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Abstract School inspection is used by most European education systems as a major
instrument for controlling and promoting the quality of schools. Surprisingly, there is
little research knowledge about how school inspections drive the improvement of
schools and which types of approaches are most effective and cause the least
unintended consequences. The study presented in this paper uses interviews with
inspection officials and a document analysis to reconstruct the “program theories”
(i.e. the assumptions on causal mechanisms, linking school inspections to their
intended outcomes of improved teaching and learning) of Inspectorates of Education
in six European countries. The results section of the paper starts with a summary of
the commonalities and differences of these six national inspection models with
respect to standards and thresholds used, to types of feedback and reporting, and to
the sanctions, rewards and interventions applied to motivate schools to improve.
Next, the intermediate processes through which these inspection models are expected
to promote good education (e.g. through actions of stakeholders) are explained. In the
concluding section, these assumptions are critically discussed in the light of research
knowledge.
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1 Introduction

Almost all countries in Europe arrange for evaluation of their schools in order to
improve the quality of education (Eurydice 2004, p. 1). The quest for quality has
become even more focussed in the last decade as economic globalisation has
increased the significance of quality education and international assessments of
student performance provide measures for comparative appreciation of education
results. Many education systems have attempted to modernize their governance by
establishing some variety of an “evidence-based governance regime” which may be
characterized by the following features (see Altrichter and Maag Merki 2010):

1. They set expectations for the performance of the education system and commu-
nicate them more clearly than before.

2. Evaluation and accountability are considered to be key issues in ensuring quality
provision for all. Evaluation measures are to produce evidence as to whether or
not expectations have been met by the practical operation of the system units.

3. “Evidence” will stimulate and orientate system development. Actors at all levels
of the system—education politicians, administrators, school leaders, teachers,
students, parents, members of school; boards, etc.—will use evaluation informa-
tion to make more rational choices in developing their contribution to the
education system and in improving their performance.

In Europe, “evidence-based governance systems” are built on two dominant
arrangements which often exist side by side. The first one includes performance
standards (which set expectations) and tests of student performance (which produce
evidence of system performance; see Altrichter and Maag Merki 2010). Student
achievement results on national standardized tests are aggregated to evaluate the
performance of schools and in some cases to publish league tables of schools.

The second arrangement for educational accountability is school inspections.
Inspectorates of Education set expectations through their inspection standards and
procedures. They assess the quality of education by using existing data (e.g. statistics,
data on student performance) and by collecting additional information (e.g. by inter-
views with stakeholders, classroom observation). As a consequence, they produce
reports which hold schools accountable for a broad range of goals related to student
achievement, teaching, organization and leadership.

The specific approaches towards the inspection of schools differ greatly across
education systems. An OECD commissioned literature review (Faubert 2009) for
example shows differences in the scope, methods, standards, data and instruments of
inspection between countries. The scope of school inspections varies according to the
level of power and influence granted to each inspectorate and the inspection style
used to evaluate schools. Hughes et al. (1997) suggest an inspection continuum,
ranging from ‘non-punitive’ inspections based on peer review controlled by the
profession to ‘punitive’ regimes characterized by managerial approaches subject to
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direct central government control. McGarvey and Stoker (1999) describe how regu-
lators, such as Inspectorates of Education, may range from collegial and emancipa-
tory (in which self-responsibility, self-evaluation and self-regulation is emphasized)
to a bureaucratic and technicist approach in which rules, procedures, accountability,
compliance and sanctions are central. This distinction is often characterised as that
between a policing style in which enforcement of rules is the main task of the
inspectorate as opposed to a consultancy approach in which persuasion, advice and
education are the main functions of the Inspectorate.

Inspection standards can vary from being based on indicators on teaching and
learning, which are often inspired by school effectiveness research, to ensuring the
conformity of schools with particular statutory requirements. Indicators used to judge
teaching and learning for example include the pedagogical and didactical behaviour of
teachers and the quality of the school curriculum which is often evaluated through
observations of lessons and analysis of textbooks and lesson plans of the school. The
conformity of schools to regulations typically involves checking the availability and use
of procedures, policies and protocols concerning for example, admission policies or
safety regulations and increasingly the satisfactory completion of school self-evaluation
documents. The body which conducts school inspections may be located on different
levels within the education system, ranging from the national centralized level to a more
decentralized level of a province, region or municipality (Whitby 2010).

Although many of these distinctions seem to be mutually exclusive in a logical
sense, there are also instances where inspectorates seem to combine different, some-
times even contradictory, approaches and emphases in the various aspects of their
work. This may be due to the fact that inspections in some countries have been
entrusted not just with evaluative tasks but also with other functions (e.g. personnel
management). It is also related to the fact that the increased emphasis on school
inspection in recent decades is closely connected to the apparently contradictory
policy of making schools more autonomous and self-governing. High levels of school
autonomy are counterbalanced in some countries by systematic evaluations of
schools to assure the quality and effectiveness of school level decisions. Declining
student achievement results, as measured in international surveys such as PISA and
TIMSS, have also often spurred an increase in evaluation and control of schools even
in supposedly decentralized education systems. Gustafsson and Myrberg (in prep) for
example describe how the declining results in national evaluations and international
comparative studies prompted the Swedish government to separate the tasks of
steering and support of schools from those of evaluation and control. School inspec-
tions are now, as a result, largely concerned with stricter control of quality and
ensuring compliance of schools with the law. Overall though it can still be argued
that, even though Inspectorates of Education in Europe vary in their approaches and
in their origins, they generally share a common purpose of improving teaching and
learning (Faubert 2009).

A recent literature review by Klerks (submitted; see also Ehren and Visscher 2008)
summarizes the effects of school inspections on behavioural change among teachers,
school improvement and student achievement results. Her systematic study of peer-
reviewed articles that were published after 2000 and include empirical research
(preferably with a high score on the Maryland Scientific Methods Scale, including
quasi-experimental research designs) shows plausible connections between
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inspection and school improvement and behavioural change among teachers. In
addition, Gray (cited in Visscher and Coe 2002, p. 2), Kogan and Maden (1999)
and Ehren and Visscher (2008) describe how schools use school inspections, and the
feedback provided during inspections, to implement improvements such as rules of
conduct for students, strategies for raising examination results, changes in monitoring
and assessment of students and changes in management styles and structures.

However, the overall results of inspection research are, at present, far from
conclusive. Klerks’ review shows small (positive and negative) causal effects of
school inspections on student achievement results. Luginbuhl et al. (2009) found
that test scores of Dutch primary students improved by 2 to 3 % of a standard
deviation in the 2 years following an inspection visit. In contrast, Rosenthal
(2004) reports a decrease in examination results in English secondary schools in
the year of the inspection visit. He explains this result by arguing that the
extensive preparation by schools for the visit may take time and energy away
from the teaching and learning process.

These reported declines in student achievement results may point to unintended
negative consequences of school inspections. Such negative consequences may occur
when schools implement procedures and protocols that have no effect on primary
processes in the school but just aim at receiving a positive inspection evaluation. In
effect, this means a (usually unintended) undue emphasis on the elements that are
assessed. Schools focus for example on programming a large number of lesson hours
instead of trying to improve the quality of lessons offered (when the inspection rubric
only measures the number of lesson hours) or they pursue short-term targets at the
expense of legitimate long-term objectives. Or again schools may construct self-
evaluation instruments to score positively on inspection indicators used for measuring
quality assurance, instead of implementing such instruments to improve the quality of
their education. These types of behaviours may negatively affect student
achievement.

School inspections are widely used, and they are charged with a key role in
the quest for quality. It is therefore of great importance to gain more knowledge
about the in-school processes which may take place between the inspection and
the ultimate goal, namely, the improvement of student performance (Husfeldt
2011, p. 1). We do not know how school inspections drive improvement of
schools and which types of approaches are most effective and cause the least
unintended consequences. The study presented in this paper intends to expand
this knowledge base by describing the assumptions regarding causal mecha-
nisms, linking school inspections to their intended outcomes of improved
teaching and learning in the cases of six different European Inspectorates.
Insight into these assumed causal mechanisms will help us identify those types
of school inspections that are considered to be most effective across Europe and
the mechanisms through which they are expected to affect school improvement.
The following research questions will be answered in this paper:

1. What impact do different school inspection regimes in Europe intend to have on
schools?

2. How do school inspections in Europe intend to contribute to the improvement of
schools?
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2 A framework for describing Inspectorates of Education in Europe

We start our analysis by describing a number of characteristics to differentiate
between different types of school inspections. These characteristics help us identify
the specific aspects of school inspections that are expected to be effective in promot-
ing school improvement. Several authors propose categories that may be used to
describe relevant characteristics of school inspections.

Van Bruggen (2010) for example distinguishes 51 characteristics to summarize the
features of Inspectorates in 18 European countries. He describes the characteristics of
inspection processes, the characteristics of the inspection report and the follow-up, the
characteristics of the observation of teaching and learning as one element of the
inspection. He analyses the characteristics of the system of inspection in a more general
way, including specific types of inspections and inspection products such as the regime
for failing schools or the publication of good practices. Other studies (such as Eurydice
2004 and Whitby 2010) use a similar taxonomy of characteristics, but add the con-
sequences of these evaluations and the ways in which evaluation results are used (e.g. to
monitor the education system and/or recommendations are provided to schools).

As this study focuses on the impact of school inspections, the characteristics of and
differences between school inspections that have an impact on schools must be de-
scribed in our model. The literature review of Klerks (submitted) provides a systematic
summary of the inspection characteristics that have been found to be effective in
empirical studies. Her review shows that no specific characteristic of school inspections
in itself leads to improvement, but effects arise as a result of a complex interaction
between inspection characteristics and students, teachers and the school management.

Generally, the type and frequency of school inspections (e.g. full/thematic school
inspections), the standards and thresholds used to assess and provide feedback to
schools during inspection visits and the sanctions, rewards and interventions used to
motivate schools to improve (including the public report of the Inspectorate) seem to
be the dominant aspects of school inspections affecting change in schools (Ehren and
Visscher 2006; De Wolf and Janssens 2007). Standards are expected to influence
actions in schools, particularly when schools face consequences for failing to meet
these standards and thresholds. School officials can be expected to select the im-
provement actions that they perceive to have the highest yield, given their planning
horizon, budget and appetite for risk. The feedback provided by school inspectors on
the school’s performance in relation to the standards, working in conjunction with
sanctions and/or rewards, should support and motivate improvement. This set of
relationships between inspection inputs and change in schools provides, in theory, an
explanation of the way in which inspectorates hope to influence school improvement.

2.1 Types and frequency of inspection visits

Inspectorates of Education choose different methods to collect information on
schools. These methods may be part of regular cycles of full inspections of all schools
or of differentiated/proportional inspections of schools. According to Whitby (2010),
in most countries the frequency of external inspections depends on an analysis of
documents (including self-evaluation documentation) that the school submits to the
external Inspectorate, and schools are then visited ‘proportional to the need’. Within
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these different models, a wide variety of evaluation methods are used to collect
information, including desk research, visits to schools, interviews, questionnaires,
classroom observation and analysis of documents produced by the school such as the
results of self-evaluations.

2.2 Standards and thresholds

Standards present the details of what is expected of schools; they create boundaries or
domains for attention with respect to educational quality. The standards and criteria
may, according to Eurydice (2004), include educational responsibilities such as the
teaching/learning of skills and knowledge, teaching/learning about appropriate pat-
terns of social behaviour and personal development, and other administrative respon-
sibilities such as the management of resources, external relations and partnerships.

According to Whitby (2010), standards may emphasize input expectations (such as
opportunity to learn, class size, teacher training, etc.) and/or output standards as
measured by the performance of schools. In addition, the “quality frameworks” which
have been recently produced by many German lander education systems to guide
school inspection also distinguish context and process standards (Kotthoff and
Böttcher 2010). Context standards are used to take into account the school-specific
location, history, identity and student population, whereas process standards empha-
size compliance with legislation or principles and practices of good education.

The type of standards and thresholds developed will invariably influence which
improvement actions schools take and how effective these are in improving student
achievement. From this perspective, Scheerens et al. (2005) describe the process
indicators in the (Dutch) inspection framework and use educational effectiveness
research to evaluate their likely positive association with learning outcomes. Indictors
on the quality of learning and instruction (such as learning time, and clear and
structured teaching) have received empirical support in the literature as being asso-
ciated with relatively high performance.

The thresholds used to identify schools that are to be judged as failing, overall, to
meet the standards should motivate schools to alter their behaviour. Hanushek and
Raymond (2002) for example describe how schools that have scores close to a perfor-
mance target change their behaviour more than schools further away from that target.

2.3 Sanctions, rewards and interventions

Schools that are evaluated as failing often face consequences, such as sanctions or
interventions (Van Bruggen 2010). Sanctions may include fines or closure of a school.
School inspectors may intervene in such schools by means of increased monitoring of
specific improvement plans which the schools are required to implement to address their
weak points. Consequences of school inspections can also include rewards for high-
performing schools which may receive awards or financial bonuses.

Several studies suggest that sanctions and rewards have a positive effect on
educational quality in schools. The operating assumption in these studies is that
schools work harder to perform well when something valuable is to be gained or
lost; information and feedback alone are seen as insufficient to motivate schools to
perform to high standards (Malen 1999; Elmore and Fuhrman 2001; Nichols et al.
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2006). Heubert and Hauser (1999) found a significant relationship between the level
of incentives for schools and students and the extent to which the curriculum and
teaching in schools improves. Responses to inspection tend to be most focused and
effective where funding is at stake or exposure is higher, according to Matthews and
Sammons (2004). Formal sanctions like forced reconstitution of consistently low
performing schools were more likely to promote responses than just “informal
embarrassment” arising from the grading of schools and the reporting of results
publicly. In summary, the desired responses by schools are likely to be governed
by, on the one hand, a greater awareness of the importance of the standards and on the
other, sanctions and rewards which force schools to comply with the standards.

Importantly, however, high stakes (test-based) accountability systems have also
been shown to produce harmful consequences (Heubert and Hauser 1999; Koretz
2003; Stecher 2002). Sanctions and rewards may discourage desirable behaviour or
may stimulate unintended and undesirable behaviour. Kerr (1975) describes how
organisms seek information concerning what activities are rewarded, and then seek
to do (or at least pretend to do) those things, often to the virtual exclusion of activities
not rewarded. The extent to which this occurs depends, according to Kerr (1975), on
the perceived attractiveness of the rewards offered. According to Elmore and Fuhr-
man (2001), schools operating under severe sanctions such as reconstitution and
probation do not appear to be making fundamental changes in their core processes.
Instead, they may place considerable emphasis entirely on the elements in the
organization of education that are assessed as part of school inspections. These quick
fix solutions often lead to more rapid improvement on the measures of the Inspec-
torate than to genuine long-term improvements. Some of these schools may incorpo-
rate structural changes but few appear to be making extensive or deep efforts to
rethink their instructional programs.

2.4 Feedback during inspection visits

Inspectors normally assess schools with respect to standards, usually defined within a
wider “quality framework”, and give feedback on the strong and weak points of the
performance of schools based on these standards. Some Inspectorates also give
schools advice on how to improve, while others are required to limit themselves to
their evaluative role and to refrain from remedial action.

In this research, feedback is expected to emerge as an important inspection
characteristic for improvement of schools. Ehren and Visscher (2008) for example
found in their case study that all schools use the feedback received from the school
inspectors to improve their functioning, and after 6 months, all schools were still
carrying out improvement plans. Theories on schools as learning organisations and
school improvement support the role of performance feedback in effecting change.
However, not all types of feedback may be useful for schools (see Hattie and
Timperley 2007). Research on the use of feedback on student performance shows
that many schools have difficulties in taking appropriate action in response to
feedback data (see Altrichter 2010). Only feedback that is relevant, understandable,
clear, constructive, specific, accurate and useful will lead to actual improvement
(Doolaard and Karstanje 2001; Brimblecombe et al. 1996; Ilgen et al. 1979; Kluger
and DeNisi 1996).
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2.5 Public reporting

Inspectorates of Education generally publish inspection reports in which the func-
tioning of the school with respect to the inspection standards is described and areas of
improvement are identified. Public reporting by Inspectorates of Education may also
include lists of failing schools or tables of schools summarizing their performance in
relation to inspection standards. These lists, tables and reports are published to inform
stakeholders about the quality of the school. Public reporting is expected to promote a
‘market mechanism’ where improvement of schools is motivated through informed
school choice and the voice of parents (Ehren et al. 2005).

Research on the impact of these public reports on school improvement particularly
describes how schools respond to being ‘named and shamed’ in the media and how
parents make only very limited use of the inspection reports in order to motivate schools
to improve. Dronkers and Veenstra (2001) and Karsten and Visscher (2001) for example
show that parents are primarily concerned about the atmosphere, pedagogical climate,
working methods, safety, clarity of regulations, waiting lists for special education,
reputation of the school and about decisions concerning the promotion of pupils to the
next class. Parents mostly suggest possible improvements on conditional matters such as
timetables. In general, they do not interfere in matters relating to educational quality, nor
are their school choices based on educational quality. This research looks again at the
relationship between school improvement and the reaction of the stakeholders, if any, to
the outcomes of inspection since most inspection regimes perceive public and parental
pressure as significant driving forces of change.

3 Method

Our study includes a documentary analysis and interviews with inspection officials in
six European countries to identify the causal mechanisms of how school inspections
are supposed to lead to the improvement of schools. The descriptions present
inspection models that were in place in these countries in 2009/2010.

3.1 Selection of European Inspectorates of Education

The Inspectorates of Education selected for this study are the Netherlands, England,
Sweden, Ireland, Austria (Styria1) and the Czech Republic. These Inspectorates differ
in the characteristics described in the previous paragraphs and therefore represent a
broad variety of types of school inspections. They vary in using a low stakes
capacity-building inspection approach (e.g. Ireland), to test-based early warning
inspections to control schools (e.g. the Netherlands), and range from very centralized
national Inspectorates of Education (e.g. England) to inspection agencies that operate
at the level of the provinces (Austria).

1 Austria is represented in this study by the regional education authority of the province of Styria which
uses some room for maneuver in the Austrian centralist education legislation for developing a specific type
of “team inspection”.
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3.2 Data collection and analysis2

In each country, an analysis of relevant documents (such as inspection frameworks,
legislation and documents describing rationales for inspection methods) was used to
reconstruct assumptions on the causal mechanisms underlying intended effects of
school inspections (Table 1). Additional interviews with inspection officials and
policy makers were scheduled in each country to validate and clarify the recon-
structed assumptions. For this purpose, inspection officials and policy makers were
asked to indicate whether the assumptions in their reconstructed program theories
provide an accurate description of the current inspection methods, their intended
effects and of the intermediate mechanisms explaining these effects. Their comments
and clarifications were used to revise the assumptions. The following table provides
an overview of the data collection in each country (Table 1):

The assumptions were summarized in country-specific program theories. The
“program theory” (see Ehren et al. 2005) served to describe and organize the intended
effects of inspections in each country, the characteristics of inspection and the
mechanisms through which effects are expected to occur. Only assumptions related
to the characteristics of school inspections and expected effects as described in the
previous section were taken into account. A policy scientific approach, consisting of
the following steps, was used to reconstruct these assumptions (Leeuw 2003, p. 7):

1. Identify the social and behavioural mechanisms that are expected to solve the social,
organizational or policy problem in question; search formal and informal documents
for statements indicating the necessity of solving these problems, the goals of the
proposed policy or program and how they are to be achieved. These latter statements
refer to mechanisms (or “engines”) that drive the policies or programs and are
believed to make them effective. Examples of this methodology in use in other fields
are manifold. They include determinants of innovation diffusion, mechanisms un-
derlying Prisoner’s Dilemma games, processes producing social capital, cognitive
dissonance, different types of learning behaviour and many more. Statements having
the following form are especially relevant for detecting these mechanisms:

– It is evident that x will work.
– In our opinion, the best way to address this problem is to . . .
– The only way to solve this problem is to . . .
– Our institution’s x years of experience tell us that . . .

2. Compile a survey of these statements and link the mechanisms to the goals of the
program under review.

3. Reformulate the statements into conditional “if–then” propositions or proposi-
tions of a similar structure (e.g., “the more x, the less y”).

4. Search for warrants that will identify disconnects in or among different proposi-
tions using argumentation analysis. This analysis, founded in part on Toulmin’s

2 Data collection was carried out by a team of researchers, including (in addition to the authors of this
paper) Peter Tymms, Karen Jones, Jan-Eric Gustafsson, Eva Myrberg, Gerry Conyngham, David
Kemethofer and David Greger.
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Table 1 Overview of data collection and data analysis

Country Documents analysed Inspection officials interviewed

The
Netherlands

Documents outlining rationale and
specifications for re-enactment of Dutch
Supervision Act (e.g. whitepaper on
supervision and regulation, 2005;
‘Governance letter’, 2005, policy
document ‘trustworthy inspections’, 2006;
evaluation of the Supervision Act in 2007;
Smeets and Verkroost, 2011; De Wolf and
Verkroost, 2010; Janssens and De Wolf,
2009;) newsletters of the Inspectorate of
Education; minutes of discussions in
parliament about the re-enactment of the
Supervision Act, the final outline of the
revisions of the Supervision Act and the
memorandum of understanding,
explaining the rationale for the
re-enactment of the Supervision Act)

Interviews and/or e-mail correspondence
with five employees of the Inspectorate

Focus group discussion with four
policymakers of the Department of
Education

England Education Act (2005), Education and
Inspections Act (2006), Framework for
School Inspection (Ofsted 2009a), Ofsted
Inspects (Ofsted 2009b), Ofsted, Raising
standards, improving lives (Ofsted 2009c),
Evaluation schedule for schools
(Ofsted 2010)

Meeting with Acting Ofsted’s Divisional
Manager for Schools, and Ofsted’s
Principal Officer, Knowledge Strategy
Directorate

Follow-up conference call with Ofsted’s
Divisional Manager for Challenge and
Analysis, Ofsted’s Divisional Manager
for Schools, and Ofsted’s Principal
Officer, Knowledge Strategy
Directorate

Sweden Swedish Official Report Series (SOU,
2007:11), Swedish Educational Act
(Svensk Författningssamling (2010),
Svensk Författningssamling (2009),
“Letters of Regulation” (“Regleringsbrev”)
(Skolinspektionen, 2009, 2010, 2011),
Skolinspektionen (2011). Yearly report
2010

Interviews with Senior Inspection
Director and undervisningsråd and
written comments on drafts of two
undervisningsråd (advisors on
education within the Inspectorate)

Ireland Key source documents describing LAOS
and WSE-MLL

Three focus groups with school leaders

Austria/
Styria

Analysis of legal documents (Entwurf zur
Änderung des §18 Bundes-
Schulaufsichtsgesetz, 11. November 2010;
Erläuterungen zum Entwurf zur Änderung
des §18 Bundes-Schulaufsichtsgesetz, 11.
November 2010)

Interviews with two district school
inspectors and central official in the
Ministry of Education

Analysis of documents outlining the
rationale of Styrian team inspection
(Teaminspektionen 2007/08 in
Hauptschulen, Polytechnischen Schulen
und Realschulen in der Steiermark;
Beobachtungsformular für
Unterrichtssituationen Sekundarbereich I;
Schulinspektion–Besprechung mit
Klassenelternvertreter/innen;
Schulinspektion–Besprechung mit
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(1964) ‘The Use of Argument’, refers to a model for analysing chains of argu-
ments and helps to reconstruct and “fill in” argumentations. A central concept is
the warrant, which, according to Toulmin (1958) and Mason and Mitroff (1981),
is the “because” part of an argument. A warrant says that B follows from A
because of a (generally) accepted principle. For example, “the organization’s
performance will not improve next year” follows from “the performance of this
organization has not improved during the past 5 years” because of the principle
that past performance is the best predictor of future performance. The “because”
part of such an argument is often left implicit, with the consequence that warrants
must be inferred by the person performing the analysis.

5. Reformulate these warrants in terms of conditional “if–then” (or similar) propo-
sitions and draw a chart of the (mostly causal) links.

The following example clarifies the first three steps by showing how two state-
ments from documents can be used to reconstruct an assumption.

Example

– Statement 1: ‘In cases where the Inspectorate of Education identifies failures in
schools, schools are monitored more intensively until problems are solved.’

– Statement 2: ‘Whenever a school is assessed as failing, the Inspectorate of
Education monitors the school intensively. The goal of this intervention phase
is to make sure educational quality in the school is improved to an acceptable
level as soon as possible.’

These two statements lead to the following assumption:

‘If failing schools are inspected more often, then they will improve more
quickly’.

3.3 Cross case analysis

In another step, we compared the program theories in the six countries to distinguish
commonalities and differences in their assumptions on causal mechanisms of the

Table 1 (continued)

Country Documents analysed Inspection officials interviewed

Klassensprecher/innen; Standort- und
Perspektivengespräch mit dem Schulleiter;
Schulentwicklungsplan; Brief
Bezirksschulrat N.N. an die Hauptschule/
PTS; LehrerInnengespräch; Zoller,
2005; 2008)

Czech
Republic

White paper on education reform (2001),
Education Act regulating tasks and
functioning of Inspectorate (2004),
documents and reports of Inspectorate,
describing their work and outcomes.

Interviews with head of regional school
inspectorate and the deputy chief school
inspector
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respective inspection systems. The assumptions that are similar in most program
theories are considered to be the ‘conceptual core of inspection’, representing those
potential causal mechanisms explaining how school inspections may lead to school
improvement which all national inspection systems in our study seem to subscribe to.
The ‘conceptual model’ of the processes and effects of school inspection resulting
from this procedure will be empirically tested in another stage of this international
project (which is not reported in this paper). The findings of this procedure are
summarized in Fig. 1 and explained in the following section.

However, there are also differences between the national inspection systems which
empirical research must attend to. The Appendix includes a summary of the major
features and mechanisms identified in the country program theories. It functions as
our account of how different national inspection approaches vary in inspection
elements and assumptions on effect.

4 Intended effects of European Inspectorates of Education

The intended outcomes of the Inspectorates of Education in our study seem similar: all
Inspectorates of Education aim for good education in individual schools and/or the
education system as a whole. They want to pursue this aim through some specific
combination of measures of accountability and control on one hand, and by stimulating
development on the other. Inspectorates of Education, however, differ in the extent to
which they specify these intended effects and how they define good education.

The Irish Inspectorate for example identifies very broad objectives, such as
contributing to self-evaluation, to school development and to the improvement of
the education system. The Swedish Inspectorate of Education aims to ensure the right
of all students to a good education in a safe environment. It expects to improve
inspected schools and to contribute to the improvement of the whole education
system. Ofsted (the English Inspectorate of Education) emphasizes promoting
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Fig. 1 Intended effects of school inspections—proposed conceptual model
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improvement of schools as well as ensuring services are user-focused and provide
value for money. School inspections should also encourage improvement of the
education system as a whole. The goal of the Styrian school inspections in Austria
is also very broadly described as supporting schools to constantly improve their
quality and to promote the educational effectiveness and quality of the individual
school, to ensure legal and administrative compliance and equivalence and compa-
rability of various educational provisions within the system. The expected effects of
the Dutch Inspectorate are more specifically described as improvement of schools
towards good education, where the standards in the inspection framework are used to
detail ‘good education’.

5 Inspection of schools

The Inspectorates of Education in our study use different models and methods for
evaluation of schools to achieve these intended effects. This section first includes a
summary of how they inspect schools, the standards and thresholds they use to
classify schools as failing or performing well, the feedback they provide to schools,
how they report on evaluation findings and the sanctions, rewards and interventions
(consequences) used to motivate schools to improve. In the next section, we describe
how these inspection characteristics are expected to promote intended effects.

5.1 Types of inspection

The Inspectorates of Education in our study use “cyclical” school inspections of every
school, and differentiated inspections of particularly weak schools, to promote good
education. Differentiated school inspections are generally implemented to increase the
efficiency of school inspections by targeting inspection resources to potentially weak
schools. Also, the increasing scale and professionalism of some schools allow for
differentiated inspections when Inspectorates of Education can use results of self-
evaluations to target inspection visits and potential areas for improvement.

Both types of school inspections are however also often used as parallel methods
by the same Inspectorate of Education. The Netherlands, for example, uses early
warning analyses to schedule inspection visits in potentially failing schools, while
each school also receives at least one inspection visit every 4 years in which specific
areas of concern or national targets are evaluated. Similarly, Ofsted conducts regular
inspection visits to all schools, while 40 % of schools graded as satisfactory, and all
schools graded as inadequate, receive monitoring inspections. In Sweden, regular
supervision includes basic inspection visits to all schools once every 4 to 5 years,
while schools that are evaluated as weak receive more elaborate ‘widened’ school
inspections. The selection of schools for widened inspection is based on grades and
results on national tests, observations made in previous inspections, complaints and
questionnaire responses from students, parents and teachers.

The Irish, Czech and Styrian Inspectorate of Education on the other hand only
carry out whole school evaluations of all schools. In Ireland, these inspections are
generally scheduled once every 5 years. However, recent policy changes in Ireland
have seen the introduction of ‘incidental inspections’. Unannounced and truncated in
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terms of what they examine, there is a suggestion that this new category may be used
to assist weak schools, although it is not clear if re-inspection will be part of this
process. New policy directions in Sweden also imply a move from regular “cyclical
inspections” to a more differentiated model in which schools are deliberately targeted
for inspections. In Styria and the Czech Republic, the original schedule of full
cyclical inspections proved too ambitious, and school inspectors currently use addi-
tional criteria and strategies for the selection of schools, such as, for example,
choosing schools with young/new head teachers. In the Czech Republic, the number
of school inspectors and inspection days per visit is decreased when small schools are
inspected or when the preparation phase included extensive information.

In addition, the Inspectorates of Education in Sweden, England, Ireland, the
Netherlands and the Czech Republic often also implement thematic school inspec-
tions of, for example, the teaching in specific subject areas or the use of ICT in
schools. These inspections are added to the regular cycle of school inspections.
Sweden even uses a different (research-based) inspection team and procedure to
undertake these types of school inspections. Thematic school inspections are sched-
uled in a selection of schools, or information is additionally collected during regular
inspection visits. Results are reported to individual schools, and a general report
summarizing the main findings is also published.

Self-evaluations conducted by schools are an important part of all school inspection
systems in our study. A focus on self-evaluation is often prompted by a tradition of
autonomy and decentralization of educational policy. Inspectorates of Education align
their inspections to the school’s priorities for improvement, and self-evaluation at the
local level is expected to guarantee school development (e.g. in the Netherlands). The
option of a greater emphasis on school autonomy and self-evaluation (as opposed to
accountability and measuring student and teacher performance) is sometimesmade when
there is little agreement on the inspection criteria and methods of evaluation (Ireland).
The results of these self-evaluations are in theory used by Inspectorates of Education as a
relevant source of information in targeting inspection visits and/or forming a judgement
on the quality of the school. In the Netherlands, self-evaluations of schools are for
example part of the early warning analyses to identify potentially failing schools and
schedule these schools for inspection visits. The role of school inspections is also to
ensure that internal systems of evaluation and self-review are implemented effectively.
Inspectorates in the Netherlands, England, Sweden and Ireland evaluate the quality of
self-evaluation, and the feedback they provide on the product and process of self-
evaluation should improve such systems. In these countries, schools are required to
formally report on self-evaluation activities and are invited to make statements regarding
areas that are covered in the inspection framework to assure alignment of self-evaluation
results to inspection activities. In Ireland, the Netherlands and England schools are also
required to survey stakeholders (parents and students) as part of their self-evaluation and
gain insight in their opinions on the functioning and performance of the school.

In England, strong support is provided to schools for self-evaluation through
accompanying self-evaluation forms and by detailed (external) back-up data, gath-
ered over a period of time. Schools can use these data to support self-generated claims
and satisfaction ratings. In practice, the actual importance accorded to self-evaluation
varies greatly, depending on the skills and resources schools have to gather evidence
and make judgements on their own functioning.
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5.2 Standards, thresholds and feedback

The Inspectorates of Education in our study address three types of standards: legal
standards (indicating the extent to which schools comply with regulations), standards
relating to the context and process quality of education and finally standards defining
the performance or results of schools. The Inspectorate of Education in Styria also
includes the goals of the specific school (as documented in a school program) in the
inspection framework and evaluation.

School inspections on legal standards for example check the extent to which
schools provide equal access to education for all students (Sweden), or offer a
minimum number of lesson hours (the Netherlands, Ireland). Standards related to
the quality of education are often inspired by educational research on school im-
provement and/or school effectiveness. The indicators of school effectiveness as
described by Scheerens (2009) are to varying degrees covered by inspection frame-
works in each country. Indicators on opportunity to learn and learning time, achieve-
ment orientation, clear and structured teaching, challenging teaching approaches and
orderly learning environment are part of the inspection frameworks in at least four
countries of our study:

– Opportunity to learn and learning time: offering pupils a range of subjects and
tasks that cover educational goals; classroom exercises corresponding with the
content of the tests for monitoring performance. Opportunity to learn has differ-
ent aspects: the quality of the curriculum (i.e. the textbooks and methods), the
amount of time offered to reach the targets of the curriculum, and last but not
least, the amount of students that lag behind so far that they do not even have a
chance to reach the minimum targets. (Scheerens 2009, p. 33; van der Grift/
ICALT study,2007, p. 263).

– Achievement orientation: clear focus on mastering basic concepts; high expect-
ations of student achievement and record keeping of student achievement. Also,
explicit or implicit standards are used as targets and as assessment norms. The core
idea is the determination to obtain the best possible performance from pupils.
Standards are set in such a way that pupils are challenged, but not demotivated by
either too high or too low expectations (Scheerens 2009, pp. 46 and 63).

– Clear and structured teaching: structured, direct teaching and a clear goal-
directed teaching approach (Scheerens 2009, p. 41).

– Challenging teaching approach: stimulating motivation through cognitive
challenge.

– Orderly learning environment: emotionally supportive climate, order and disci-
pline in classroom climate, achievement pressure, mastery and performance
orientation (Scheerens 2009, p. 45).

No Inspectorate of Education in our study includes teacher characteristics in their
framework of inspection standards, such as whether teachers teach ‘learning to learn
strategies’ or how they group their students in its inspection rubrics. The quality of
the school’s management is explicitly evaluated in five of the six countries. All

3 http://www.onderwijsinspectie.nl/binaries/content/assets/Actueel_publicaties/2009/ICALT.pdf
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countries also include additional indicators in their frameworks which are not spe-
cifically related to school effectiveness or school improvement research. Ofsted for
example evaluates students’ well-being, Sweden assesses the education of head
teachers and teachers, and the Czech Republic and Austria include an indicator on
partnerships of the school with external stakeholders.

The Inspectorates of Education in England, the Netherlands and the Czech Re-
public also evaluate outcomes of schools. These outcomes may include cognitive
outcomes on a number of subjects (generally mathematics, reading and writing), but
sometimes other outcomes (such as cultural or social development of students) are
also taken into account.

The Inspectorates of Education in the Netherlands, England and the Czech Re-
public use a threshold, including a minimum score on the inspection standards, to
award grades to schools that often range from “failing” to “well developed”. Ofsted,
for example, grades schools as “outstanding”, “good”, “satisfactory” or “inadequate”.
The Swedish, Irish and Styrian Inspectorates of Education on the other hand do not
grade school as failing or satisfactory; they only identify how schools are functioning
on all the inspection standards. A Styrian school inspector explains the lack of
threshold by stating that it is impossible to clearly identify weak schools; there are
schools which are excellent in some areas but which are deficient in other areas.

Schools receive feedback on their strong and weak points with respect to the
inspection standards and thresholds. Feedback sometimes also includes recommen-
dations on how to improve, or examples of good practices in other schools. Feedback
is generally provided to the head teacher and/or the entire school staff during meet-
ings at the end of an inspection visit and in inspection reports that are drawn up after
the visit. In the Netherlands, however, feedback is specifically directed to the school
board. Inspectorates of Education generally do not provide feedback to individual
teachers (an exception is post subject inspections in Ireland), even though teachers
often ask for individual feedback by inspectors who have observed their classrooms.
School inspectors however feel that they should not give feedback to individual
teachers, but to the whole school; feedback to individual teachers is considered to
be the task of headpersons and principals. School inspectors sometimes interpret
requests of individual teachers for inspection feedback as an indication of a lack of a
feedback culture in schools.

5.3 Reporting feedback to stakeholders

The Inspectorates of Education in the Netherlands, England and Ireland publish
inspection reports in which the functioning of individual schools according to the
inspection standards is described and areas of improvement are identified. Inspec-
torates of Education aim to make the reports easily accessible to stakeholders
(particularly parents) by using plain language and by making the format of the reports
as similar as possible in order to aid comparison. The Netherlands publish (in addition
to reports on individual schools) lists of failing schools and summaries of the
inspection assessments of all schools.

A number of countries also have arrangements in place which assure active
notification of stakeholders about the outcomes of school inspections and/or the
inspection report. As part of the publication process, school staff, management and
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parents’ associations in Ireland are informed in advance that the report will be
published. In Styria, head teachers have the duty to “demonstrably inform school
partners” (parents, students and teachers) and the school maintaining body (mostly
communities) about the inspection results. Inspectors usually do not check whether or
not the inspection report was on the agenda of the parent–teacher meeting, but,
however, would do so if the problems persisted or the parents complained. The
purpose of requiring schools to actively inform their stakeholders is to motivate
schools to set out how the report will be used in the context of the school’s on-
going program of planning, improvement and self-evaluation (Styria, Ireland). This
provides a first step in encouraging schools to use the findings of the evaluation for
school improvement.

Inspectorates of Education in Sweden, the Netherlands, England and Ireland also
publish more general reports, for example, on the state of education in the country in
a particular year or on the performance of (a subset of) schools in a particular area
(e.g. teaching in a specific subject area). The general reports are often disseminated
through media, conferences and seminars (Sweden, England) and are expected to
highlight good practice that may inspire individual schools to improve. General
reports are also published to inform local or national governments on policy for the
improvement of all schools in a country (Sweden, England). Ofsted, for example,
through the collection of a wealth of data in all areas of care and learning, can isolate
in-depth evidence on virtually every aspect of learning in schools. This evidence is
disseminated through a program of survey reports to influence policy and providers.
Less formal types of feedback may also be used. In Ireland, for example, inspection
teams provide feedback to management, subject departments and other stakeholders.
Research indicates that this feedback may be more clear, useful and indeed robust
than the published inspection reports, which are often couched in anodyne language
(McNamara and O’Hara 2008).

5.4 Consequences

The consequences of school inspections include rewards, sanctions or interventions
in schools resulting from a judgement on the quality of the school. The Inspectorates
of Education in our study are not in a position to sanction schools, except for the
Swedish Schools Inspectorate which may withdraw the license and funding of
independent schools and may temporarily close down public schools. In the Nether-
lands, England and the Czech Republic, Inspectorates of Education however may
advise the Minister of Education to impose sanctions on failing schools (e.g. to
remove the school from the Register of Educational Facilities, or to impose admin-
istrative or financial sanctions).

Inspectorates of Education (except for the Irish Inspectorate and policy here may
be changing) do intervene in schools that are judged to be failing. Ofsted, for
example, categorizes schools as being in ‘special measures’ if the school is evaluated
as inadequate and does not have the capacity to improve; or it gives a school ‘a notice
to improve’ when it is performing less well than expected. Schools in special
measures are required to work with the local authority, and if no improvement
follows, they are under threat of closure by the Secretary of State. In the Netherlands,
schools are monitored intensively when they are not performing up to the required
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standard. School boards are expected to develop an improvement plan in which they
address the weaknesses that have been identified in the inspection visit. The Dutch
Inspectorate monitors the implementation of this plan. In Sweden, the schools are
given a certain amount of time to amend identified shortcomings, and the implemen-
tation of improvements is inspected at a follow-up visit. In Styria and Ireland, all
schools have to develop an improvement plan for the next time period, even if they
are not considered to be failing. This plan serves as a target agreement between the
principal and the inspector, and school inspectors check the implementation of these
targets after 1 or 2 years. However, there are no consequences in place for schools
that fail to implement these targets. In the Czech Republic, failing schools are
monitored more frequently and are obliged to implement corrections that have been
identified by the Inspectorate. Table 2 provides a summary of inspection character-
istics of the Inspectorates of Education in our study.

6 Causal mechanisms to promote intended effects

Appendix provides a summary of the causal mechanisms and processes that are
expected to occur when school inspections have an impact on schools. These
processes are often part of a wider range of quality assurance measures in the
education system. In Ireland, these measures include for example promotion of school
self-evaluation and extensive support for school development planning; teacher in-

Table 2 Summary of inspection characteristics

The Netherlands England Sweden Ireland Austria
(Styria)

Czech
Republic

Inspection methods

Cyclical inspections of all
school

Every 4
years

Every 5
years

Every 4–5
years

Every 5
years

Every 2–4
years

Every 3
years

Differentiated inspections * * *

Thematic school inspections * * * * *

Standards

Legal aspects * * * * * *

Context and process quality * * * * * *

Outcomes * * *

Threshold for distinguishing
failing schools

* * *

Consequences

(Advising on) sanctions * * * *

Interventions * * * * * *

Reporting:

General/thematic reports * * * *

Reports on individual schools
to the general public

* * *

Asterisk indicates presence of characteristics/mechanisms in each country
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career development and support in the context of curriculum change; school-designed
assessment and reporting to parents; use of standardized assessment and state certificate
examinations; and program evaluations focusing on aspects of curriculum provision and
system evaluation through international surveys of attainment. In the Netherlands, the
national government has implemented legislation to promote good governance of
schools; schools are required to have separate mechanisms in place for the administra-
tion and internal supervision in the school. The Inspectorate of Education aligns its
inspections to the activities of school boards and internal supervisors. In Styria, school
inspectors are even responsible for implementing some of these additional quality
assurance measures as they have additional tasks in leading, planning and coordinating
schools. These mechanisms are designed to govern the chain of processes that link
school inspections to their intended outcomes of promoting good education. In this
paper, however, we focus only on assumptions about explicit and direct connections that
can be made between the inspection characteristics and outcomes.

In summary, school inspections, their criteria and procedures in general, and the
specific feedback given during inspection visits are expected to influence schools and
their stakeholders to align their views/beliefs and expectations of what constitutes
good education and good schools to the standards in the inspection framework. In
particular, alignment is expected with respect to those standards the school failed to
meet during the latest inspection visit.

Schools are expected to act on these views and expectations and to use the
inspection feedback when conducting self-evaluations and when taking improvement
actions. Likewise, stakeholders are expected to use the inspection standards and the
inspection assessment of the school’s functioning (as publicly reported) to take
actions that will motivate the school to adapt their expectations and to improve.

Self-evaluations by schools are expected to build capacity to improve that will lead
to more effective teaching and learning conditions. Likewise, improvement actions
will (when successfully implemented) lead to more effective school and teaching
conditions. In turn, this process should, logically, result in higher student achieve-
ment. The model in Fig. 1 below summarizes these mechanisms and links them to a
proposed four-phase conceptual model of how inspection is designed to impact on
school improvement.

6.1 Setting expectations and accepting feedback

The standards and thresholds are first of all supposed to promote the improvement of
schools through the expectations they set. The criteria and descriptors set out in the
inspection frameworks are designed to illustrate standards of performance and effective-
ness expected of schools; they identify what is meant by a ‘good school’. These expect-
ations are often illustrated by national publications of examples of good practice that are
expected to serve as a ‘national knowledge base’. Schools should use these standards to
guide their work. Acceptance and internalisation of them by key stakeholders (schools,
teacher unions, local authorities or the wider public) is also considered key to their use in
schools. The Inspectorate of Education in the Netherlands promotes acceptance of
standards through an intensive process of collaboration and consultation with stake-
holders in developing the standards. In Styria and Ireland, inspectors meet with schools
before an inspection to outline the inspection process and standards. The procedures of
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data collection, interpretation and feedback used during inspection can be an equally
important method of communicating to schools what it means to monitor quality and
what elements in-school quality management systems ought to include. Ofsted relies on
good relationships between inspector and head teacher (enhanced through joint obser-
vations of lessons) to increase acceptance of standards and feedback in schools. A similar
assumption can be found in Ireland where schools are explicitly invited to respond to the
inspection report and feedback as a means to promote acceptance of the feedback in the
report. In Styria, schools’ acceptance of the feedback is made visible in an obligatory
‘school development plan; a feedback conference with school staff is also held at the end
of an inspection visit to promote acceptance of feedback.

The consequences schools face for not meeting the standards will also motivate
them to align their conception of what constitutes good education to those standards.
Schools face a strong impetus to incorporate these standards into their own definition
of good education and to meet the inspection standards in order to avoid sanctions to
receive rewards or simply the opportunity to manage improvement with as little
outside interference as possible. The threat of bad practice triggering an inspection
visit is also expected to keep schools ‘on their toes’ and accepting of the inspection
standards. Ofsted also illustrates the power of incentives for schools to be judged as
‘outstanding’ on the standards in the inspection framework as this enables them to
apply for benefits or special status, e.g. for ‘academy status’, ‘teaching schools’ or
head teachers may apply to become ‘national leaders of education’.

The standards also more explicitly guide improvement of schools when used by the
Inspectorates of Education to evaluate schools and to provide feedback on those areas of
work that need to be improved upon. The use of differentiated school inspections is
considered to enhance this mechanism as weak schools are visited more frequently and
are given more feedback on areas that need to be improved. As strong schools have a
track record of delivering good education and are expected to have incorporated
inspection standards into their daily operations, inspection resources and feedback in
the Netherlands, England, Sweden and the Czech Republic are allocated to, or intensi-
fied for weak schools to make sure these schools use the standards to guide their work.
The feedback includes recommendations on priorities for future action by the school
with respect to the standards and offers a challenge and impetus to act where improve-
ment is needed. Interventions in, and feedback to, failing schools are aimed at repairing
any shortcomings as soon as possible. Inspectorates of Education expect schools in
general to be willing and able to use the feedback to improve.

Inspectorates of Education in Ireland and England also expect to promote accep-
tance of recommendations and feedback by giving the school a chance to respond to
them through a formal complaint process or as part of a professional dialogue
between the inspector and the school staff during the inspection visit; such a dialogue
takes place in some countries as part of a feedback conference in which the entire
school staff participates (e.g. Styria).

6.2 Promoting/improving self-evaluations

Inspectorates of Education in the Netherlands, England, Ireland, the Czech Republic
and Styria intend to promote self-evaluation in schools and to ensure that internal
systems of evaluation and self-review are implemented effectively in schools. In
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Ireland, school self-evaluation is seen as an important aspect of quality assurance in
schools, and inspections areas are informed by the results of self-evaluations. Inspec-
tions in turn are expected to complement the school’s quality assurance. The Czech
Inspectorate of Education has recently been assigned a more active role in guiding
and consulting schools in their internal evaluations which aims at developing an
‘evaluation culture’ in schools.

Schools are expected to implement self-evaluations because they know school inspec-
tors will return, and they want to be prepared. They will use the inspection standards and
expectations of adequate self-evaluation to conduct self-evaluations. In most countries,
schools are also required by law to implement self-evaluations and to provide the
Inspectorate of Education with results of self-evaluations. Also, Inspectorates of Educa-
tion analyse the quality of school self-evaluations and provide feedback on how schools
may improve their self-evaluations and internal quality assurance. Schools are expected to
use this feedback to improve their internal systems of evaluation and self-review.

High-quality self-evaluation is considered to be a critical element in improvement
of schools as schools identify and correct problems in the quality of their school.
These internal quality assurance mechanisms, together with inspection, are seen as
inseparable and integral parts of an improvement and accountability cycle.

6.3 Taking improvement actions

All Inspectorates of Education expect schools to act on the feedback given during
inspection visits and in the inspection reports by developing and implementing
improvement actions to meet the standards in the inspection framework.

Inspectorates of Education in Sweden, the Netherlands and the Czech Republic also
oblige or motivate schools to implement the feedback by using some kind of follow-up
to check on progress. In Styria and Ireland, schools have to write a ‘school development
plan’ which identifies the areas for development (as indicated in the feedback) and
which is checked by the Inspectorate during subsequent inspections. In the Netherlands,
the Inspectorate of Education instructs the school board of failing schools to formulate a
plan of approach aimed at improving quality. The Inspectorate analyses the plan and lays
down performance agreements in an inspection plan. This plan specifies when the
quality should be up to standard again and what (interim) results the school must attain.
It also specifies the indicators the Inspectorate of Education will assess in (interim)
inspection visits. The school board must commit to the inspection plan.

Mutual respect and trust between school inspectors and schools is considered to be
a foundation for the development of improvement actions in schools. Also, the fact
that results of school inspections are communicated to stakeholders creates a sense of
obligation for schools to take improvement actions.

The Inspectorates of Education expect these improvement actions to be related to the
standards in the inspection frameworks and the feedback given during the inspection
visit and ultimately to lead to more effective teaching and learning in schools.

6.4 Actions of stakeholders

Stakeholders (such as parents, local policymakers or school boards) are expected to
use the standards and the feedback of the Inspectorate of Education (as described in
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the public report) to voice their opinion to the school, to choose a school or even to
move students from a poor school. Parents for example are assumed to use the
inspection reports to pressure schools to improve by questioning the school board
and/or principal about improvements. Ofsted and the Dutch Inspectorate intend
parents to use the information in the inspection report to inform their decisions about
choosing a school for their child. Parents may also use the report to vote with their
feet. Both types of parental action are expected to lead to the growth of strong schools
and to a decline in student numbers in weak schools. These ‘market mechanisms’
should motivate schools to improve as school admissions can have a big effect on the
job security of school staff including potential loss of jobs, or enforced redeployment
to other schools.

Also, local authorities or school boards are expected to use the reports to stimulate
their schools to improve. In the Netherlands and in Styria, the Inspectorate explicitly
communicates the inspection findings to school boards, for example through a
‘Schulforum’ in which the report is discussed with the governing body of the school.

6.5 High improvement capacity

As a result of school inspections promoting self-evaluation in schools, the school’s
capacity to improve is expected to be enhanced. The internal quality assurance
systems that schools put in place should enable them to internally evaluate their
weaknesses and build their capacity in improving these weaknesses. England and
Styria also describe how communication between head teachers and principals during
inspection visits may enhance the school’s capacity to improve. The head will often
accompany the inspectors as they observe lessons. A dialogue will occur between the
head and the inspector in order to gauge whether the two of them make the same
judgments as each other. This can amount to mentoring the head by explaining how,
for example, the head may use the inspection classroom observation scheme to
supervise and observe teachers.

The Inspectorates of Education in our study do not give a very detailed description
of what they consider to be capacity building in schools, but in general references are
made to the capacity of schools to self-evaluate or to leadership in the school. Ofsted
includes some examples and descriptions on their website such as ‘leadership which
establishes a clear direction for change, takes tough decisions, sets the right pace for
sustained progress and earns the commitment of staff’ or ‘an ethos that expects
success and promotes ambition, combined with leadership which sets out what
“outstanding” looks like’.

6.6 Highly effective schools and teaching conditions

To improve performance relative to the standards in the inspection frameworks,
schools are expected to increase the effectiveness of their school and teaching
conditions. Most inspection frameworks identify effective practices on the school
level; some inspection frameworks also identify effective practices on the instruc-
tional level but aggregate these to evaluate the school as a whole. Effective school
level conditions are presumed to include school processes and conditions related to
school organization and management, including educational leadership, a productive
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climate and culture and achievement-oriented school policy. These conditions are
expected to contribute to and facilitate effective teaching and instruction and as a
result lead to higher student achievement. Teaching/instruction conditions include
what a teacher does to create effective learning environments and to boost learning
(Scheerens 2009). The Dutch Inspectorate of Education for example includes indi-
cators stating that ‘the didactical and pedagogical behaviour of teachers meets the
basic requirements’. Ofsted evaluates indicators concerning ‘the quality of teaching
and learning’. The indicators in the inspection rubrics are often less detailed when
describing teaching practices; professional competences of teachers and subject-
specific quality of instruction are generally not part of inspection indicators, although
the latter is the focus of a great deal of inspection efforts in the case of Ireland, in the
form of what are referred to as ‘subject inspections’. Table 3 provides a summary of
assumptions on mechanisms and processes of school inspections in the various
countries in our study.

7 Conclusion and discussion

The study presented in this paper intends to expand our knowledge base on the
intended effects of school inspections across Europe and the mechanisms through
which these effects are expected to occur. We used interviews with inspection
officials and a document analysis to reconstruct the program theories and summarize
the working assumptions of the Inspectorates of Education in six European countries.
The commonalities and differences in these assumptions were presented in order to
learn about the expected impact of inspection and particularly the characteristics of
school inspections that are expected to be effective. We will conclude by discussing

Table 3 Summary of assumptions on mechanisms and outcomes of school inspections

The Netherlands England Sweden Ireland Austria
(Styria)

Czech
Republic

Mechanisms

Setting expectations for schools * * * * * *

Setting expectations for stakeholders * * *

Accepting feedback about
improvement of inspection standards

* * * * * *

Promoting self-evaluations * * * * *

Taking improvement actions * * * * * *

Actions of stakeholders * * * *

Outcomes

High improvement capacity * * * * *

Highly effective schools and teaching
conditions

* * * * *

Improved student achievement * * * *

Asterisk indicates presence of characteristics/mechanisms in each country
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these assumptions in the light of existing research on school inspections to identify
which of them are most valid.

7.1 Intended effects of the program theories of European Inspectorates of Education

The intended effects across all European Inspectorates in our study are described
under a common denominator of ‘aiming for good education’. The specific outline of
what constitutes ‘good education’ however varies from country to country, ranging
from equity-related perspectives of providing equal opportunities to students, to
indicators on the quality of teaching and learning inspired by school effectiveness
research to administrative/legislative input-related requirements. The descriptions of
‘good education’ also vary from a system-level perspective (focusing on for example
on the quality of the whole education system) to describing good education in
individual schools.

Regarding the improvement of student achievement, research indicates that it
is reasonable to expect that inspection regimes which include standards on
teaching and learning, derived from school effectiveness research, will be the
most effective. Hattie (2009) summarizes 800 meta-analyses (albeit not always
of randomised controlled trials) of factors contributing to student achievement
and identifies a number of relevant teaching factors such as ‘teacher expect-
ations’, ‘relationship between teacher and learner’ and ‘professional develop-
ment of teachers’. According to Scheerens (2009) learning to learn strategies,
teacher characteristics such as high expectations, a challenging teaching ap-
proach, an orderly learning environment, clear and structured teaching, and an
activating choice of teaching arrangements and student grouping are relevant
factors contributing to high student achievement.

These meta-analyses suggest that teaching/instruction level conditions are more
important than school level conditions in improving student achievement. Most inspec-
torates however do not explicitly evaluate teaching or teachers on a classroom level,
preferring instead to promote improvement through evaluating school level conditions
and motivating principals to (build capacity to) improve the teaching and learning in the
school. Most inspection frameworks focus on general instruction characteristics or
teaching patterns such as described by Scheerens (2009) (e.g. learning time, classroom
organization and classroom climate). This leaves an obvious gap when trying to assess
the impact of the mode of inspection on actual achievement.

A further issue that needs to be borne in mind when applying the conceptual
model described above relates to actual as opposed to intended effects of
inspection. While improvement, increased collegiality, enhancement of core
capacity and re-balancing of activities in order to take account of national
priorities are often cited as the expected outcomes of the inspection process,
almost without fail there are other unintended but nonetheless equally important
results that have a significant impact on the quality of education provided.
While the particularities of each inspection system will lead to a range of
consequences peculiar to the national context, there are a number of general
themes that emerge. In addition to the issues raised earlier in the paper—for
example concentration on short-term objectives to the detriment of long-term
planning and changing practices in order to meet the perceived requirements of
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the inspection process rather than developing real capacity to enhance the
quality of teaching and learning etc—inspections can also result in increased
levels of stress throughout the school leading to absenteeism and in more
extreme cases, resignation from the profession (Brunsden et al 2006). House
and Howe (2000) and Cook-Sather (2002) also argue that a failure to effec-
tively include the parent and student voice largely disenfranchises these key
stakeholders and can result in a disengagement from any long-term improve-
ment strategies developed by schools.

7.2 Intermediate effects: Capacity building and improvement actions

Inspection policy documents in our study routinely refer to capacity building and
improvement actions as important objectives of the inspection process. They function
as what we describe as intermediate effects of school inspections in that high
improvement capacity and improvement actions schools take to address their weak-
nesses are expected to lead to the eventual intended effect of good education as
described in the previous section.

Most inspection documents do not provide a detailed description of what capacity
building entails. Geijsel et al. (2009) however describe capacity building as the
capacity of schools to enhance the professional learning of teachers and to transform
large-scale reform into accountable student-oriented teaching practices. A school is
thought to be capable of change if it is competent to implement innovations initiated
either by the government (or the Inspectorate of Education) or by the school itself (as
a result of the outcomes of self-evaluation), and if necessary, to match both types of
innovations. In this context, Geijsel et al. (1999) stress the importance of the school as
a learning organization which consciously attempts to expand its learning capacity to
optimize its effectiveness (Geijsel et al. 2009). Participation of teachers in decision
making, cooperation between teachers and transformational leadership are considered
to be important conditions of learning organizations. In summary, the Inspectorates of
Education in our study expect to promote capacity building, improvement of school
conditions and the ultimate outcome of good education through three interlinked
causal mechanisms, namely setting standards and expectations, providing feedback
and informing stakeholders.

7.3 Promoting intended effects through setting expectations

The first causal mechanism relies on a process of setting expectations defining good
education for schools and their stakeholders. The standards and procedures of the
inspection are assumed to infuse schools and their stakeholders with notions and
practices of what is considered ‘good education’ in each country. These notions will
stimulate schools to embark on processes of adaptation to these norms and of
institutionalizing them into their work structures and culture. The idea is that schools
will attend to the information included in inspection standards and procedures; they
will reflect on it, process it and adapt their goals and their practical ways of working
in such a way that they come closer to the normative image of schools communicated
by the inspection. Eventually, these notions should drive the school’s own planning,
self-evaluations and daily practices.
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However, this idea of a reflected and profound in-school process of institutional-
izing the expectations of inspections may not always be met in reality as we want to
clarify by using DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) account of organizational change. In
their view, changes in the organization and daily practices in schools emerge out of
the structuration of organizational fields, such as the education and evaluation system
in which schools function. These organizational fields provide a context in which the
efforts of individual schools to organize their teaching and learning are con-
strained which, in turn, leads to some homogeneity in structure, culture and
output. In an inspection and evaluation context, such constraints typically derive
from external actors, such as an Inspectorate of Education and other stake-
holders of the school. Schools may be coerced into meeting inspection expect-
ations when stakeholders or organizations upon which they are dependent exert
formal or informal pressure on them to meet these expectations. However,
schools may also actively seek out examples of peers who successfully meet
the expectations of the Inspectorate and mimic their responses to proactively
prevent potential action and pressure by these external actors. Examples of how
schools try to meet such expectations include the implementation of curricula
that are ‘inspection-approved’, using similar lesson plans with pre-set hours of
teaching in specific subjects, and purchasing and implementing quality assur-
ance systems that incorporate the inspection standards.

Although this process may lead to some adaptation to the inspection standards, it
may be problematic in three ways. First of all, the changes that are sometimes made in
this process of institutionalization may be ceremonial or cosmetic (DiMaggio and
Powell 1983). McNamara and O’Hara (2009) for example describe how self-
evaluations, rather than improving the learning capacity of schools, are often under-
taken only as a part of an inspection process and can tend to become an end in
themselves for schools used to facilitate the inspection ‘dialogue’ (Nevo 2006).

Second, even though these changes are ceremonial, nevertheless they may be
consequential as they may change power relations or structures within schools over
the long run, and make schools more homogenous on the inspection indicators, but
less responsive to the specific context of the student population and community in
which they function (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Particularly when consequences
for not meeting the expectations are feared, schools will seek for standard operating
procedures and legitimated rules and structures (such as inspection-approved curric-
ula or quality assurance systems) to show their conformity to the inspection
expectations and standards. These expectations may therefore limit flexibility
and adaptation of schools to their context. This may prove to be effective in
improving student achievement when institutionalization leads schools to im-
plement models and procedures of effective teaching. Standard procedures and
structures may also be ineffective in some contexts. Thus, the content of
expectations, and particularly whether they include understandable specifications
of effective teaching conditions, together with the way they are communicated
seem to be decisive factors.

Third, the strategy of promoting quality education through setting standards
on a high level of generality may also run counter to the quality strategy of
increased school autonomy which was promoted by educational policy in many
European countries (see Eurydice 2007; Altrichter and Rürup 2010). The goal
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of increased school autonomy is to give schools more responsibility for school-based
management and to make them more responsive to the needs and potentials of their
specific environment. In order to do so, Inspectorates of Education should allow some
diversity and should stimulate schools to develop their specific versions and “profiles”
of good education. This seems contradictory with a general and common framework of
expectations. Many Inspectorates of Education try to solve this conflict by incorporating
self-evaluations into their evaluation of schools and by promoting self-evaluations in
which school also set their own goals. Both approaches may however lead to exposing
schools to contradictory demands where the inspection expectations are likely to be the
more dominant as these are the ones that are accompanied by consequences.

7.4 Promoting intended effects through feedback

The second causal mechanism to promote intended effects is through the
feedback that is provided to schools during inspection visits and/or in inspec-
tion reports (and the consequences for not following up on the feedback).
Schools are assumed to use the feedback to improve, and stakeholders are
expected to take note of the feedback and hold schools accountable for their
use of the feedback for improvement.

On an interpersonal level, feedback may be a powerful instrument for promoting
and guiding learning and development. Research has shown that feedback may have a
positive effect on the performance of learners, but not under all circumstances (see
Kluger and DeNisi 1996; Hattie and Timperley 2007). Kluger and DeNisi (1996)
point to some features which are associated with effective feedback:

1. Feedback cues: a feedback message contains cues which guide the recipient’s
attention. Particularly helpful are cues which make learners turn their attention to
their work on task, to the learning process and to the learners’ self-regulation.
Feedback cues which induce learners to focus on their personal qualities may be
distractive (see Visscher and Coe 2003, p. 327). This may also be the case with
feedback with respect to the quality of results if the feedback does not contain
additional information about productive ways of focusing the work on task (see
Hattie and Timperley 2007, p. 90).

2. Task characteristics: Kluger and DeNisi (1996) found that it was easier to give
effective feedback for simple tasks.

3. Situational and personal variables: clear, specific and challenging goals are
moderately associated with useful feedback. If feedback is experienced as threat-
ening, it will be associated with fewer effects (see Visscher and Coe 2003, p. 328).

It is intuitively plausible to also use this powerful interpersonal mechanism
on the level of organisations, such as schools, and even on the system level, as
is proposed by evidence-based governance models. In essence, this involves
producing better data about the processes and results of schools and using it for
improving schools. However, it seems to be more difficult than expected to tap
this plausible potential in the reality of school improvement; international
research results are not conclusive as to whether or not schools and teachers
can use feedback for developing classrooms and schools and, consequently, for
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improving results (see Coe 2002; van Ackeren 2003). Ehren and Visscher
(2008) found that all ten schools in a Dutch case study had derived conse-
quences from the inspection and put them into practice according to the school
principals’ reports (similar to Gärtner et al. 2009, for German schools). Accord-
ing to Matthews and Sammons (2004), clear and explicit reports and feedback
to schools are successful in informing the improvement plan after school
inspections, and this, in turn, results in more effective school action.

On the other hand, many teachers are not willing to change their teaching after an
inspection (see Chapman 2001). Gärtner et al. (2009, p. 10) found in the German state
of Brandenburg that 28 % of all schools which had been inspected during the
first 2 years of a newly introduced inspection scheme (N=170) reacted actively
to the inspection report, while 34 % behaved rather passively and 38 % showed
medium activity by discussing the inspection report in a staff meeting. More-
over, teachers who are, in principle, willing to read and learn from feedback
find it difficult to develop ideas for improvement from it and to put them into
practice. Numerous studies show that teachers have problems in deriving con-
clusions from the feedback of assessment data (see Altrichter 2010; p. 234;
Bonsen and Gathen 2004, p. 228; Maier 2006; Peek 2004; Grabensberger et al.
2008; Steffens 2009, p. 1). If there is classroom development as a consequence
of data feedback, then it rarely includes thorough innovation; rather there is
repetition of content and tasks (Groß Ophoff et al. 2006, p. 8; Maier 2007;
Hosenfeld et al. 2007), assessment task formats are adopted for teaching (see
Leutner et al. 2007; Maier 2007; Hosenfeld et al. 2007) or slight changes in
classroom interaction take place (see Schildkamp et al. 2009, p. 86).

An explanation for these difficulties to capitalize on data feedback was put forward
by Visscher and Coe (2002, p. 247). They pointed to the fact that many feedback
arrangements at school and system level fail to meet the conditions for effective
feedback as stated by Kluger and DeNisi (1996). Comparative feedback of student
performance results and feedback by inspection reports may direct the recipients’
attention to comparison with other schools and to personal shortcomings, but may
include little concrete information on how to improve performance. The request to
develop corrective action from data feedback may rightly be seen as a rather complex
and—particularly in the case of high-stakes systems—threatening task (see Visscher
and Coe 2003, pp. 247 and 328).

Another explanation emphasizes that feedback on the organizational and system
level is just one element in a more complex arena in which actors have to attend to
many more pieces of information and other considerations. In the reality of a multi-
level system, evaluative feedback is an “unspecific impulse” (Kuper 2005, S. 101 f.),
not a road map for innovation. Feedback is another contribution which may ‘support
negotiation between actors’ (ibid.); however, it cannot be expected to mitigate the
ambiguity of organizational decision making and to replace the micro-political
negotiation processes between actors with divergent interests.

Lacking competences with respect to data reading and analysis (see
Schwippert 2004, p. 77; Peek 2006, p. 354), and knowledge with respect to
teaching alternatives (Dubs 2006; Arnold 2007; Darling-Hammond 2004;
Steffens 2009) might be other reasons for limited use of feedback data for
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classroom and school development. These explanations seem to underline the
fact that feedback will not automatically produce development; careful design
of content, format and communication of feedback is essential as is implemen-
tation and support for teachers and schools who are to build up competences
for making use of feedback.

7.5 Promoting intended effects through stakeholders

The third mechanism to promote intended effects of school inspections in our study is
the provision of information on the inspection process to a broad range of stake-
holders. While Inspectorates choose to interpret differently who is to be considered a
relevant stakeholder, each of the systems sees stakeholder involvement as being
essential for improvement. Stakeholders, such as parents and school boards, are expected
to facilitate school improvement through actions of ‘voice’, ‘choice’ and ‘exit’. These
stakeholders are seen as key change agents in a post-inspection school environment. In
this understanding of stakeholder involvement, the informed parent is expected to hold the
school to account by using the feedback provided by the inspection to demand improve-
ment in specific areas. In the event of this improvement not taking place, ‘market
mechanisms’ will induce parents to move their children to different schools which, in
turn, will stimulate schools to improve their performance (Hoxby 2003).

Attractive though this theory may be, in practice it ignores a range of social,
historical and other realities that often see parents as being either unable or
unwilling to engage in the type of behaviour expected of them. Studies on
school choice indicate that there are more factors than “school quality” which
affect parents’ decision and that power and willingness to use choice options
are unevenly distributed among different social groups (Belfield and Levin
2009; Buckley and Schneider 2003; Reback 2005). Thus, according to Wood
(2003), teachers are still to be seen as the primary agents for school improve-
ment. Other national studies (Ofsted 2009; Dillon 2011) suggest that despite the
provision of copies of inspection reports in a public forum, parents still feel
disempowered when faced with those who they feel are the ‘professionals’ in
the field of school improvement.

What has been argued above does not invalidate the conceptual model.
Rather it demonstrates the range of variables that need to be taken into account
when seeking to research it on a transnational level and equally, when seeking
to implement it in specific localities. The model still has an internal coherence
and an operational logic that will allow an evaluation of the causal mechanisms
of effective school inspections across a range of divergent inspection systems.
There will be, however, issues relating to inherent contradictions in how
systems are applied and gaps in the logic of that application that will need to
be acknowledged when assessing the impact of inspection across a range of
areas. In particular, the definition of school capacity, the setting of expectations
for effective teaching conditions and the gaps in the causal chain between the
actions of stakeholders and the improvement of schools leading to high student
achievement all need to be addressed when designing and evaluating research
in this field.
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w
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r
sc
ho
ol

pl
ac
es
.
T
hi
s
in

-
S
ta
nd
ar
ds

se
t
ex
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at
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