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Background 

In October 2013, the Minister for Education and Skills issued a written statement 
outlining his acceptance of a proposal from local government to protect school 
improvement funding within the local government budget settlement and to jointly 
construct a National Regional Model for School Improvement. 

 A small high level task and finish group of external experts were appointed as an 
advisory group to the Minister.  In recent months, key representatives of WG, 
consortia, local government and head teachers have met to co-construct the new 
regional model under the leadership of the expert group.  

Under the new model, current regional arrangements for school improvement will be 
strengthened. The national model is based on a vision of regional school 
improvement consortia working on behalf of local authorities to lead orchestrate and 
co-ordinate the improvement in the performance of schools and education of young 
people. The Challenge Adviser is pivotal to this work.  This paper identifies the 
essential standards required for this role. 

 

The national model for regional working 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

National model for school improvement 

The new regional system leads ambitious transformational change, and drives 

school improvement from the inside out. Challenge advisers will be primarily 

responsible for building capacity in schools and ensuring schools are equipped to 

drive and sustain improvements in raising standards and providing high quality 

educational provision.  The challenge adviser will act as an agent of change 

supporting and challenging school leaders to improve performance and brokering 

support that has a positive impact on learners.  Challenge advisers may be 

employed full-time by a consortium or be bought in on a part-time basis.  
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Challenge advisers will have: 

 experience of leading in a successful school 

 expertise in analysing and using school improvement data; 

 an understanding and experience of how to implement school improvement; 
and 

 strong interpersonal skills. 
 
This will represent a significant shift in the roles and skills needed. Challenge 
advisers should be credible in their challenge role and command respect from 
schools.  Welsh Government will provide national training for those undertaking the 
role of challenge advisers as a matter of urgency.  Consortia will, therefore, need to 
facilitate this training and also secondments to help make the transition to this new 
role wherever possible.  Consortia will have the responsibility of identifying staff to 
participate in training, and will need to ensure strong performance management of 
those undertaking the role of challenge advisors.  Consortia executive boards and 
the managing directors will need to urgently assess the capability of their staff to 
meet the new requirements and discussion with unions that represent them so that 
headteachers and school leaders are challenged and supported by high quality 
advisers. 
 

Schools Challenge Cymru 

The Schools Challenge Cymru programme (SCC) is a key element within the Welsh 

Government’s school improvement strategy, focussed on secondary schools in 

Wales that face the largest challenge in terms of circumstance and stage of 

development. 

 

Within the overall strategy for school improvement set out in the National Model for 

Regional Working, SCC involves schools that have been in lower Bands over the 

past three years, and where there are particularly high levels of pupils eligible for 

Free School Meals. The Challenge aims to empower and equip these Pathways to 

Success Schools, and their cluster primaries, to be able to achieve continuous self 

improvement by building on existing good practise, mobilising additional support and 

monitoring the impact of their efforts. The programme will place an emphasis on 

effective collaboration to drive sustainable results, encouraging it to take place at all 

levels in the system: peer to peer; school to school; across local authorities and 

between regional education consortia. This is essential in order to move knowledge 

to where it is needed most and will bring benefits to many schools in Wales as they 

forge partnerships, share expertise and learn from each other. 

 

Within the overall strategy for school improvement set out in the National Model for 

Regional Working, SCC involves schools that have been in lower Bands over the 

past three years, and where there are particularly high levels of pupils eligible for 

Free School Meals. The Challenge aims to empower and equip these Pathways to 

Success Schools to be able to achieve continuous self improvement by building on 
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existing good practise, mobilising additional support and monitoring the impact of 

their efforts. 

 

As part of the SCC programme a group of Schools Challenge Cymru Challenge 

Advisers have been appointed.  Working directly with Pathways to Success Schools, 

the Advisers are employed by the Regional Educational Consortia and funded by 

SCC. The Advisers work as a national team, meeting monthly as a cohort to share 

learning, problem solve and participate in their own continuous professional 

development. They will also liaise with the Challenge Advisers, who will work with 

schools that are not part of Schools Challenge Cymru – as outlined in the National 

Model for Regional Working.  

 

In this way, they will cooperate in making sure that the progress of the Pathways to 

Success Schools contributes to improvement across the education system.  For 

those Pathways to Success Schools the SCC Challenge Adviser is the single adviser 

for that school and will undertake the Challenge Adviser role in all of its components 

as well as addressing the requirements of the SCC programme. 

 

Training and development 

 

WG have commissioned an external party to design and deliver national training and 

development for Challenge Advisers.   This will ensure a national baseline training to 

support advisers to understand how to support schools to improve the quality of 

teaching and learning and build leadership capacity so that they can successfully 

deliver the agreed annual cycle of school improvement. 

Regional consortia will then take responsibility for tailoring the training and 

development to match the needs of advisers. This will be a modular programme and 

will be a blended learning approach which would include; work shadowing, 

mentoring, research/enquiry activities, workshops etc 

There are many current systems leaders and potential Challenge Advisers who may 

not have had “experience of leading in a successful school” but have demonstrated 

very effective impact on schools.  Regional consortia will need to make a judgement 

about how to train and develop these advisers further so that they reach the required 

standards. There is a clear expectation that all named challenge advisers must meet 

the standards. Where individuals do not, regional consortia will need to take 

appropriate action. The success of the new regional strategy depends to a significant 

degree on the quality of the challenge advisers so that they are able to support 

schools to bring about significant and sustainable improvement. Robust performance 

management policies and processes are essential for securing high quality advisers. 
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The National Training Programme will consist of; 

 A two day workshop on 8th and 9th September 2014 

 Estyn training in January and February 

The training will be based on the national standards. In addition there may be the 

opportunity for training modules for discreet areas of development that can be 

delivered regionally. Prospective Challenge Advisers will assess themselves against 

the standards during the two-day workshop and peer assessment will provide an 

integral part of this programme.  

Further training opportunities will be identified during the national programme and 

line managers will then provide opportunities to supplement the national training at a 

regional level. 

 

Standards 

 

These set of standards build on existing standards designed by ISOS. The changes 

reflect a shift from system leaders who worked with schools, challenging them to 

improve, to one which primarily focuses on supporting schools to build capacity and 

sustain improvement. Schools will be supported and held accountable for leading 

their own improvement.   

The aim of these standards is to make sure that challenge advisers have the right 
skills and knowledge to do their job effectively and to enhance and strengthen the 
impact of support, challenge and intervention on standards and school capacity to 
improve. For the successful Challenge Adviser, effective practice will impact on 
improved outcomes for learners and greater in-school capacity to lead 
learning and improvement. 
 
 

Award of Challenge Adviser status 

Challenge Adviser status will only be awarded to suitable candidates who meet the 

standards described in this document. The process for assuring that these standards 

are met is as follows: 

1. Complete the national training programme (including successful qualification 

through Estyn training) 

2. Complete self-assessment 

3. Complete peer assessment 

4. Line manager assessment 

Once a candidate has successfully completed all stages of the process, they will be 

awarded accreditation of ‘Challenge Adviser’ status which will be valid for 3 years. 

This will signify that the individual has completed the assessment process and is 

entitled to refer to themselves as a “Challenge Adviser” and conduct work in that 

capacity.
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Four key aspects 

 Aspect Skills Knowledge and expertise 

1 Supporting 
school self-
evaluation 
and 
improvement 

• Building and maintaining relationships 

• Communicating clearly 
• Use evidence to evaluate the quality of 

provision 

• Understanding and analysing data 
• Support leaders to observe lessons and move 

the quality of teaching to good or excellent 
• Facilitate effective target setting 

• Leading or supporting difficult conversations 
and giving feedback 

• Clear and concise report writing 
• Motivate school leaders to improve 
 

• Effective engagement approaches 

• National school improvement and categorisation system 
• Evaluating performance across schools of different 

categories  

• Identify next steps needed to move school to a higher 
category and work with school to achieve this 

• Current research on teaching and learning and the 
characteristics of effective practice 

• Use of targets in accelerating progress 

• Effective assessment for learning strategies using 
qualitative and quantitative data  

• Systems for tracking pupil progress 
• Curriculum and qualification regulations 
• Curriculum models 

• Estyn inspection framework and process 

2 Broker 
effective 
support and 
intervention 

• Identify resources to meet school needs 

• Facilitating and brokering support  
• Monitoring and evaluating impact 
• Broker school to school support 

 

• Match support to school capacity and needs – create 
bespoke solutions 

• Assess strategies for improving teaching and learning 
and leadership  

• Support for schools causing concern   

• Resources available in LA/region/elsewhere 
• Successful  interventions/ tools to address issues 
• Impact evaluation 

• Support for school governance  

3 Developing 
school 
leadership 

• Assessing the quality of school leadership 
teams 

• Setting high expectations 

• Mentoring and coaching and supporting others 
as mentors and coaches 

• Empower school leaders to take tough decisions 

• Secure commitment to improve 
• Effective mentoring and coaching 
• Emotional intelligence 

• Effective school leadership 
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• Modelling and challenging leadership 

• Developing individual and collective 
accountability 

• Using evidence to review performance and 
impact 

• Facilitation and support 

• Strategic planning 

• Performance review requirements and criteria 
• Understanding the regional consortia functions and LA 

statutory responsibilities Good and excellent 
performance and systems 

• Succession planning, talent management, effective 
models of leadership including executive leadership 

4 Build school 
to school 
capacity 

 

• Evaluate capacity of good schools and identify 
ways in which they can support others 

• Develop strategies to move good schools to 
lead practitioner schools 

• Develop programmes with lead practitioner 
and other schools to improve the quality of 
teaching and learning and build leadership 
capacity 

• School led support and intervention 
• Build partnerships to improve capacity  

• Excellent school leadership 
• Criteria for excellent/lead practitioner schools 
• Create and develop more lead practitioner schools 
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Aspect 1: Supporting school self-evaluation and improvement 

This aspect is critical in the delivery of the National Model for school improvement. Getting to know and understand the schools 

performance using a range of data and intelligence. Schools at all stages of the categorisation and improvement model will require 

appropriate challenge to performance.  Challenge Advisers will need to build capacity by reviewing the school’s self-evaluation and 

making judgements about the accuracy of this and appropriateness of the school’s key priorities. 

 

Skills Required Knowledge and expertise required 

Building and maintaining relationships  
The ability to create, sustain and nurture a team of people who 
are contributing to the schools’ development so that information 
is shared, data and activity are transparent, systems and 
process are consistent and well understood; and everyone is 
clear about the role that they play; ability to differentiate 
approach to different contexts and people; ability to influence, 
negotiate and deliver tough messages whilst still retaining a 
professional relationship. 
Communicating clearly    
The skills to be structured, precise and convincing when 
communicating, get the most out of every conversation, and to 
leave each engagement with agreement on next steps. Able to 
communicate effectively verbally and in writing; the skills to 
communicate effectively with a wide range of partners who will 
contribute to a school’s ongoing development including 
governors, local authority staff, the regional consortium team, 
and schools or individuals proving support; the ability to tailor 
communications to the needs of a particular audience.  
Use evidence to evaluate the quality of provision   

The skills to accurately evaluate a range of evidence such as 
test data, classroom observations and work scrutiny and judge 

Effective engagement approaches  
Knowledge of effectively engaging with colleagues from a 
range of different professional backgrounds and experiences; 
understanding how to create effective facilitating meetings and 
workshops and encourage participation from all involved. 
National school improvement and categorisation system  
Sound knowledge of how to implement the national school 
categorisation system, including when national moderation 
arrangements will be drawn together. Understand the new 
annual cycle of school improvement and work with schools to 
ensure that this is in place and effective in bringing about 
improvement. Being clear about the range of qualitative and 
quantitative data that is needed for self-evaluation; 
understanding what data is publically available and what is 
required from the school. Understand the different types of 
benchmark data. Understanding that performance needs to 
exceed expectations around school contexts. 
Evaluating performance across schools of different 
categories  
Understand what support and intervention schools in different 
stages of development need. 
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whether the self-evaluation is accurate and will lead to 
improving standards and provision at the school 
Support leaders to observe lessons and move the quality 
of teaching  to good or excellent  
The skills to observe teaching and learning with school leaders 
and accurately identify the strengths and areas for 
development;  to advise leaders on what they can do to 
improve the quality of teaching;  monitor the quality over time 
and support the school to address any issues of capability;  
Facilitate effective target setting  
The skills to work with a school to ensure they have set 
appropriately challenging targets that are both ambitious and 
realistic and are likely to inspire staff and pupils; the ability to 
analyse a range of different data to judge whether or not target 
setting is secure. 
Leading or supporting difficult conversations and giving 
feedback  
The ability to provide feedback in a way that is constructive and 
to deliver tough messages while continuing to build confidence. 
This will require Influencing and negotiating and utilising 
interpersonal skills and techniques to find common ground 
where there are opposing perspectives. Supporting leaders to 
do this. 
Clear and concise report writing  
The skills to transfer key messages in written format clearly 
and confidently, reflecting the identified areas for development 
and where there has been progress. Writing should be 
evaluative and concise, reducing the possibility for 
misunderstandings.  
Understanding and analysing data  
The ability to understand how pupil attainment and 
achievement is measured, what that data says about pupil 
progress and school performance; the skills to use and 

Identify next steps needed to move school to a higher 
category and work with school to achieve this 
Experience and expertise in improving school capacity so that 
the school moves to a higher category; able to identify gaps in 
current performance and provide support to address these in a 
timely manner. 
Current research on teaching and learning and the 
characteristics of effective practice 
Knowledge of current research into teaching and learning and 
what constitutes outstanding teaching and learning in different 
subjects and for different age ranges. Understanding how to 
improve the quality of teaching through classroom based 
support and help a school to develop a plan of action to 
achieve this. 
Use of targets in accelerating progress  
Knowledge of how target setting has been used to stimulate 
faster progress; knowing whether a school system for setting 
targets is secure and robust; knowledge that targets are one 
strategy to bring about improvement and target setting sits 
alongside other improvement strategies. 
Effective assessment for learning strategies using 
qualitative and quantitative data  
Know what an effective assessment for learning strategy is and 
the range of qualitative and quantitative data needed for 
teachers and learners to use to plan their next steps in 
teaching and learning. 
Systems for tracking pupil progress   

Knowledge of how to plot school and pupil performance over 
time and how to interpret trends; knowledge of different pupil 
tracking systems and advising leaders on the suitability of 
these; evaluating the findings of tracking systems on pupil 
progress and the impact of interventions. 
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interpret a range of data and collate this to provide an 
informative and consistent view of performance; the ability to 
compare performance between schools and within schools, 
based on the use of benchmark information, ‘families of 
schools’ data and contextual information. 
Motivate school leaders to improve  
The inter-personal skills to encourage, and inspire leaders to 
drive improvement in their schools. To stimulate and provoke 
debate and discussion that results in leaders feeling confident 
and hopeful. 
 

Curriculum and qualification regulations 

Knowledge of revised curriculum and assessment 
arrangements for Wales and their application to different 
schools and age groups. 
Curriculum models 

Knowledge of a range of curriculum models that will secure 
pupil engagement and higher standards; evaluating the 
curriculum models of schools and advising how to improve 
these. 
Estyn inspection framework and process 
Understand the Estyn inspection and process. Has passed the 
Estyn inspection training. 
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Aspect 2: Broker effective support and intervention 

This aspect is about brokering and facilitating the support, challenge and intervention that the school requires. This timely 

contribution to improvement should be planned with the school and build sustained improvement and capacity. 

 

Skills Required Knowledge and expertise required 

Facilitating and brokering support 

The skills to work in partnership with leaders to accurately 

identify the development needs of a school; identify key levers 

for improvement and support the school to implement these; 

broker partnership and support between schools; 

recommending radical intervention where necessary. 

Demonstrating a sense of urgency and persistence to prevent 

failure by escalating concerns where necessary. 

Identify resources to meet school needs  
The skills to evaluate what support is needed and match 

resources to school priorities, this includes resources for 

subject expertise, leadership development  and support to 

improve teaching and learning;  

Monitoring and evaluating impact   
The ability to objectively track the impact of support and 
intervention through use of both quantitative and qualitative 
measures of progress; identifying the risks of education failure 
for the school. 
Broker school to school support 
Identify effective practice and facilitate partnership working; the 
skills to hold to account both the givers and recipients of 
support to ensure that interventions are timely and successful. 
 

Match support to school capacity and needs – create 
bespoke solutions 
Understand the school context and identify the quality and 
range of support needed to bring about improvements; co-
construct the support with school leaders 
Assess strategies for improving teaching and learning and 
leadership 

Support the school to lead improvements on teaching and 
learning and leadership and evaluate the effectiveness of 
these; identify other strategies as appropriate 
Support for schools causing concern 

Knowing how to provide swift and effective intervention with 
schools causing concern; securing the leadership capacity 
needed to bring about improvement; ability to support 
improvement in the quality of teaching and learning; knowing 
how to pace a range of interventions so that the school is able 
to manage these. 
Resources available in LA/region/elsewhere 
Know the full range of different types of intervention and 
support that is available at consortia and school level, that has 
a proven impact on learner outcomes; knowledge of the 
available grants and funding to improve schools  
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Successful  interventions/ tools to address issues 

Have a ‘core set’ of tools that have proved to be effective in 
improving teaching and learning and leadership. This might 
include the improving and outstanding teacher programme, 
leading from the middle and national   literacy and numeracy 
strategies 
Support for school governance 
Know how to monitor and support governing bodies and tailor 
training to their needs; how and when to intervene in school 
governance;  clear understanding of the powers and statutory 
framework; how to create sustainable leadership and 
governance models through school  federations  
Impact evaluation  
Knowledge of the timescales in which a given intervention or 
support package should take effect and the range of data and 
other information that can be collected on an at-least half 
termly basis to measure the impact 
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Aspect 3: Developing school leadership 

 

This aspect is about making sure that all schools have strong leadership teams and leadership talent is managed.  All intervention, 

support and challenge is focused on building the school’s capacity to improve itself from the inside out. The initial and subsequent 

engagement with school leaders (which includes governors) must signal, model and begin this process from the outset. Challenge 

Advisers should enable school leaders to become effective leaders of learning in their own schools and beyond.  

 

Skills Required Knowledge and expertise required 

Assessing the quality of school leadership teams 
The skills to evaluate the impact of leadership on the quality of 
provision at the school; judge the contribution that all leaders 
make to improvements including middle leaders and 
governors; identify the intervention and  support needed to 
improve leadership 
Setting high expectations  
The skills to inspire school leaders to embrace high 
expectations for all learners, challenge constructively where 
ambitions are too low, and bring an external perspective that 
enables school leaders to see beyond their own school 
context. Working with a leadership team to create a sense of 
joint purpose and establishing an environment that fosters 
reflective self-evaluation and improvement. Promoting a shared 
ambition and building trust to work together for improvement. 
Mentoring and coaching and supporting others as 
mentors and coaches 
The skills to support the development of a school leader 
through asking structured questions, stimulating innovative 

Empower school leaders to take tough decisions 
Raise awareness and communicate the issues that are critical 
to the effectiveness of the school and support leaders to 
address these; returning to these issues until they are 
resolved.  Suggest and facilitate strategies for action such as 
HR. Help leaders understand the cost of avoiding difficult 
issues. 
Secure commitment to improve 

Motivate and encourage leaders to have high expectations of 
themselves and others; work with schools to secure a clear 
vision and mission. Support school leaders to develop a 
strategies and actions that realise this vision.  
Effective coaching and mentoring  
Knowledge of proven techniques and approaches to getting the 
most out of a coaching / mentoring relationship; research-
based evidence on the qualities of effective coaches; the 
theory of supporting leadership development.  
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thinking, encouraging self-reflection, and challenging initial 
assumptions; supporting school leaders to mentor and coach 
others 
Modelling and challenging leadership  
Securing effective dialogue and having the skills to 
demonstrate effective leadership practice in all contexts. 
Identify together the potential areas for development and show 
by example how these could be addressed. The skills to 
accurately identify strengths and areas for development in a 
school’s leadership team, and the ability to demonstrate 
examples of effective leadership. 
Developing individual and collective accountability  
Encouraging school leaders to assume personal accountability 
and responsibility for outcomes across the whole school by 
developing a strong shared diagnosis of what needs to 
improve, clear targets for performance, and building their 
confidence in their own ability to make a difference. Holding 
school leaders at all levels to account for the standards 
achieved by the school and reflecting this in the judgements 
made on leadership 
Using evidence to review performance and impact 
The skills to use the formal performance review process for 
head teachers to stimulate an ongoing and constructive 
dialogue about future development and progress. Using 
performance and outcome data to judge impact and progress. 
Facilitation and support  
The skills to support others to be more effective in their role by 
building their confidence and ability, acting as a source of 
expert support and knowledge, and enabling groups to come 
together to address common issues through expert 
approaches to facilitation; supporting school leaders to lead 
improvement and be accountable for the impact of their work 
on school provision and pupil outcomes. 
 

Emotional intelligence  
Understanding the theory of emotional intelligence in order to 
be able to assess the dynamics within the leadership team, 
and to help build the conditions for trust, shared capital and 
mutual support. 
Effective school leadership  
Knowledge and understanding of effective instructional school 
leadership. The characteristics of leadership and leading teams 
that have both achieved and sustained excellence; 
understanding of how these characteristics can be instilled and 
built into less effective leadership teams. Support leaders to 
ensure leadership roles and responsibilities are focused on 
improving teaching and learning and pupils outcomes. Support 
for leadership of governors. 
Strategic planning 
How to assess a school development or other strategic plans 
and align these with current performance of the school. Ensure 
plans have clear criteria for improvement and can demonstrate 
impact through these. Understand the need to bring about 
improvements in a timely manner and have this reflected in 
improvement planning. 
Performance review requirements and criteria  
Detailed understanding of the system for performance review 
of head teachers, the statutory underpinning for this, the 
annual timescales around performance review and the roles of 
the different partners in the review process, including 
governors. In addition, monitoring the performance 
management of school staff. 
Understanding of regional consortia functions and LA 
statutory responsibilities  
A clear and detailed understanding of the National Model for 
School improvement, including the respective roles of 
consortia, LA statutory responsibilities, roles of governing 
bodies, chairs of governors, local elected members; knowledge 



15 
 

 of how these roles have  developed recently so that 
misunderstandings can be anticipated and addressed. 
Good and excellent performance and systems 
Knowledge of the key features of high performing education 
systems; research-based evidence on the stages of system 
reform, local, regional and school improvement strategies; how 
to use comparative benchmark data to challenge performance 
and expectations. 
Succession planning, talent management, effective 
models of leadership including executive leadership 
Understand the range of leadership models in place in high 
performing systems. Support schools to develop a succession 
planning strategy and identify leadership talent at a local and 
leadership level. Support local authorities and governing 
bodies to create more sustainable leadership models such 
federations and partnership with executive headteachers 
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Aspect 4: Build school-to-school capacity 

 

This aspect is about facilitating and supporting school to school support. This is a vital aspect of the new model for school 

improvement as it builds capacity across the system and creates credible and effective support systems between schools. 

Skills Required Knowledge and expertise required 

Evaluate capacity of good schools and identify ways in 
which they can support others 
The skills to assess school capacity and its ability to transfer 
effective practice to others.  To advise good and excellent 
schools on building capacity to support others.  
Develop strategies to move good schools to lead 
practitioner schools 

Skills to identify key areas for improvement and engage 
leadership teams in addressing these; supporting school 
leaders to believe they can be part of a group of schools that is 
leading the system 
Develop programmes with lead practitioner and other 
schools to improve the quality of teaching and learning 
and build leadership capacity 
The ability to co-create a range of generic programmes that 
lead practitioner schools can use to develop leadership and 
pedagogy in other schools 
 
 

School led support and intervention  
A clear understanding of the way in which school to school 
support can be effective, based on proven best practice; 
knowledge of how to identify schools which have the right 
characteristics and leadership capacity in depth  to provide 
support; up to date intelligence of the capacity and appetite of 
schools locally. 
Build partnerships to improve capacity 

Know how to facilitate school to school partnerships and create 
a shared approach to improvement; know how to secure 
engagement and ensure strategies and actions are agreed and 
delivered in a timely way. 
Excellent school leadership 
Know what an excellent school looks like and how to sustain 
and grow its development 
Criteria for excellent/lead practitioner schools 

Understand what the criteria are and apply these to relevant 
schools.  
Create and develop more lead practitioner schools 
Create or develop programmes that will support excellent 
schools to be lead practitioner schools 

 


