337). To 
manage objectivity in the data analysis process (Cassell, Cunliffe, and 
Grandy 2018), all information collected was utilised to prevent any bias 
and misrepresentation of the data (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2018).
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Results

Descriptive results showing mean and median averages are displayed for the 
sample in Table 1 below.

A Mann-Whitney U-rank test was conducted to explore any differences 
between scores for teaching staff and managers. There were statistically 
significant (p < 0.01 & p < 0.05) differences between group scores for 
seven questions. Details of significant differences between groups are illu-
strated in Table 2.

Perceptions of performativity measures differed significantly between the 
groups for a number of factors (Table 2). Results for the participants show 
significant differences between the perceptions of managers and the percep-
tions of teaching staff with regard to how: inspiring (U = 133.5, z = – 4.137, 
p = 0.000, r = – 0.40); realistic (U = 288.5, z = – 2.502, p = 0.012, r = – 0.24); 
developed in conjunction with stakeholders (U = 271.0, z = – 2.677, p = 0.007, 
r = – 0.26); targeted at relevant factors (U = 235.0, z = – 3.056, p = 0.002, r = – 
0.30); and having factors within individual’s control (U = 291.5, z = – 2.469, 
p = 0.014, r = – 0.24) current statistical targets are; and how much they 
improve student outcomes (U = 191.0, z = – 3.541, p = 0.000, r = – 0.34); and 
improve personal performance (U = 308.5, z = – 2.296, p = 0.022, r = – 0.22). 
These results indicate that the perceptions of teaching staff are less favour-
able towards current performativity and target setting processes than those 
of managers. In fact, the mean and median scores for teaching staff (Table 1) 
were below the midpoint (3.5) for every question, suggesting that their 
perception is that the current model of target setting is detrimental to 
performance against all of the factors. Conversely, managers scored five of 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Question

Teaching 
staff 

mean score

Teaching 
staff 

median 
score

Teaching 
staff 

std. dev

Manager 
mean 
score

Manager 
median 

score
Manager 
std. dev

Inspiring** 4.69 4 1.50 2.64 3 0.92
Realistic** 4.41 4 1.46 3.18 3 1.17
Developed in 

conjunction**
4.88 5 1.79 3.09 2 2.12

Target relevant factors** 4.44 4 1.61 2.73 2 1.56
Factors within control** 5.00 5 1.61 3.64 3 1.80
Improve student 

outcomes**
4.53 4 1.31 2.91 3 1.22

Develop learners 4.85 5 1.50 4.09 4 1.14
Improve own 

performance*
4.65 5 1.44 3.55 3 1.37

Job satisfaction 5.02 5 1.47 4.45 4 1.51
Raise standards 4.60 5 1.48 3.73 4 1.90
Creative practices 4.98 5 1.58 4.09 4 1.51
Innovation 4.88 5 1.50 4.27 5 1.74
Effective environment 4.47 4 1.49 3.82 4 1.47

* Indicates difference between groups is significant at p < 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
**Indicates difference between groups is significant at p < 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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the questions above the mean midpoint, and seven with the median score of 
2 or 3, suggesting that they perceive that target setting is potentially bene-
ficial to those factors. Where there were significant differences between the 
groups, only within the factors under control and improve own performance 
questions did managers’ mean score fall below the midpoint (with a median 
score of 3 for each). These findings indicate a clear level of contention 
between the groups as managers indicated that they perceive that target 
setting positively influences factors which teachers suggest are negatively 
influenced by target setting.

However, there are elements of synergy in their perceptions. Where there 
are no significant differences between the perception of managers and 
teachers, both groups’ median score is 4 or 5, and mean scores fall below 
the midpoint of 3.5. This suggests that both groups perceive that the current 
performativity culture and target setting has a detrimental impact on: the 
development of learners (U = 377.0, z = – 1.585, p = 0.113, r = – 0.15); job 
satisfaction (U = 410.5, z = – 1.230, p = 0.219, r = – 0.12); raising of standards 
(U = 378.0, z = – 1.567, p = 0.117, r = – 0.15); creative practice (U = 360.5, 
z = – 1.748, p = 0.081, r = – 0.17); innovation (U = 434.0, z = – 0.981, 
p = 0.326, r = – 0.17); and an effective learning environment (U = 397.0, z = – 
1.370, p = 0.171, r = – 0.13).

Discussion

The main finding of this study is that the perceptions of managers differ to 
those of teaching staff as to the effectiveness of statistical targets within 
a culture of performativity, to drive factors which are integral to an effica-
cious learning environment and motivated staff. Teaching staff perceive that 
the use of statistically driven performativity metrics is not in line with their 
values (Flores 2012) and motivational drivers (Evans 2001; Fisher et al. 

Table 2. Statistical differences between group answers: Mann-Whitney U test.
Question U value Sig. (2-tailed) Effect size r

Inspiring** 133.5 0.000 –0.40
Realistic** 288.5 0.012 –0.24
Developed in conjunction** 271 0.007 –0.26
Target relevant factors** 235 0.002 –0.30
Factors within control** 291.5 0.014 –0.24
Improve student outcomes** 191 0.000 –0.34
Develop learners 377 0.113 –0.15
Improve own performance* 308.5 0.022 –0.22
Job satisfaction 410.5 0.219 –0.12
Raise standards 378 0.117 –0.15
Creative practices 360.5 0.081 –0.17
Innovation 434 0.326 –0.09
Effective environment 397 0.171 –0.13

* Indicates difference between groups is significant at p < 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
**Indicates difference between groups is significant at p < 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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2015), and is potentially ineffective at positively influencing aspects (such as 
creative practice and innovation) which impact student outcomes 
(Christophersen, Elstad, and Turmo 2010). This is particularly resonant 
for teaching staff, however the results show that as practitioners take on 
more of a managerial emphasis in their role, the perceived benefit and their 
affinity for statistical target setting and performativity measures both 
increase. This could be due to managers having greater exposure to the 
managerial business practices of target setting and statistical measurement 
as they interact on a more strategic level (Mulcahy 2004; Moynihan 2010; 
Boocock 2013); with evaluative pressures from external elements such as 
governors and Ofsted essentially making them more responsive to extrinsic 
rewards (Le Grand 2010). As middle managers’ core responsibilities often 
focus on measuring performance against data-driven targets (Husband and 
Lloyd 2019), it can be suggested that consistent exposure to this practice and 
regime has influenced their ability to identify with the process, and therefore 
influenced their affinity with the practice and shaped their judgment around 
how effective it is at improving elements that are instrumental in student 
educational performance. Recent research has confirmed that external 
accountability pressures have a direct impact on the leadership style of 
principals, with intra-establishment practices such as: professional develop-
ment strategies for teachers and promotion of certain teaching styles and 
pedagogies, aligned to (hopefully) ensure that the centre meets key external 
metrics (Yi and Kim 2019).

The lack of awareness by teaching staff of the wider political and strategic 
factors could explain the difference in perceptions of importance between 
teaching staff and managers, and the lack of empathy towards statistical 
target setting from many teachers (Mulcahy 2004). However, as statistical 
targets set at the institution in question purely relate to core teaching factors, 
it is beyond the scope of this study to ascertain whether this is the case. 
Another possible reason for this greater affinity from managers towards 
performativity measures may be the expectation and embedding of the 
concept of target setting in modern day educational managers’ job role 
(Thompson and Wolstencroft 2018). The notion that managers are more 
receptive to statistical target setting is supported by Moynihan (2010), who 
infers that the reforms towards a more performance driven model of 
delivery for public services are leading to a ‘crowding out’ of intrinsic 
motivations, and the displacement of altruistic tendencies for practitioners. 
It could also be suggested that these traits may be innate in these members of 
staff, and that they have always allocated importance to these factors 
throughout their careers. The above statement is purely speculative, as 
a definitive answer is beyond the scope of this study and further research 
is needed.
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Overall, the results of this study suggest that middle managers are more 
likely to be receptive to neoliberal performativity measures, which drive the 
strategic success of a college, than their teaching colleagues. This position 
supports the previous findings of Mulcahy (2004) who suggests that as 
teachers and managers ascend the hierarchical structures of a college, that 
they are more likely to identify with strategic concepts than frontline staff.

Performativity and identity

The link between identity and the affinity to target setting and performativ-
ity seems to be powerful, multifaceted and multidimensional (Briggs 2007). 
As middle managers often have teaching commitments in addition to their 
management responsibilities (Page 2011; Wolstencroft and Lloyd 2019), 
they may experience a dichotomy between their personal values and ethos 
exhibited when they are in the classroom and those exhibited when they are 
managing teams and individuals. It can be inferred from the result of this 
study that middle managers are not completely detached from the thoughts, 
beliefs and perceptions of teaching staff – they are still invested in and 
attached to that identity and mindset. It could be postulated that there is 
a difficulty in separating teaching and managing into two distinct entities 
and isolating the agency of each, when individuals are undertaking both 
roles in unison – especially since defined middle manager job roles and 
responsibilities are often vague and filled with ambiguity from role to role 
and institution to institution (Corbett 2017; Wolstencroft and Lloyd 2019). 
This may go some way to explain the equivocal nature of this study’s 
findings, and the fact that middle managers broadly agree and align with 
their fellow teaching colleagues on many of the factors of performativity 
investigated. Within the middle manager group, individuals’ affinity for 
performance measures may be affected by how and to what extent they 
identify themselves and how much agency and affiliation they have with 
being a teacher and/or with being a leader and manager of staff, and where 
their priorities sit at any given time (Lambert 2014). As many leaders still 
retain their identity as teachers (or at least elements of it) as it is a strongly 
rooted status, this may explain why there are not significantly different 
perceptions between middle managers and teaching staff for all the factors 
investigated, especially if they resist or are reticent about the often process- 
driven nature of middle management expressed by Wolstencroft and Lloyd 
(2019). Husband and Lloyd (2019) suggest that middle managers are ‘poa-
cher turned gamekeeper’, and how far they have transitioned to gamekeeper 
and their career trajectories might also influence the extent of their favour 
for performativity measures. Further qualitative research would be required 
to establish any within-group differences, and whether a link between 
middle-manager identity and affinity for performativity measures is evident.
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Inextricably linked to the exposure to teaching hours and commitment, 
the typological position that middle managers assume may also influence 
the perceptions that individuals have towards performativity practices. Page 
(2011) offers a trialectic model which expresses the primary forces which 
impact a middle manager’s work – students, team, and the organisation – 
and argues that managers cannot have an encompassing focus on all three 
elements, and that they are forced to prioritise between the three and 
position themselves in favour of one or another. Findings from the current 
study suggest that the middle managers in question lean towards a student- 
focused emphasis and are not, as Page (2011) metaphorically labels, ‘con-
verts’ (or at least not fully) to performativity and neoliberal business prac-
tices. How this positioning has come about, and the influence that 
performativity practices have had, or how individuals’ perceptions of per-
formativity have been shaped by the typological positioning, would require 
further exploration to discover.

Previous research has postulated that school teachers who were pupils 
during a post-performative educational system accept and even welcome 
performative accountability and external monitoring of performance 
(Wilkins 2011). Holloway and Brass (2018) go further and suggest that the 
modern teachers’ values and ethos are in harmony with neoliberal practices 
and the use of numerical performance measures is a means to drive self- 
reflection and improvements. Moreover, newer staff and those who have 
transferred into working in FE as a secondary career (Page 2011) may view 
the meeting of targets as key to professional identity (Gleeson and Knights 
2006). Age and career history could have indeed influenced the results of the 
current study, however as this data was not collected, further investigation 
would be needed to establish any link to exposure as a pupil to post- 
performative educational environments and career history, and therefore 
any subsequent affinity to performativity practices as a teacher and/or 
manager.

A limited positive outlook

A major finding in this study was that teachers perceive statistical target 
setting as detrimental to performance for a number of key educational 
factors. The mean and median scores for teaching staff were below the 
midpoint (3.5) for every question, suggesting that teaching staff are not 
synchronous with the current management philosophy surrounding the 
emphasis on meeting, and the benefits of, statistical performativity mea-
sures. This is potentially a major issue, as public sector workers are moti-
vated when they feel tasks are important and achievable (Wright 2007), and 
with a lack of importance given towards statistical targets set, operational 
performance will be negatively affected (Moynihan 2010). However, a key 
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finding of this study is that managers have a more positive perception of 
target setting than teaching staff do. This finding is concurrent with other 
research which argues that there has largely been an acceptance of account-
ability and performativity in teaching establishments (Lewis and Hardy 
2015), with management practices evolving and adapting to suit this ideol-
ogy (Ball 2003). Nonetheless, results do show that the magnitude of this 
more positive outlook is limited. In only five of the thirteen questions were 
managers’ mean scores above the midpoint and towards the positive seman-
tics. This indicates that managers at this establishment are also sceptical 
regarding the positive impact of statistical target setting – just to 
a significantly lesser extent than teaching staff are. As the managers surveyed 
in this study had limited experience in management roles (less than two 
years), they may still be struggling with the transition from teacher to 
manager, and therefore in conflict between the need to be an ‘organisational 
professional’ and the desire to maintain a student-centred, holistic approach 
(Hobley 2019). It could therefore be inferred that the phenomenon of 
modifying behaviour to adapt to the environment of extrinsic incentives 
(Moynihan 2010; Boocock 2013) has not fully occurred for educational 
practitioners at this establishment.

Impact on creativity and innovation

All parties are consistent with their judgements as to how little benefit current 
performativity practices have with reference to improving the learning experi-
ence and elements within the learning environment, such as developing lear-
ners, and championing innovation and creative practices. This stance is 
supported by Appel (2020), who proposes that performativity cultures stifle 
creative and innovative practices and notions, resulting in the neglect of these 
integral aspects of the learning environment. For all of the questions in this 
study surrounding how influential the current statistical targets process is to 
these aspects, both groups exhibited a negative outlook, i.e., less than the 
midpoint of 3.5 on the scale of 7. This implies that all staff perceive a focus 
on statistical outcomes as potentially detrimental to their performance in 
producing effective learners, creating an effective learning experience and 
benefitting students – all of the aspects that research has shown 
(Christophersen, Elstad, and Turmo 2010) actually influence student qualifica-
tion outcomes. This finding that performativity negatively impacts the devel-
opment of more rounded learners and learners with adept higher-order 
cognitive skills, is consistent with research by Ab Kadir (2017), who postulates 
that a culture of performativity marginalises the ideology of developing critical 
thinking and thinkers.
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The impact on motivation

Another major finding in this study is that managers find current target setting 
practices inspiring, target relevant factors and ultimately improve student 
outcomes, with scores towards the positive semantics and significantly higher 
than those given by teaching staff. This standpoint is supported by research 
which has found that student outcomes have improved since the move 
towards neoliberal management practices (Coffield et al. 2008; Mansell 
2011). However, an area of concern identified in this study is that the choice 
of targets, selected by managers, are aimed at factors which teaching staff feel 
they cannot control. Teaching staff deem that student outcomes are beyond 
their complete authority and are influenced by other factors and elements over 
which they have little or no control, a stance with which previous research 
concurs (Stecher et al. 2012; Christophersen, Elstad, and Turmo 2010; Perrin 
2015; Leckie and Goldstein 2019). If factors are beyond the control of an 
individual, results may vary over time despite consistent performance on their 
part (Devisch 1998). This inability to control elements for which they are 
deemed responsible, through the process of target setting, will lead to 
a reduction in self-efficacy and motivation (Ball 2003; Ordóñez et al. 2009), 
and may explain why teaching staff in this study finding targeting setting 
uninspiring. As individuals have limited influence over student outcomes 
(Stecher et al. 2012; Christophersen, Elstad, and Turmo 2010; Perrin 2015), 
the use of this metric to hold staff to account could be fundamentally flawed 
and partially explain why teaching staff do not believe that current performa-
tivity measures are targeted at relevant factors. This is a concern as research by 
Ordóñez et al. (2009) has shown that the overuse and increased valuation of 
achieving statistical targets has negative consequences as it results in engaging 
in a task for its own sake, essentially driving out more powerful (Deci, Ryan, 
and Koestner 1999) and durable intrinsic motivation (Le Grand 2010; 
Moynihan 2010). As intrinsic motivation is a more consistent motivator in 
terms of task pursuit, satisfaction and vitality (Benedetti et al. 2015), this could 
have a detrimental impact on the operational effectiveness of practitioners.

A lack of communication and collegial approach?

As previously mentioned, the results demonstrate a divide between teachers 
and middle management in terms of their perception of how statistical 
target setting motivates. Maybe most noteworthy are the findings that 
managers believe current targets set are realistic and developed in conjunc-
tion with all staff, whereas teaching staff have a significantly different 
perception. These results suggest that performativity targets are being 
decided upon at a senior level within a college, and then imposed on staff 
further down the organisational hierarchy. This reflects current broader 
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findings that governmental pressure influences FE institutions from the top 
down, meaning that subsequently this approach is also manifested at a local 
level within colleges (Hill, James, and Forrest 2016; Keep 2018). This implies 
that management practices in FE, in reality, do not follow a top-down and 
bottom-up approach (Clegg et al. 2019) previously suggested as familiar in 
education (Bush and Glover 2014); that they do not illustrate an open 
dialogue between management and staff; and that they are in conflict with 
the feelings of staff who believe that performativity targets and expectations 
are unrealistic for them to discharge. This hints at a major issue as leader-
ship practice has been shown to be the key factor in influencing attitudes 
towards teacher morale (Evans 2001). These divergent scores regarding 
harmony when constructing performativity targets indicate contention 
between managers and their workers. This potentially highlights a lack of, 
or breakdown in, effective dialogue, communication and collaboration 
when formulating targets at appraisals, suggesting that the performativity 
culture potentially instigates an unconscious breakdown in trust between all 
parties (Appel 2020). This lack of effective consultation could indicate that 
operational knowledge and awareness is either neglected or not valued, due 
to the importance of meeting top-down set statistical targets to satisfy 
political and external stakeholders (Boocock 2013; Keep 2018).

This contention about whether statistical targets are developed in con-
junction with staff could also be attributed to personal management styles 
and personalities. The managers in this study were predominately new to 
management and leadership roles and may not be effective, or adept, at 
managing people or utilising a management style which is efficacious (Bush 
and Glover 2014).

Levels of targets set

The disparity regarding how performativity practices are valued by teaching 
staff and managers, and the fact that teaching staff feel that targets are 
currently uninspiring; unrealistic; conceived without their input; and not 
conducive in producing effective learners, hint at conflict between the 
different hierarchies and therefore a situation which is not conducive to 
high staff morale and motivation. Without acceptance and agreement from 
staff about policy implementation (Poon 2004), or the direction in which the 
establishment is travelling, or value of what is deemed important or 
a priority, then practitioner morale, motivation and effort will be subopti-
mal and therefore compromise operational effectiveness (Deci, Ryan, and 
Koestner 1999). Research has shown that achievable targets inspire higher 
levels of effort within repeated-interaction settings (Fisher et al. 2015). 
Results in the current study suggest that targets derived by managers 
based on national averages, particularly if not taking consideration of local 
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and subject based nuances, elicit a perception by staff that targets are not 
realistic, and therefore not inspiring, consequently reducing both staff 
morale and potentially long-term performance (Deci, Ryan, and Koestner 
1999). This concurs with Yi and Kim’s (2019) findings that, in the lowest 
performing schools, leaders have a greater adherence to external account-
ability measures and their practice is shaped and impacted more substan-
tially by said metrics. This could be a contributory factor to the fact that the 
overall success, for the college in this study, has declined over the last three 
years. However, it is impossible to resist the external political pressures 
placed upon educational establishments by governments to meet statistical 
performance measures. As educational managers are held accountable via 
these means, it is almost impossible to move away from producing an 
internal performance/appraisal system which does not mirror, or at least 
acutely resemble, the factors the institution has to address to be judged 
‘competent’ by Ofsted and the DfE (Keep 2018).

Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of teaching 
staff and managers towards performativity practices and statistical target 
setting, and whether there are differences due to job role and responsi-
bility. The main findings from this study indicate a general division 
between the groups in terms of their perceptions of target setting. 
Teaching staff and managers harbour significantly differing perceptions 
as to the impact of statistical target setting on a number of factors 
previously identified as important to motivating staff and developing 
a sound learning environment. Teaching staff unequivocally perceive the 
practice of statistical target setting as detrimental to a number of perfor-
mance factors, whereas managers express some perceptions which are 
significantly more positive in their view on the practice. However, man-
agers also offer the view that a reasonable number of factors are potentially 
harmed by the current practice of statistical target setting and a culture of 
performativity. This suggests that some perceptions are broadly aligned 
between the two parties, with regard to the view that statistical target 
setting is detrimental to improving elements within the learning environ-
ment, such as developing learners, and championing innovation and 
creative practices. This indicates that perceptions are not completely 
different for all factors between teaching staff and managers, and offers 
an equivocal position with regard to whether perceptions of performativity 
change depending on job role and managerial responsibility. Further 
qualitative research, exploring individual voices, and the detail and 
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potential reasons behind these differences, would be beneficial in the 
pursuit of offering future, practice-based recommendations.
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