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Re-centring the school context in policy enactments: An empirical investigation into mentorship programmes for Early Career Teachers
This article examines mentorship provisions for Early Career Teachers (ECTs)—a component of the 2019 Early Career Framework (ECF) introduced by the UK’s Department for Education. Drawing on Braun et al. (2011), it analyses data produced through interviews and focus groups with ECT programme coordinators, mentors, and ECTs from four schools operating under different governance models—Faith-based, Independent, Local Authority, and Multi-Academy Trust—in the South of England. It shows that while all schools seem to adopt similar material approaches to implementing this new policy, significant differences in their enactment strategies stem from each school’s uniquely constellated contextual dimensions. The discussion of findings highlights that the multi-layered context of a school, construed here vis-à-vis its governance model, influences its policy enactment practices. This article argues that the school’s governance model impacts professional and situated contexts and mediates external forces that affect each school’s ECT programme, thus dictating how an ECT programme is embedded within the contextual dimensions of a school. It emphasises the importance of moving away from a top-down approach to policy implementation and re-centres schools and their unique contexts in policy enactment processes. The article concludes with specific recommendations for improving mentorship programmes.
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Introduction
Globally, 44 million more teachers are needed to provide children with universal education, indicating a worldwide teacher shortage (National Education Union, 2024). In England, the Teacher Labour Market reports have highlighted the increasing criticality of the challenges of teacher recruitment and retention over the years, underscoring its severe impact on the education sector more broadly (National Foundation for Educational Research, n.d.). Illustratively, based on monitoring job advertisements and surveys conducted with over 10,000 teachers, the 2025 Teacher Recruitment and Retention report indicates that only about 60 per cent of teachers plan to stay in the profession over the next three years (Allen et al., 2025). 
Introduced in direct response to these ongoing challenges (Sims & Jerrim, 2020), the Department for Education (DfE) published a teacher recruitment and retention strategy (DfE, 2019a). The DfE subsequently rolled out a new policy encapsulated in the Early Career Framework (ECF) (DfE, 2019b). Launched in 2019, a key element of the ECF that was designed to support Early Career Teachers (ECTs) was mentorship, which aimed to offer professional and developmental support to ECTs (DfE, 2019b; this policy context is discussed in greater detail later in this article). Perhaps because this is a relatively new and intensely dynamic policy, only very few peer-reviewed publications have empirically examined its perceived effectiveness, in general, and mentorship programmes as stipulated in the ECF, in particular. Addressing this knowledge gap, in this article, we examine the enactment of the mentorship programmes, a component of the 2019 ECF, adopted across four schools operating under different governance models[footnoteRef:1]—Faith-based, Independent, Local Authority (LA), and Multi-Academy Trust (MAT)—located in the South of England. It draws on empirical data comprising 36 semi-structured interviews and three focus groups involving ECT programme coordinators, mentors, and ECTs.  [1:  Faith-based schools are state-funded and teach the national curriculum, but they have the freedom to choose what they teach in religious studies. They have their own admission criteria and staff policies. In comparison, Faith academies often create their curriculum. Independent schools charge fees from pupils, and they are not obliged to teach the National Curriculum. They are nonetheless registered with the government and are subject to regular inspections, like any other school. LA schools are often referred to as State or Community schools. They receive funding from their local authority or directly from the government. MATs or Academies receive funding directly from the government and are run by an Academy Trust. Academies have more control over their curriculum and their term dates than LA schools do, though they must follow the same rules on admissions, Special Educational Needs and exclusions as State schools, and their pupils sit the same exams.] 

This article is of national and international significance both conceptually and empirically. Conceptually, by bolstering the argument of re-centring the school context in understanding and explicating policy enactments, it reinforces the existing scholarship on this theme in policy sociology (see Bradbury et al., 2022; Braun et al., 2011 for discussion). By foregrounding the practitioners’ experiences of mentorship programmes and thematically analysing their perspectives, it highlights how contextual dimensions of a school—situated, material, professional, and external (see Braun et al., 2011 for empirically supported detailed discussion on each of these)—impact on the experiences of social actors involved in policy enactments. Empirically, the analysis of findings presented in this article contributes significantly, timely, meaningfully and insightfully to the ongoing discussions about the implementation of ECF, a rather volatile and contested policy. Furthermore, the article uses school governance as a central axis of analysis, which, despite being a key aspect of school differentiation in England, appears to be frequently neglected in the literature. It offers a comparative analysis, by drawing on relative similarities and differences, to offer an enriched understanding of the role school governance models play in policy enactment practices. Such an analysis is of value to explore, understand and explain variations in policy enactments across schools within, and beyond in countries with similar structural dispositions as, the UK. 
This article is structured as follows: first, we outline the conceptual and policy contexts for this study; next, we describe the research project upon which this article is based and the methodology we employed. Thereafter, we will discuss the key research findings, and finally, we will conclude the article with core findings and present recommendations that arise from the findings discussed in this article.
Policy enactment and school context: a conceptual discourse
Situated within the realm of policy sociology, this article speaks to the ongoing discourse surrounding policy enactment. Taking inspiration from other scholars in the field, in this article we use the term ‘enactment’ instead of ‘delivery’, thus challenging the traditional, narrow focus on how policies are understood and executed (see Ball et al., 2012 for discussion). To elaborate, although policies are typically presented as texts or sets of documents, it is crucial to recognise the distinction between written policy and its enactment—a discursive process that involves multiple interpretations and translations into practice by various actors operating within, and beyond, yet in relation to, school context (Ball et al., 2012; Gupta, 2019; Gupta & Zhao, 2023). Therefore, rather than being seen solely as mandates (even though these are often defined as such), policies are better understood as tools that shape decision-making scenarios by reducing or altering choices and establishing specific objectives or outcomes (Ball, 1994). This conceptual framing emphasises that policies are not merely implemented; they are ‘interpreted’ and ‘translated’ by diverse policy actors in a school environment (Braun et al., 2010, p. 547; see also Priestley et al., 2015 on teacher agency in policy enactment). 
Context, which this article focuses on, plays a vital role in policy enactment and is a multidimensional phenomenon operating at global, national, and local levels, impacting and being impacted by schools and individual teachers. For example, the seminal work of Stephen Ball and colleagues illustrates how socio-political and economic contexts influence school leaders and teachers as they navigate competing pressures from government mandates, market forces, and local community needs (see Braun et al., 2010; Ball & Olmedo, 2012; Ball et al., 2012). Additionally, Perryman (2006) argues that schools facing accountability pressures may prioritise performative compliance over meaningful engagement with policy objectives. Variations in policy enactment at the school level can arise from differences in available resources and broader material conditions (Braun et al., 2010). Furthermore, the agentic positioning of social actors, such as schoolteachers, is critical to understanding the ‘policy cycle’ (Bowe et al., 1992). This perspective highlights how actors with varied ideological dispositions may interpret and implement policies in distinct ways, even within the same school (McCarthy et al., 2025). 
The discussion above has been presented in Braun et al. (2011) in relation to ‘contextual dimensions’ of a school, which this article draws on to analyse the research data. This includes: 1) ‘situated’ (including geography, school history, and student demographics), 2) ‘professional’ (involving teachers' values, commitments, experiences, and policy management), 3) ‘material’ (covering staffing, budget, facilities, technology, and infrastructure), and 4) ‘external’ (encompassing support from local authorities and pressures from broader policy influences like legal requirements) contexts that significantly impact policy enactment practices and processes (Braun et al., 2011, p.588). The interplay among these dimensions offers valuable insights into how policies are enacted across different school types (as exemplified in Maguire et al., 2019). Importantly, the way policies are practised may not always align with their prescribed formats. Variation in contextual dimensions is key to understanding the nature, extent, and scope of these misalignments, which the analysis presented in this article aims to demonstrate. The following section will outline factors associated with ECF policy's origins and the political motivations behind launching this policy, focusing particularly on mentorship for ECTs in England, to establish the policy-specific context for the study this article draws upon.
Policy context of mentorship for Early Career Teachers in England
Mentorship for ECTs is not a new concept and has developed historically within the English education policy arena. This section outlines significant policy developments in this area. 
Since the introduction of the statutory induction policy for newly qualified teachers in 1999 by the then Department for Education and Employment, there has been a sustained focus on developing and supporting teachers at the very beginning of their careers (see UK Government n.d. for multiple iterations of this initiative over time). High-quality mentoring is widely recognised as pivotal to the development of teachers, particularly in the early stages of their careers (Hobson et al., 2009). This enduring focus, which has been discussed and notably highlighted across various policies, signifies a sustained recognition of the importance of effective mentorship in key phases of teacher training and support for newly qualified teachers (e.g., Carter, 2015; Teaching School Council, 2016). 
Contextually more relevant to this article are the policy developments that occurred in 2019, when policymakers reviewed the ongoing ideas and provisions for supporting ECTs in response to the emerging, and by then evidently apparent, crisis of teacher recruitment and retention in England (as also mentioned above; see National Foundation for Educational Research, n.d.). This policy review resulted in the government developing a strategy in an attempt to combat the issues of chronic teacher shortage. Specifically, the DfE Strategy document (2019a) underscored the imperative to better support teachers at the start of their careers, and it introduced the concept of the ECF as a cornerstone of this approach. The ECF aimed to make the teaching profession more attractive and sustainable by providing structured professional development opportunities, with the desired outcome of recruiting and retaining more teachers within the profession. Put differently, the rationale behind prescribing an arguably narrow and technical content structure for all new teachers in the ECF was to facilitate localised changes to address the larger structural crisis in the teaching profession through a common entitlement to professional development and support facilitated by access to high-quality mentoring and coaching. 
Notably, previous research into the ECF pilots provided warnings about the complex relationship between school contexts and the implementation of the ECF (Hardman et al., 2020; Daly et al., 2022). Nevertheless, the ECF was subsequently published and supported by a series of guidance documents for stakeholders between 2020 and 2024. Implemented nationally in 2021, the Framework was designed to support new teachers entering the English education system during the first two years of their professional lives. Schools were tasked with implementing the ECF by providing ECTs with training, mentoring, and dedicated time to develop key areas focusing on not only teaching (e.g., how children learn, subject and curriculum knowledge, and assessment) but also classroom practices (e.g., high expectations, adaptive teaching, behaviour management, and professional behaviours). The government facilitated support by funding external providers (specifically selected by the DfE—and therefore these were government-approved organisations tasked with implementing the Framework) so that schools could choose who would deliver the training outlined in the ECF—and by covering the additional costs for mentors (DfE, 2019b). 
One of the major critiques of this policy was that it appeared to replicate the content of Initial Teacher Education. Upon identifying this repetition in their outcomes of the review of the Initial Teacher Training Core Content Framework and ECF (DfE, 2024a), a new iteration of the policy was published in 2024. This version retained most aspects of the ECF (as mentioned in the paragraph above), with a significant change being that the new document combined the ECF with the Initial Teacher Training Core Content Framework (see DfE, 2024b). Thus, while this policy initiative is new in its framing, and this framing continues to evolve with new iterations of the policy, mentorship as a practice is neither new to schools nor is this discourse novel within the empirical context. It appears to be perceived as effective by policymakers and therefore likely to feature in prospective versions of the ECT support at the policy level, thus rendering the discussion presented below highly valuable both now and in the future. The following section will outline the research focus and methodological approach to the study from which this article draws. 
The study 
Fieldwork for this study was conducted using a qualitative research methodology (Creswell, 2013) across four secondary schools, operating under different governance structures—Faith-based, Independent, LA, and MAT—in the South of England. This selection of school types aimed to capture, understand, explore, and explain how the governance style of a school affects the approaches to enacting the ECF. We approached school leaders at each school to request conversations with key stakeholders, or prospective research participants, in their ECT programme. Upon receiving support from these gatekeepers in principle, we sought and subsequently secured ethics approval for doing research with human participants from the Faculty Ethics Committee of the University of Southampton.  In total, 36 individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with 5 ECT programme coordinators, 15 mentors, and 16 ECTs (see Table 1 for sample distribution across the different school types). The mode of conducting interviews varied from in-person at the schools where the participants were employed to online via MSTeams, during or after regular school hours, according to the preferences of the research participants, ensuring our data collection approach was least disruptive to their work. 
Insert Table 1 here
More than 5 teachers participated from each school, although the majority (n=14) of our participants were from the LA school, which is likely due to a stronger professional relationship between one of the authors and the teachers in this school. We acknowledge that while the disparity in the sample distribution may have some implications for research findings, the quality of data produced from each interview allowed us to understand meaningfully the similarities and differences in mentorship programmes adopted by different schools in our sample. To discuss some of the issues that arose during the interviews in greater detail, we conducted a total of three focus groups at our institution—one for each group of stakeholders (ECTs, ECT mentors and ECT programme coordinators). 
In total, two coordinators (one from the LA and another from the MAT schools), four mentors (one from the Faith-based, one from the LA, and two from the MAT schools), and three ECTs (two from the LA and one from the MAT schools) came along to these focus groups. While we sought an equal and greater number of participants from stakeholders in focus groups, this was not possible due to timetabling constraints faced by our prospective research participants. In addition to this, due to a greater distance between the school and our institution where focus groups were conducted, it was not possible to get representation from the Independent School at these focus groups. To mitigate this, we ensured that the prompts for the focus group discussion, which were drawn from preliminary research findings arising from the interviews, were representative of the four categories of schools involved in the research.
 Interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded, and the recordings were used for transcription purposes. The transcripts were analysed thematically using NVivo software. The steps we followed for thematic analysis are outlined in Braun & Clarke (2020). Briefly, though, the analysis began with coding which was conducted both inductively (by drawing on the perspectives of the participants—resulting in codes such as time constraints) and deductively (informed by scholarly discussions on the topic—for example, Towers et al. (2022) study led to identifying codes, such as teachers’ work, identity, and teacher-preparedness, to classify the data). The coded material was subsequently reviewed reflexively to identify themes from the data. The dominant themes relevant to mentorship programmes across schools that took part in our study are discussed in the following sections. 
Similarities across school types: Findings and discussion
There were three primary ways in which the enactment of ECF appeared to be similar across school types. Each of these ways is discussed in turn below. 
Firstly, all research participants supported the premise of the ECF in ensuring that new schoolteachers succeed in their transition into the teaching profession, with many mentors and coordinators noting how they would have benefited from this opportunity when they began their careers and how supporting ECTs is now imperative in the context of fewer teachers being recruited and more leaving the profession. As the excerpts below show, the broader context of this perceived need for supporting teachers was the acknowledgement of teachers working in a pressure-driven work environment. This has been discussed extensively in the literature as being a direct result of performative accountability and target-centric teachers’ work over the years in the empirical context (see Perryman et al., 2024; Proudfoot & Boyd, 2023; Towers et al., 2022; West et al., 2011):
I think in direct response to the retention and recruitment crisis, it's so important that these teachers [ECTs] are nurtured and given the opportunities to really become a master at what they do rather than, 'Right, you've got a pulse. Quick, in the classroom! Off you go. Good luck. See you in a couple of years if you make it.' [MAT, coordinator]
Obviously, it's [as ECT] very intense and there's a lot for that person to deal with. So, it's a balance, isn't it, of giving them enough and pushing enough that you're getting - you're developing as a teacher, but not so much that you're going to put them off and they're going to want to leave. [Faith-based, mentor-1]
Secondly, recognising its importance and responding to government mandates, all the schools that participated in this research allocated requisite resources for their ECT mentorship programme, including instituting a formal mentorship arrangement as per the policy document (DfE, 2019b). 
A significant resource allocated for the purpose that all the participants reflected on was Time. This was talked about variously but predominantly in terms of lengthening the period of induction from one year for newly qualified teachers to two years to ensure that new teachers are provided with comprehensive support. Additionally, all the schools in our sample had a policy to: not ask the ECTs to cover other teachers’ work; not give ECTs the same responsibilities as many of the other experienced teachers had; and provide the ECTs with extra time on their timetable (about 10 per cent in the first year and 5 per cent in the second year of the ECT programme) to ensure the completion of the tasks they ought to do during the first two years of their employment (again, as outlined in DfE, 2019b). 
These changes to school practices signify a changing material context for the selected schools, as they responded effectively to ‘the ‘outside’ compliance with external policy demands’ in enactment processes (see Braun et al., 2010, p.558). While these provisions were aimed at alleviating some stress for ECTs, many of the ECTs we spoke with still reported feeling overwhelmed by the job demands, which is consistent with pre-ECF studies (e.g., Spencer et al., 2017), thus demonstrating that material re-contextualisation of schools itself may not always be effective in meeting policy aspirations adequately.   
Finally, all the mentors who participated in this study advocated that ECTs must focus on building the capacity of individuals as schoolteachers during the ‘ECT years’ for them to realise sustainable professional development and career progression. To expand on this, the mentors, who were acutely aware of the pressures of being a teacher, emphasised that because two years were recognised by the school for ECTs’ development and growth and provisions were made to support ECTs (e.g., through protecting their time, as mentioned above) in those years, it is of utmost importance that the ECTs take advantage of all the facilities and provisions and focus on consolidating their professional practices (e.g., mastering behaviour and expectations in classroom settings). These views informed mentorship approaches across schools, as exemplified in the excerpts below: 
…I'm giving my ECT that opportunity to find their own place. So, they're not being given everything and you're delivering, you're actually creating the stuff yourself. Then you have ownership of it and then you want it to go well, so you put more effort into it. It's that cycle of - you need to be excited about it. You need to want to enjoy working with young people, as messy as it can be. [Faith-based, mentor-1]
…we just need to sometimes help younger colleagues to really establish and consolidate themselves. [Independent, mentor-1]
We're just really focusing it on the students that she's got. Does she know who they are? Does she know all of their individual needs? How can we make sure that the behaviour for learning is effective, that she can teach her lessons? [LA, mentor-5]
I think a lot of the focus on pedagogy, the focus on really digging deep into how children learn best. Not just how they sit in the classroom and listen to you, but how can you engage, motivate? I think those are important for him [referring to their mentee]. [MAT, mentor-4]
	As shown above, the significance of the first two years in teachers’ professional careers was articulated variously by mentors, including: learning to produce new content and assuming ownership of one’s content; experiencing joy at work, especially when working with young people and particularly in challenging circumstances; establishing oneself as an independent educator; knowing one’s students and improving student learning practices through behaviour management and pedagogical innovations. This experience resonates with mentors’ views in other locations subjected to empirical investigation, such as London, Manchester and York (see Murtagh et al., 2024), showcasing cross-regional similarities in mentors’ values potentially translating into their mentorship practices. Furthermore, these views align with what ECTs participating in our study felt they needed, particularly in terms of understanding their role and associated responsibilities, with guidance provided to them formally and informally by their designated mentor and other colleagues in the school, which aligns with ECTs’ perceived needs reported in 2022 and 2025 research reports evaluating the national rollout of the ECF (DfE, n.d.).
	In essence, for the majority of our research participants, the ECT programme was meant to signify that teacher development from the very beginning of one’s career in the profession is valued and supported, and it was seen as socialisation into the teaching profession more broadly and the school context more specifically. This discussion here shows how all the schools in our sample seemed to have assumed, very similarly, renewed professional and situated contexts as they enacted various structural elements of the ECF.  
Differences across school types: Findings and discussion 
While there were similarities across schools in how they approached adopting policy instructions, as discussed above, this section will outline differences in the nature and extent to which the ECT programme was practically embedded in the contextual dimensions of the schools in our sample. The research findings concerning how the ECT programme was embedded in each school’s context are pictorially presented (see Figure 1) as ‘strongest’ in the case of the Independent School, ‘strong’ in the case of the MAT school, ‘weak’ in the case of the Faith-based and ‘weakest’ in the case of the LA school. Notably, the terms used here, such as ‘strong’ or ‘weak’, should not be interpreted or understood as a proxy for ‘success’ or ‘failure’ in implementing ECF, as we do not believe there is a singularly perfect way to enact this or any other policy. These categories are used entirely to explicate the significance of governance structure in policy enactment practices, with the possibility of change over time. 
Insert Figure 1 here.
Strong embedding of the ECT programme in school context: a case of Independent and MAT schools 
The Independent school in our sample appeared to have the strongest embedding of its ECT programme in its school’s professional context. Specifically, the programme coordinator stated that they curated their ECT programme themselves by drawing heavily on the ECF guidance documents instead of outsourcing it to one of the government-approved external providers. As the programme curator, the coordinator stressed that mentors and ECTs were strongly encouraged to engage with the relevant policy documents directly. Within this context of institutional expectations, which was not the case in other schools where this research was carried out, it was only in the Independent school in our sample where all the participants appeared to know about, had read, and talked about often referring to the ECF in their day-to-day ECT mentorship and related support practices. The following excerpt articulates the way in which the coordinator made sense of their ECT programme vis-à-vis the ECF.
I really like the early career framework. I think it's a fantastic document…for our ECTs to use to think about those next steps into the profession. I think our induction tutors…support our ECTs really well, so that they can further develop their classroom craft….So our awarding body [anonymised]...do a lot of CPD on top of the stuff that we do here, so they add a whole layer of support to our ECTs…I also really like the complete freedom that the DfE have given schools around mentorship. So we use a kind of coaching model here, which works really effectively…So the guidance that we get [from the awarding body] are really, really well organised and give really good guidance to induction tutors. So there's a really clear step-by-step process of regular meetings, which have got an agenda, which the ECT records, where they set themselves targets, that the tutor supports them in reaching those short-term, medium-term, long-term targets. So the whole process is really, really well mapped out…I think the teaching standards are a really good backbone to work with… [Independent, coordinator]
In addition to being cognisant of the government policy for supporting ECTs, the excerpt above signifies how this school’s ECT programme seemed to align with the resources provided by multiple stakeholders within its contextual dimensions. Specifically, the coordinator and mentors highlighted how their programme linked to: 1) DfE’s ECF and Teachers' Standards, 2) the suggestions for implementing ECF supplied by the awarding body for Independent schools, and 3) the context for professional development (i.e., the coaching model) of this specific school. Notably, though, while external contexts in the form of stakeholders such as the government and the awarding body influenced this school’s ECT programme, the nature and extent of this influence, the coordinator explained, were limited; in comparison, a much greater emphasis was placed on the sensitivity and orientation of the programme to meeting the school's professional developmental needs and values. 
Hence, the social actors from the Independent school in our study exhibited the greatest confidence in exercising autonomy when enacting the ECF, resulting in their ECT programme appearing to be more a part of rather than imposed on or external to their school context. This is potentially because Independent schools are not typically bound by the same contractual obligations as other types of schools in England. Therefore, they have greater freedom in shaping teachers’ workload and enacting policy-relevant programmes (Keddie, 2014), including the one for supporting ECTs, which this article focuses on. From the perspective of contextual dimensions (as discussed in Braun et al., 2011), the Independent school in our sample maintained the synergy between its situated context and externally imposed government expectations by enhancing its core professional context through the process of enacting the ECF. 
In comparison, the MAT school in our sample had subscribed to a government-approved external provider to deliver the ECF (whereas the Independent school had their own programme, as noted above). While coordinators of both types of schools reflected on the importance of a coaching model for professional development (which can be conceptualised as a means to coached habitus formation for new and established professionals in school settings—see Gupta, 2025), the MAT school had a stronger influence of its Trust for enacting the Framework in comparison to the role the awarding body played in the case of the Independent school. This influence was evident in the choice of the government-approved provider, which was in alignment with the values and norms of the Trust in terms of mentoring practices (e.g., the emphasis being placed on instructional coaching for professional development), thus rendering the provider seemingly appropriate for the contextual dimensions of the schools affiliated with this Trust (see Spicksley, 2023 for differences in ECT support approaches adopted by designated external providers). 
The training that we've received through being an ECT mentor through [external provider] has explicitly taught us how to do that [mentoring] and given us the opportunity to practise that [through regular sessions with ECTs]. I think us, like lots of multi-academy trusts, like lots of schools, are embedding coaching and similar things within their internal practice, so it's massively linked up. The coaching that we do with ECTs will look very similar to the coaching we would do with experienced staff. The model is the same because the model's based on evidence; it's just been embedded. [MAT, Mentor1]
Therefore, as shown above, the participants from the MAT school perceived their ECT programme as being ‘coherent’ with the (Trust-directed) school context. Nevertheless, some tensions were reported by participants from this school arising on occasions when this coherency was disrupted due to the difference between the specific context of the school (e.g., a particular approach to teaching and collegiality expected from the ECTs as staff members for everyday functioning of the school), the Trust’s suggestions (e.g., the resources supplied were too ‘nationally’ oriented and not sufficiently school-specific) and the content from the external provider (e.g., at times, the material teachers were asked to use were inappropriate for the secondary school context or the timeline of professional development activities did not align with what ECTs felt they needed at a given point of time). This dynamic speaks directly to the scholarly discussions on the micropolitics of policy enactments in MATs in England (see Innes, 2021 for an analysis of this). It signals the tensions arising from dissonance between the situated context of the school and the external context created by the expectation from the Trust, as well as the external provider they had subscribed to for delivering ECF. The outcome of this in practice was the evidence of competing interests within the professional context of this school. 
Weak embedding of the ECT programme in school context: a case of Faith-based and Local Authority schools
The ECT programme coordinators in both the Faith-based and the LA schools in our sample did not feel they had the autonomy to enact the ECF confidently and in alignment with the school’s priorities and context. Just like the MAT school in our sample, both of these schools decided to opt for an external provider to help curate their ECT programme. However, reflecting on how this was experienced in practice, coordinators of these schools spoke about a gross mismatch between the practices their respective providers insisted they should adopt and their schools’ professional context. How the disjointedness of the ECT programme vis-à-vis the school’s contextual dimensions played out and the varied ways in which this was articulated by coordinators in both schools have been typified in the excerpts below: 
So three years ago when ECT started, I went with the fully led induction route and a year in and I didn't like it at all. It wasn't working for us. It was it was one size fits all. You have to follow this path. There was an online thing that you had to do, and it was really unclear what you had to do. I felt really disjointed, and I felt that what you give for a curriculum and what the government were then giving for the curriculum, there was a massive drop off and we were going back over old things that they didn't need to go over. So last year I went into the - I can't remember now what it's called - to the middle version of it, and still, it was really disjointed. I still felt really frustrated because at [their school], we have a…bespoke model. [Faith-based, coordinator]
So they [ECTs] still have a programme in school, and an online programme through their ECT provision, and it's linked….we try and make sure it's linked to what we're doing [as part of the whole CPD programme] as well…I'm hoping the ECTs think, oh, that makes sense, rather than, well, the school does one thing and I'm having to do this as an extra. [LA, coordinator-1]
As shown above, while coordinators of both schools identified weak embedding of their ECT programme in their school context, their prospective course of action differed significantly.  Having carefully reviewed the nature and extent of practical incoherence in their approach to enacting the ECF, the coordinator of the Faith-based school realised that subscribing to another government-approved external provider may not resolve the issue per se and to effectively enact ECF for the benefit of the school more holistically they decided to, therefore, liaise with another Faith-based school in the region. The aim here was to co-develop an ECT programme that was appropriately bespoke and aligned with the broader context of professional learning, growth, and staff development in both schools. Indeed, studies have shown the effectiveness of policy enactment processes in the context of schools working together collegially and using their shared network to enhance specific practices (see Ainscow & Howes, 2007). Doing so can also be seen as the school solidifying its professional context through working with an institution with a similarly situated context, thus navigating external policy expectations successfully without deprioritising the wider context of the school in the process.
In comparison to the above, the LA school coordinators (this was the only school in our sample with two ECT programme leads—both were interviewed as part of this study), although they expressed concerns about their external provider, did not necessarily think of a solution outside of subscribing to another external provider to deliver the ECF. As such, during interviews, it became clear that they would move away from their current provider; however, instead of considering partnering with another school with the same governance model (like the Faith-based school did), they decided to solicit services from another government-approved external provider. Doing so may potentially result in yet another mismatch between the external context of the ECF-instructed ECT support and the situated and professional contextual attributes of their school, as had been the case in the past.
Importantly, although varying by nature and extent as demonstrated above, the contextual disjointedness in all three schools that subscribed to external providers informed the experiences of the ECTs somewhat similarly (the Faith-based, MAT and LA schools). As mentioned above in the case of the MAT school in our sample, the ECTs in both Faith-based and LA schools complained that the online resources provided by their external provider were at times problematic in terms of being ‘repetitive’ (as they felt they had covered those in their teacher training programmes), ‘academic’ and lacking practical orientation, and sometimes not relevant to their day-to-day professional practice (for instance, the examples provided were from primary schools which do not apply to secondary school settings—as also alluded to earlier in the article). 
These issues came up much more strongly in the LA school than in others in our sample. All the ECTs in this school shared their frustration stemming from the feeling that they had ‘wasted’ a lot of their time figuring out how to use the resources given to them by their external provider. This is likely because the LA school appeared to experience a greater disconnect between the contextual dimensions of their school and their ECT programme as compared to the other two types of schools in our sample which had also subscribed to an external provider but privileged, much more strongly although contextually varyingly, their own school’s context in the delivery of the ECF more broadly. This privileging was clear through the Trust’s influence in shaping the ECT programme of the MAT school and the Faith-based school transitioning to partner with another school under the same governance model, and therefore with a similarly situated context to enact the ECF. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this article has provided valuable insights into the practices and processes surrounding the enactment of the 2019 ECF-mandated mentorship programmes for ECTs. By identifying both similarities and differences across various types of schools in the enactment of this policy, the article illustrates that while schools may materially appear to adopt similar approaches to embedding new policies, there are significant differences in their enactment strategies shaped by the uniquely positioned contextual dimensions of each institution. The context of a school—primarily understood through its governance structure in this article—emerges as a crucial factor in discerning the nature, deciphering the extent, and scoping the embedding of this policy’s enactment. This reflects the distinction between 'policy-as-text' and 'policy-as-discourse', illustrating how policy mandates are heavily mediated by contextual dimensions of a school and processes of meaning-making involving relevant stakeholders (Ball et al., 2012).
	As mentioned above, the discussion presented here highlights that policy enactments are significantly influenced by the school context, reinforcing the need for the ECF to contextualise the programme in relation to schools (as also noted in studies on ECF pilots—see Hardman et al., 2020). The article argues that in schools that exhibit a greater sense of freedom and confidence in exercising autonomy in policy enactment, there is a tendency to innovate and adapt policy-driven inputs in ways that align with the specific needs of the school, aiming to bolster rather than alter the contextual dimensions of their school. In such cases, the focus shifts away from strict policy implementation and to privileging the school’s context, making policy-relevant changes to school practices a part of the broader context of the school instead of these appearing to be external to it. Conversely, in schools where the emphasis is placed primarily on adhering to external policy and transforming school practices as per the policy, the misalignment between the contextual dimensions of the school and new policy-induced adjustments to the school is likely to be experienced more acutely, which in turn unsettles the school context more broadly. 
Considering the findings and discussion provided in this article, we propose the following recommendations. Firstly, policymakers should frame policies in a manner that positions social actors as enactors rather than merely implementers or deliverers of policies. This approach would more accurately reflect the role that schools—and their context and teachers as policy actors—play in policy enactments. Moreover, it is essential to provide schools with increased autonomy and freedom, along with appropriate resources to enact policies effectively, while also continually reviewing and adjusting support structures to meet the evolving needs of educators, encompassing not just ECTs but also mentors, ECT coordinators and others involved in the process. Secondly, school-based social actors should acknowledge, identify, and share the significance of the school context among staff—whether they are directly or indirectly involved in the relevant policy enactment practices—to reclaim and exercise their freedom and autonomy in these processes. They should ensure that the ECT programme is integrated into the contextual dimensions of the school and enhances these dimensions for the benefit of the school more sustainably. 
Ensuring the above will enhance the impact of the ECF on professional developmental practices not only for the ECTs but also for more established schoolteachers who may or may not be involved in ECT programmes. Treating the ECT programme as an additional task for coordinators, mentors, and ECTs, disconnected from other school activities and their own responsibilities and roles, can render the programme less cohesive and burdensome. By aligning the ECT programme with the school's context, the activities are likely to become more relevant, time-efficient, and meaningful for all involved over time. We have explored specific ways this may be achieved in some of the outputs from our research project and associated impact work. Specifically, the readers of this article may potentially be interested in exploring our project report (Gupta & Newman, 2025), a research evidence-based Toolkit that outlines our recommendations for enhancing mentorship programmes for ECTs (Gupta & Newman, 2024). Acknowledging the value of partnerships and collaborative exchange among school leaders (Nicholson & Wilkins, 2024), we have co-founded the 'ECT Coordinator Mentorship Network', designed to bring together practitioners from various schools to share ideas, challenges, and opportunities related to their mentorship programmes. We have also co-produced a Workbook with some members of this network. This output provides instructions on how to use our Toolkit in ways that work best for individual schools, regardless of their governance model (Newman et al., 2025). Our practitioner-facing outputs are designed to be relevant to schools in the UK and internationally, where mentorship programmes are viewed as a valuable part of teachers’ professional learning. 
Like all research efforts, our work has its scope and limitations. As mentioned at the beginning of this article, our research findings are drawn from four schools in the South of England, and while we believe the ECF enactment practices highlighted here will likely speak to experiences in other schools in England (supported by the resonance of our findings with other literature) it is possible that schools within and beyond this geographical focus would have approached embedding ECF into their school context differently to how we have reported here. Furthermore, it became apparent to us during the course of our research that the policy trajectory in this domain of practice can be quite dynamic and therefore more research on policy enactments in relation to the prospective policy focuses might reveal various other aspects of enactment of policies aiming to address the evolving dynamics regarding teacher retention and recruitment crisis. Finally, since this is a topic of international significance, we would suggest that more cross-country and comparative research on how ECTs are supported would likely generate a more comprehensive understanding of the global challenge of teacher shortage, potentially leading to generating ideas on effective and sustainable approaches to addressing this challenge worldwide. Overall, this study serves as a significant contribution to moving the scholarly discourse forward in this regard. 
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Table and figure
Table 1: Distribution of the interviewed participants
	School type
	Participants of the ECT programme

	
	Coordinator
	Mentor
	Early Career Teacher
	Total 

	[bookmark: _Hlk177629583]Faith-based 
	1
	2
	4
	7

	Independent
	1
	3
	2
	6

	Local Authority
	2
	6
	6
	14

	Multi-Academy Trust 
	1
	4
	4
	9

	Total
	5
	15
	16
	36
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Figure 1: Embeddedness of ECT programme in school context
	
1.1. Strongest embedding
	
1.2 Strong embedding

	
1.3 Weak embedding
	
1.4 Weakest embedding


Figure 1.1 shows the strongest embedding of the ECT programme in the school context. The school's orange tint within the broader orange framework signifies the guidance provided by the relevant awarding body to all the affiliated Independent schools, whilst simultaneously providing the school with a sense of agency and acknowledging its uniqueness, resulting in the school enacting the ECF by strengthening its own contextual dimensions. 
Figure 1.2 illustrates a somewhat strong alignment between the ECT programme and the school context. This is symbolised through the homogenously green colour that all schools under the same Trust had assumed because of a strong influence of the Trust in shaping the ECT programme, in both theory and practice. The placement of the external provider of the programme suggests some influence of its services on the actual practice of the programme amidst the prevailing role of the Trust in the everyday functioning of the programme. 
Figure 1.3 demonstrates a weaker embedding of the ECT programme with school context due to differences in the professional developmental context of the school and that of the external provider for the ECF. This disconnect led to the school leaving the external provider and instead partnering with another school of the same governance structure (both were faith-based) to co-produce their ECT programmes—this is denoted by intersecting interests in the figure, despite specific institutional differences between schools. 
Figure 1.4 reflects the weakest alignment between the approach of the external provider of the ECF and the school context, signifying a noticeably disjointed nature of the ECT programme in the school’s context. Recognising this, the school moved away from its provider and partnered with another provider. The disjointedness is likely to persist due to the potential misalignment as mentioned above.
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