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Abstract 
In this article different inspection models are compared in terms of their impact on school 

improvement and the mechanisms each of these models generates to have such an impact. Our 

theoretical framework was drawn from the programme theories of six countries’ school inspection 

systems (i.e. the Netherlands, England, Sweden, Ireland, the province of Styria in Austria and the 

Czech Republic). It describes how inspection models differ in the scheduling and frequency of visits 

(using a differentiated or cyclical approach), the evaluation of process and/or output standards, and the 

consequences of visits, and how these models lead to school improvement through the setting of 

expectations, the use of performance feedback and actions of the school’s stakeholders. These 

assumptions were tested by means of a survey to principals in primary and secondary schools in these 

countries (n=2239). The data analysis followed a three step approach: 1) Confirmatory factor analyses 

2) Path modelling and 3) fitting of MIMIC-models. The results indicate that Inspectorates of 

Education that use a differentiated model (in addition to regular visits), in which they evaluate both 

educational practices and outcomes of schools and publicly report inspection findings of individual 

schools, are the most effective. These changes seem to be mediated by improvements in the schools’ 

self-evaluations and the school’s stakeholders' awareness of the findings in the public inspection 

reports. However, differentiated inspections also lead to unintended consequences as principals report 

on narrowing the curriculum and on discouraging teachers from experimenting with new teaching 

methods. 
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Introduction 

With many European education systems decentralizing decision-making to schools and establishing 

new evidence-based accountability regimes, school inspections are becoming increasingly important 

and ‘modern’ in their operation. According to Altrichter, Kemethofer and Schmidinger (2013), ‘new 

inspection systems’ concentrate on the evaluative functions, and aim to professionalize these 

evaluative functions by formalizing and proceduralizing them and by enriching their operation by 

using research instruments from the social science. Inspection systems include school stakeholders in 

their data collection and presentation of inspection findings, thus alerting them to issues regarding 

school quality.  

By virtue of these features ‘new inspections’ fit well with the image of rationalized control, 

propagated by the proponents of evidence-based governance. School inspections are seen as an 

important tool in bridging the distance between the central government and the locally produced and 

delivered public services (Clarke, 2011). Inspections are one way of ensuring that strategies and 

requirements formulated by the top levels of government translate into appropriate processes and 

structures in schools. Inspection systems can also be used to probe and explore the current state of 

schools according to specific quality criteria (Ehren et al, 2013). By producing data in a more localized 

or contextualized way than other monitoring instruments (e.g. large scale student assessment), school 

inspections are expected to effectively promote school improvement as they often incorporate context-

rich means for development actions (Gärtner & Pant, 2011; Ehren et al, 2013).  

Internationally, school inspections are institutionalised and practised in a variety of ways (Clarke, 

2011). Different national political contexts, education systems and governing apparatuses embed the 

inspection system into existing structures which, consequently, results in variations of governance 

procedures, inspection methodologies and mechanisms of impact. Clarke and Ozga (2011) for 

example distinguish between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ governance forms where soft governance operates 

through attraction; i.e. drawing people in to take part in processes of mediation, brokering and 

‘translation’, creating networks and partnerships of actors that rely on self-evaluations, giving good 

examples and learning from expert knowledge. Contrasting approaches of hard governance include 

target-setting, performance management, benchmarks and indicators, and data use to foster 

competition. In both ways of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ governance, school inspections mirror a countries 

approach (e.g. by using thresholds to categorize failing schools in ‘hard’ governance systems).  

 

Previous studies on the impact of school inspections have generally not looked at the impact of 

different inspection models, but instead primarily focused on how one inspection model leads to 

improvement. Klerks’ review (2013). for example, describes how school inspections may have an 

effect on behavioural change of teachers, on various school improvement measures and on student 

achievement results. Her study presents evidence that school inspections promote the improvement of 

educational quality in schools leading to better student outcomes. Other studies (e.g. Luginbuhl, 

Webbink & de Wolf , 2007) also found that test scores of pupils in primary education improved by 2 

to 3% of a standard deviation in the two years following a school inspection. 

 

Recent reviews (De Wolf & Janssens, 2007; Klerks, 2013) also highlight the unintended consequences 

of school inspections, such as a narrowing of the curriculum, teaching to the test and raising 

performance for the inspection, but allowing it to decline afterwards. These actions may negatively 

affect student achievement overall. Rosenthal (2004) reports, for example, a decrease in examination 

results in English secondary schools in the year following a school inspection. These studies neither 

specify which models of school inspections have an impact nor do they look at the mechanisms 

through which these models work. This knowledge is important in understanding which types of 

inspection are most effective in improving school quality. The study presented in this paper aims to 

enhance our understanding of effective school inspections. 

 

We selected six Inspectorates of Education for this study that use different approaches; these 

differences fit within the continuum of ‘hard’ versus ‘soft’ governance (Altrichter & Kemethofer, 

2015). England and the Netherlands are typical examples of hard governance as they focus on output 

data to schedule targeted inspection visits to potentially failing schools, they actively inform the 
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schools’ stakeholders about performance of schools through the publication of inspections reports and 

(in the Netherlands) lists of failing schools. These two Inspectorates of Education also have a clear set 

of standards around school quality and output to inform inspection judgments. The move away from 

relying on schools’ self-evaluations to inform inspection assessments, but instead primarily relying on 

student achievement data has increasingly shifted these inspections towards a ‘hard’ governance 

approach.  

Contrasting models of school inspections that fit a ‘soft’ governance approach can be found in Austria, 

and to some extent in Sweden, Ireland and the Czech Republic where Inspectorates of Education 

regularly visit schools to provide feedback on strengths and weaknesses, often without an overall 

classification of schools as failing or well-performing and with no or limited consequences for failing 

schools. In Austria, self-evaluations and the school’s development programme are an explicit starting 

point for school inspections.  

 

In this article we compare different inspection models in terms of their impact on school improvement 

and the processes each of these models generates to have such an impact. The following questions will 

guide our analysis: 

1. What impact (intended and unintended consequences) do different types of school inspection 

models have on schools? 

2. Through what causal mechanisms can this impact be explained? 

3. Are these causal mechanisms different for different inspection models?  
 

 

Theoretical Model: distinguishing inspection models and their (mechanisms of) impact 

As this study focuses on the impact of school inspections, identifying key characteristics of school 

inspections that have an impact on school improvement is central to our model. According to Ehren et 

al (2013), the frequency of visits, the standards and thresholds used to evaluate schools during 

inspection visits, and the sanctions and rewards used to improve schools appear to be the dominant 

aspects of school inspections affecting change in schools. We will therefore focus on how inspection 

models differ on these key characteristics, and how these motivate different mechanisms of impact and 

lead to varied desired effects and unintended consequences.  

Table 1 below summarizes the Inspectorates of Education in our study according to the key 

characteristics in figure 1 (frequency of visits, standards, consequences and public reporting). These 

six models are very broad but capture the most prominent distinctions in how school inspections are 

implemented in these six countries. The distinction is also relevant for other countries in Europe as can 

be seen from Van Bruggen’s (2010) description of inspection profiles for SICI (the European 

Association of Inspectorates of Education).  
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Table 1. Summary of inspection characteristics in participating countries (Ehren et al, 2013, pp. 32) 

 

 The 

Netherlands 

England Sweden Ireland Austria 

(Styria) 

Czech 

Republic 

Frequency of visits       

Cyclical inspections of 

all schools 

Every 4 

years 

Every 5 

years 

Every 4-5 

years 

Every 5 

years 

Every 2-4 

years 

Every 3 

years 

Differentiated 

inspections 

X X X    

Standards       

Legal aspects X X X X X X 

Process quality X X X X X X 

Output/outcomes X X    X 

Threshold for 

distinguishing failing 

schools 

X X    X 

Consequences       

(Advising on) sanctions X X X   X 

Interventions X X X X X X 

Reporting on individual 

schools to the general 

public 

X X  X   

X indicates presence of characteristic in each country at the time of our study in 2010  

Note: The descriptions apply to school inspections during the time of our study in 2010. 

 

 

The following section describes these different models in more detail, and explores the expected 

impact and the mechanisms of impact of these models.  

 

Frequency of inspection visits: cyclical versus differentiated inspections 

In differentiated inspection models, the frequency of inspections depends on an analysis of documents 

and/or student achievement results (including self-evaluation documentation) submitted to the 

Inspectorate of Education. If poor school quality is suspected, an inspection will be scheduled and 

more frequent inspections will usually be called for. Differentiated school inspections are generally 

implemented to increase the efficiency of school inspections by targeting inspection resources to 

potentially failing schools. In some of the countries we studied, Inspectorates of Education use both 

cyclical and differentiated inspections. In these cases, cyclical inspections include short visits which 

look at a set of basic inspection standards, while the entire inspection framework is used in 

differentiated school inspection visits. 

 

Inspectorates of Education that use differentiated inspections in addition to cyclical visits are expected 

to have greater impact on schools. The targeted approach allows a more efficient use of inspection 

resources, and allows some inspection resources to be redirected to support schools that are most in 

need of improvement. The (potentially) failing schools are expected to use the inspection feedback to 

improve the quality of their schools, while well-functioning schools that are visited on a regular basis 

are expected to continuously use the inspection standards in their school self-evaluations, in their own 

planning and in their daily practices.  

 

All of the Inspectorates of Education in our study schedule cyclical school inspections. The Irish, 

Czech and Styrian Inspectorates of Education carried out whole school evaluations of all schools at the 

time of our study. Recent policy changes in Ireland have seen the introduction of ‘incidental 

inspections’, however at this moment it is not clear if re-inspection will be part of this process. In 

Styria and the Czech Republic, the original schedule of full cyclical inspections proved too ambitious 

and led to changes (e.g. a downscale of the schedule including additional criteria and strategies for 
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selecting schools for inspection in Styria and a decrease of inspection days and the number of school 

inspectors in small schools in the Czech Republic). At the time of our study, however, these more 

differentiated approaches were not common practice. 

 

The Inspectorates of Education in The Netherlands, England and Sweden have a longer tradition of 

implementing a differentiated schedule of visits in addition to cyclical visits. The Netherlands, for 

example, uses early warning analyses to schedule inspection visits to potentially failing schools, while 

each school also receives at least one inspection visit every four years in which specific areas of 

concern or national targets are evaluated. Similarly, the English Inspectorate of Education Ofsted 

conducts regular inspection visits to all schools, while 40% of schools graded as satisfactory and all 

schools graded as inadequate receive further monitoring inspections. In Sweden, regular supervision 

includes basic inspection visits to all schools once every four to five years, while schools that are 

evaluated as weak receive more extensive school inspections. The selection of schools for these 

‘widened inspections’ is based on grades and results on national tests, observations made in previous 

inspections, complaints, and questionnaire responses from students, parents and teachers.  

 

Standards: process versus outcomes 

Standards are used by Inspectorates of Education to assess the quality of schools. They lay out what is 

expected of schools and determine what aspects of schools are necessary to look at when evaluating 

school quality. Inspection frameworks generally include standards to monitor the school’s compliance 

to regulations, process standards which emphasize the principles and practices of good education, and 

standards on the school’s outcomes of student achievement in core subjects. Thresholds are used by a 

number of Inspectorates of Education to grade schools as ‘successful’, ‘satisfactory’ or ‘failing’. 

 

Inspectorates of Education who evaluate outcomes in addition to processes are expected to have 

greater impact on schools, compared with Inspectorates that evaluate processes and compliance to 

legislation alone. This broader approach is expected to stimulate schools to focus on wider goals and 

to lessen incentives to engage in strategic behaviours that potentially lead to unintended consequences 

(Barber, 2004; Ladd, 2007). 

 

All of the Inspectorates of Education in our study evaluate process standards, such as the quality of 

teaching and the learning climate of the school. They also monitor the schools’ compliance to 

regulations, such as meeting safety regulations or having annual education plans. The Inspectorates of 

Education report on the strengths and weaknesses of each school according to the inspection 

framework and indicate where schools fail to comply with legislation. The Inspectorates of Education 

in the Netherlands, England and the Czech Republic additionally include outcomes of schools (using 

aggregated student test scores) in their evaluations and use a threshold to identify failing schools. 

These outcomes include cognitive scores on a number of subjects (generally mathematics, reading and 

writing), and, in England, also the cultural and social development of students. Thresholds include 

school ratings, such as in England where Ofsted grades schools as “outstanding”, “good”, 

“satisfactory” or “inadequate”. This type of overall summary assessment is not given to schools in 

Styria, Sweden and Ireland. 

 

Consequences of school inspections: sanctions versus no sanctions 

Schools that are evaluated as ‘failing’ may receive additional support, but also often face punitive 

consequences, such as sanctions or interventions (van Bruggen, 2010; Author). Sanctions may include 

the public reporting of school status (online) or restructuring, merging of schools, reconstitution or 

even closure. School inspectors may increase their monitoring of these schools via specific 

improvement plans which the schools are required to implement. Consequences of school inspections 

can also include rewards for high performing schools, financial bonuses or the opportunity to take over 

another school.  

 

‘High stakes’ accountability systems work on the assumption that rational actors will be motivated by 

the threat of sanctions for failing to meet given standards. In this scenario, ‘high stakes’ pressure will 

increase the chance that schools seriously attend to inspection standards (‘setting expectations’) and to 
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the inspection results and feedback (‘accepting feedback’), and that stakeholders will become aware of 

inspection norms and results and feel obliged to act. According to Meyer and Rowan (2006), evidence 

is growing that the imposition of clear standards of performance, when coupled with the presence of 

sanctions, produces real conformity to technical rules and guidance. Schools seem to work harder to 

perform well when something valuable is to be gained or lost; information and feedback alone is seen 

as insufficient to motivate schools to perform to high standards (Malen, 1999; Elmore & Fuhrman, 

2001; Nichols et al., 2006). However, the more ‘high stakes’ a system is, the more a school will suffer 

if it does not deliver the expected results, which increases the chance that these schools will turn to 

strategic behaviour to improve their results (Koretz, 2003). Results of these studies suggest that 

consequences (sanctions but also rewards) have a positive effect on the improvement of schools, and 

‘high stakes’ school inspections are more effective than ‘low stakes’ inspection models.  

 

Aside from the Swedish Inspectorate, which may withdraw the license and funding of independent 

schools and may temporarily close down public schools, the Inspectorates of Education in our study 

are not in a position to sanction schools directly. In the Netherlands, England and the Czech Republic, 

however, Inspectorates of Education 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 

administrative or financial sanctions). 

 

Yet Inspectorates of Education (with the exception of the Irish Inspectorate; however, 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 below 

expectations. In the Netherlands, schools are monitored intensively when they are performing below 

expectation, and school boards are expected to develop an improvement plan based on inspection 

results. The Dutch Inspectorate monitors the implementation of this plan. In Sweden, struggling 

schools need to amend identified shortcomings within a specified time frame, and the implementation 

of improvements is inspected at a follow-up visit. In Styria and Ireland, all schools have to develop an 

improvement plan, 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 on the implementation of these 

targets after one or two 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. 

 

Reporting: inspection systems with/without public reporting  

The Inspectorates of Education in the Netherlands, England, Sweden and Ireland publish inspection 

reports on the internet, in which they describe the functioning of individual schools according to 

inspection standards and identify areas for improvement. The Netherlands also publish lists of failing 

schools and summaries of the inspection assessments of all schools. In Austria, 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 do not usually confirm 

that the inspection report was on the agenda of a parent–teacher meeting; however they would do so if 

problems persisted or parents complained. In the Czech Republic, reports of thematic school 

inspections (e.g. summarizing annual results of all the schools) are available, but reports of individual 

schools are not publicised.  

 

Outcomes and intermediate processes 

The intended outcomes of school inspections (see right hand column in Fig. 1) vary across different 

inspection systems, but Inspectorates of Education generally refer to promoting good education in 

individual schools and/or the education system as a whole (see Ehren et al, 2013). Descriptions of 

‘good education’ often reflect high student achievement levels and the conditions that are expected to 

contribute to these levels, such as educational leadership, a productive climate and culture, 

achievement-oriented school policy, clear and structured teaching, a challenging teaching approach 

and high expectations of students (Ehren et al, 2013) 
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Causal mechanisms 

The programme theory of each Inspectorate describes assumptions on the causal mechanisms 

underlying these intended effects of school inspections. It was reconstructed by six national teams of 

researchers1 who analyzed inspection guidelines and documents, and interviewed representatives of 

their respective Inspectorates. Ehren et al (2013) summarized the commonalities in these six 

programme theories to come up with a joint ‘programme theory’ of inspection for these six countries, 

i.e. a framework which connects general normative assumptions about the relationships of different 

inspection characteristics, causal mechanisms, intermediate processes and outcomes which are 

identified across national contexts (see Fig. 1).  

 

Figure 1. Framework of causal mechanisms of school inspections  

 

 

Frequency of 

visits (cyclical 

versus 

differentiated) 

        

  Setting 

expectations 

 Promoting/ 

improving 

self-

evaluations 

 High 

improvement 

capacity 

 Good 

education/ 

high student 

achievement 

Standards 

(process 

versus 

outcomes) 

        

  Accepting 

feedback 

 Taking 

improvement 

actions 

 Highly 

effective 

school and 

teaching 

conditions 

  

Consequences 

(high versus 

low stakes) 

        

    Actions of 

stakeholders 

   Unintended 

consequences Public 

reporting 

      

 

 

 

 

The joint ‘programme theory’, which is depicted in figure 1, shows that effective school and teaching 

conditions are expected to be generated through high quality self-evaluations and enhanced 

improvement capacity in the school, where improvement capacity refers to the school’s capacity to 

implement change and to expand its learning capacity in order to optimize its effectiveness. 

Improvement actions implemented by the schools are considered to be the intermediate outcomes 

through which school inspections lead to high student achievement.  

Inspection models may draw on different theories of change to explain how and through what 

processes school inspections may impact on schools. Ehren et al (2013) have identified three main 

mechanisms in the programme theories of six European Inspectorates of Education which connect 

school inspections and school improvement. These mechanisms are: ‘setting expectations’, 

‘performance feedback’ and ‘actions of stakeholders’. These mechanisms (indicated by grey boxes in 
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Fig.1) are considered ‘causal’ in the sense that they are meant to stimulate those ‘intermediate 

outcomes’ that are to produce the desired ‘outcomes’  

Schools and their stakeholders are expected to align their views and expectations of what a good 

school encapsulates and the school internal processes with the standards in the inspection framework, 

particularly with respect to those standards the school failed to meet during the inspection visit. 

Schools are expected to use the inspection feedback for further improvement actions. Stakeholders 

should use the inspection standards and the inspection results, if reported publicly, to take actions that 

will stimulate school improvement. These causal mechanisms are described in more detail below. 

 

(1) Setting expectations  

A central idea of proponents of school inspections is that schools will pay attention to the information 

included in inspection standards and procedures; they will reflect on it, process it and adapt their goals 

and their daily practice to meet the normative expectations of school quality communicated by the 

Inspectorate. In school inspections, values about what constitutes a good/bad school, good/bad 

teaching and teachers, important/unimportant knowledge and how to learn, etc. are present in both 

what is inspected and in how the inspections are carried out. These values are potentially influential in 

shaping education. Eventually, these expectations should drive the school’s own planning, self-

evaluations and daily practices, and, as a result, will be institutionalized into the school’s work 

structures and culture. 

 

Previous studies describe how inspection standards set expectations on good education for schools and 

their stakeholders, which are enforced through the broader accountability arena in which these 

standards are implemented (Ehren et al, 2013). Not only do teachers and principals change their 

behaviour to match inspection standards and procedures (Ehren et al, 2013; Ehren and Shackleton, 

2015), but different types of evaluative activities also impact how people think and feel about 

education (Segerholm, 2011).  

 

Neo-institutional theories can be used to understand the processes through which these inspection 

values shape education. These theories explain that organizations (and, organizational fields, as a 

higher-level unit of analysis; see Powell 2007, p. 3) do not operate according to efficiency criteria 

alone, but that they also seek legitimacy from their environment for what they do, which in turn 

enhances their chances of acquiring resources and their survival prospects (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 

340). In an inspection and evaluation context, legitimacy is typically derived from and enforced 

through external actors, such as an Inspectorate of Education. Conformity to inspection standards 

provides legitimacy to the school’s operations. Standards therefore function as active agents in the 

development of routines, structures, positions and tools by creating normative pressures, coercion and 

enhancing mimetic isomorphism (Meyer & Rowan, 1992; Meyer & Rowan, 2006).  

 

Normative pressures are created when inspection standards present and create socially acceptable 

definitions of quality. Conformity to inspection standards and expectations is also enhanced through 

‘mimetic isomorphism’ when schools actively seek out examples of peers who successfully meet the 

expectations of the inspectorate and mimic their responses to proactively prevent the potential 

consequences of being categorized by the inspectorate as failing. (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991). 

  

External expectations, and the adaptation of schools to them, can lead to both positive and negative 

consequences. Under inspection or the threat of inspection, schools run the risk of becoming 

institutions performing for inspection; creating similar proactive and reactive arrangements which are 

generated simply and solely to be assessed more favourably by the supervisor (Perryman, 2006). The 

discourse around what constitutes a good school can therefore have a positive impact on school 

improvement, but can equally, when measures are flawed and standards are rigid, lead to unintended 

fabrication of documentation, staging and game-playing before and during inspection. 

 

(2) Performance feedback 

The second mechanism by which inspections are expected to drive school improvement is based on 

theories of performance feedback and goal setting (see Lock and Latham, 2002; Visscher and Coe, 
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2002). During inspection visits, inspectors assess the educational quality of schools with respect to 

inspection standards and give feedback on the performance of schools. Some Inspectorates also give 

advice or recommendations on how a school can improve or they directly instruct schools to take 

specific measures for improvement. Following Hattie and Timperley (2007, p. 103) actors adapt their 

actions and/or their perception of the situation according to their interpretation of the ‘feedback 

information’. In any case, Inspectorates of Education assume that schools will reflect on the feedback, 

devise appropriate improvement strategies based on this feedback, and put the strategies into action, 

thereby improving school quality.  

 

In evidence-based governance systems, feedback takes place in a more complex multi-level system. 

Information about performance is available from various sources such as national student assessments 

and school inspections. In order for this feedback to be relevant on a systemic level, actors on the 

various levels must pay attention to this feedback and compare it to their personal, their institutional, 

and their national goals and standards. They must derive some idea for action and develop appropriate 

strategies to close the gap between performance and standards (Coe, 2002). They must communicate 

their strategy and gain support for it. Finally, feedback on the organizational and system level is just 

one element in a more complex arena (Kuper, 2005, p. 101); schools and teachers have many other 

factors to consider in their daily operations. Evaluative feedback is often seen as an “unspecific 

impulse” for improvement and not a road map for innovation. Inspection feedback often does not offer 

specific cues which point the actors’ attention to the process of development and to options for 

improvement, but includes comparative information which may be interpreted with respect to the 

individual and institutional self-esteem. Feedback is often related to very complex tasks (Visscher & 

Coe, 2003, p. 328) and may include threatening elements in a high stakes accountability system 

(Vischer & Coe, 2002, p. 247).  

Feedback as conceptualized in evidence-based governance models will therefore not automatically 

produce development; careful design of content, format and communication of feedback is essential as 

is implementation and support for teachers and schools who are to build up competences for making 

use of feedback. As with feedback on the interpersonal level, system level feedback is most effective 

when it is experienced as non-threatening (see Visscher & Coe, 2003, p. 328). 

 

A number of qualitative studies have analyzed if and how feedback on inspection standards actually 

leads to school improvement. Brimblecombe, Shaw and Ormston  (1996) and Chapman (2001) for 

example describe that teachers seem to regard oral and written feedback from school inspectors as an 

important stimulus for school improvement, especially when given in a context of trust rather than 

punishment. Standaerd (2001) confirms these findings when describing how feedback given in a 

private setting and fitting with a school’s culture seems to have a particularly positive impact. Ouston, 

Fidler and Earley (1997) point out that school inspections promote school improvement if the 

inspection report details the areas in which the school has performed poorly. According to Matthews 

and Sammons (2004), clear and explicit reports and feedback to schools are effective in informing 

school improvement plans following school inspections. 

 
There are, however, also studies which nurture scepticism about the impact of school inspections. 

Gärtner, Wurster and Pant (2013; see also Gärtner, 2011) found that feedback information is “only 

rarely used for autonomous school improvement”. Ehren and Visscher (2008) emphasize that feedback 

on its own does not often lead to improvement, but models of operation where feedback is combined 

with unsatisfactory scores, specific improvement suggestions and agreements on improvement do 

influence school improvement. A ‘directive approach’ seems to be most effective.  

 

(3) Actions of stakeholders 

Most inspection models deliberately include stakeholders (such as parents, local policymakers or 

school boards) into their theories of action. The findings of school inspections are published with the 

intent of giving stakeholders a role in school improvement. The expectation is that parents, more than 

any other stakeholders, will use this information to evaluate the quality of their children’s schools.  If a 

school does not meet their expectations for quality, it is assumed that parents will address the school 

(or its administrators) about possible improvements (voice). Parents can also participate in school 
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improvement by choosing schools that offer higher educational quality (choice) or transferring their 

child to a school with better inspection results (exit). This mechanism of choice, voice and exit is based 

on theories of social coordination (e.g. Schimank, 2002; de Boer, Enders & Schimank, 2007), 

assuming that the inclusion of a ‘third’ party will reinforce inspection expectations and make it more 

likely that schools respond to the inspection.  

 

What do we know about this hypothetical mechanism from empirical research? Studies from different 

countries show that parents do not use the public information about schools as much as many 

accountability models assume; they are often interested in matters other than inspection results (e.g., 

Dronkers & Veenstra, 2001; Dutch Educational Council, 2001; Karsten & Visscher, 2001; OECD, 

2008; Ladd & Walsh, 2002; Cullen, Jacob & Levitt, 2006; Cullen & Jacob, 2007; Altrichter et al., 

2011). Bell (2005) explains how parents have different ‘choice sets’ according to their socio-economic 

background which influence their choice of schools. These choice sets are determined by a complex 

interaction of their view of their child’s academic capacities, their own background and preferences for 

schools. Parents weigh for example the atmosphere, pedagogical climate, working methods, safety, 

clarity of regulations and reputation of the school in making a school choice decision, rather than 

relying on inspection data. Only 2% of the parents (mostly those who are more highly educated) use 

student learning results as a criterion for choosing a school (Dronkers & Veenstra, 2001, p. 33). 

  

In addition, parents rarely use inspection information in their communication with schools. When 

parents do suggest possible improvements, they usually voice purely organizational conditions such as 

changes to their child’s timetable. Parents do not generally interfere in matters relating to educational 

quality. Additionally, many schools do not seem inclined to use criticism and suggestions from parents 

to guide actual improvement (Dutch Educational Council, 2001).  

 

Therefore, acceptance and use of inspection feedback, and setting expectations seem to be the most 

promising mechanisms for change, particularly in 1) Inspectorates of Education that use differentiated 

inspections (in addition to regular cycles of visits), 2) that evaluate output (in addition to educational 

processes), 3) that have consequences in place for failing schools, and 4) that publish inspection 

reports of individual schools. In the following section, we will compare inspection systems on these 

dimensions to investigate the impact of different systems on school improvement as it is perceived by 

school principals.  

 

 

Methodology2 

School principals in primary and secondary education in the six countries, i.e. Austria (region Styria, 

N = 540), Czech Republic (N = 165), England (N = 290), Ireland (N =125), the Netherlands (N = 88) 

and Sweden (N = 1031), were asked to participate in an online survey to collect comparative data on 

the mechanisms and processes of school inspections in the autumn of 2011. 

 

Instrument 

The questionnaire included 73 questions based on the framework in Figure 1. Questions about the 

school’s capacity for improvement and the school's effectiveness and teaching conditions were framed 

in terms of the time principals spent during the previous academic year to improve the school’s 

functioning in these areas (using a 5-point scale ranging from ‘much less time’ to ‘much more time’). 

Questions on ‘unintended consequences’ asked whether school inspections lead to a narrowing of 

curricula and instructional processes, whether principals experience inspections as an administrative 

burden, and the extent to which school leaders manipulate documents and data they send to the 

Inspectorate. Principals could respond to these questions on a 5-point scale (strongly agree – strongly 

disagree). Questions about ‘setting of expectations’, ‘accepting feedback’, and ‘improving self-

 
2 Details of sampling design, participation rates and technical details of the CFA and path modelling are 

presented by Gustafsson, submitted and can also be found on www.schoolinspections.eu. 
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evaluations’ are answered on a 5-point scale (strongly agree – strongly disagree), while questions 

about ‘stakeholder action’ are answered on a 4-point scale (not at all – to a great extent; see Appendix 

1 for more details and  ‘www.schoolinspetions.eu’ for the technical report describing data collection 

and instruments).  

 

Approaches of Analysis 

The analysis followed a three step approach: 1) Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) 2) Path modelling 

and 3) fitting of MIMIC-models. The CFA were conducted to identify the relations between the 

manifest and the latent variables which, based on the theoretical model, are expected to be linked 

(Gustafsson et al, submitted). 37 items were used to construct 13 latent variables that represent the 

major concepts in the theoretical model. Among the 13 latent variables, seven were narrow factors 

which were nested under broader factors, and these proved to be of little substantive interest. Finally 

we include six main latent variables and additional items asking for unintended consequences in our 

analysis Variables measuring unintended consequences were included as individual items in the 

analyses since a latent construct revealed poor consistency. :  

- Setting expectations is taken to be an independent variable influencing improvement actions. 

- Actions of stakeholders refer to stakeholders’ awareness of and sensitivity to school inspection 

reports and their willingness to pressure schools to take action for improvement. This variable is 

also an independent variable in the model. 

- Accepting feedback is influenced by the two latent independent variables. 

- Improving self-evaluation is an intermediate variable which influences improvement actions. 

- Improvement in capacity building and improvement in school effectiveness are dependent variables 

in the model. 

- Improvement in school effectiveness is measured by ten items which focus on actions taken to 

improve effectiveness of teaching.  

- Unintended effects of school inspections are represented by four individual items in the analysis 

since a latent construct revealed poor consistency. 

 

Relations between these latent variables were analysed in a path model, based on the hypothetical 

relations in our theoretical model; the results indicated good model fit (Gustafsson et al, submitted). 

This model was the starting point to investigate how different inspection models influence the levels 

(i.e., mean/intercept) of the variables which measure mechanisms (setting expectations, actions of 

stakeholders, accepting feedback), and (intermediate) outcomes (improving self-evaluation/capacity-

building/school effectiveness, unintended consequences). 

 

The research questions presented in our theoretical framework above are framed in a way that implies 

comparisons between categories of countries which differ with respect to the four inspection models 

(differentiated inspections, outcomes oriented inspections, amount of sanctions and interventions 

associated with inspections, and non-public vs. public reporting of inspection results). The 

participating countries can be grouped in such a way that they are either included or not included in 

each category. The categories are not mutually exclusive as countries can fall into more than one 

category, and some of the categories may also be related (see Gustafsson et al, submitted). Since there 

are only six countries observed, it is necessary to analyze each of the four categories of inspection 

models separately.  

 

A potential problem with this analytical approach is that the number of observations varies 

dramatically across countries, from a low of 88 in the Netherlands to a high of 1031 in Sweden. In 

order to correct for this imbalance, case weights have been used. The weights have been adjusted so 

that each country has the same size (N = 339), and so that the weights of all six countries add up to the 

total actual sample size. 

 

We analysed relations between the different inspection models and the variables in the theoretical 

framework by coding the categories representing different inspection models with dummy variables, 

and entering these one at a time into the model as an independent variable. This is a simple form of a 



 

 

12 

 

so-called multiple-indicator multiple-cause (MIMIC) model (e.g. Brown, 2006). This modelling 

approach is parsimonious, because it assumes that the same measurement model holds true in all the 

countries, and that the relations among the latent variables are the same within each group. A MIMIC 

model therefore is an efficient approach to investigate effects of the different inspection models on the 

means and intercepts of the latent variables. These models can be estimated with the Mplus program 

(Muthén & Muthén, 1998 – 2012), which takes case weights into account. Mplus also considers the 

effects on estimates of standard errors caused by the countries forming cluster samples, using the so 

called Complex option. 

 

One set of MIMIC models was fitted in which the latent variables were assumed to be freely correlated 

in an oblique measurement model. These models estimate the total effects of the school inspection 

characteristics on each latent variable, without controlling for the effects of any other variables.  

Another set of MIMIC models was fitted in which the dummy variable was added to the variables in 

the path model. These models estimate the direct effects of the school inspection models on the latent 

variables, controlling for the effects of the other variables in the model. 

 

We tested the total and direct effects by making the following comparisons: 

- countries with differentiated inspection models (the Netherlands, England and Sweden) against 

countries with cyclical inspections only (Ireland, Austria and the Czech Republic) 

- countries that measure both output and processes (the Netherlands, England and the Czech 

Republic) against countries that only measure processes (Ireland, Austria and Sweden) 

- countries in which Inspectorates have the opportunity to sanction schools (the Netherlands, 

England, Sweden, the Czech Republic) against countries without punitive consequences (Ireland, 

Austria) 

- countries that publicly publish inspection reports of individual schools (England, the Netherlands, 

Ireland and Sweden) against countries where such reports are not made publicly available (Austria 

and the Czech Republic). 
 

Models were estimated with the MLR-estimator, which supports case weights, and takes non-

normality of data into account when estimating standard errors. Model fit was evaluated with standard 

techniques, such as the Chi-square goodness-of-fit test, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 

(RMSEA) and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI; see, e.g., Brown, 2006). Four different models were 

fitted, and in each of these a dummy variable representing the presence or absence of each inspection 

model (i.e., differentiated inspections, outcomes, sanctions, and public reporting) was entered as an 

independent variable. The path model without any independent variable had excellent fit (Chi-square = 

778.04, df =583, CFI = 0.986, RMSEA = 0.012, 90 % CI 0.010 – 0.014) and the MIMIC models also 

had very good fit, with RMSEA-values around .020 and CFI-values at .95.   
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Results: Direct and total effects of different inspection models on school improvement 

Table 2 presents the direct and total effects3 of the different school inspection models on variables 

representing school improvement and unintended consequences.  

 

Table 2. Total and direct effects of school inspection models on school improvement 

 
 Differentiated 

inspections  

Outcomes  Sanctions  Public reporting  

 beta t-value beta t-value beta t-value beta t-value 

Direct effects         

Setting 

expectations 

0.32 3.23 0.27 2.28 0.25 2.36 0.23 1.72 

Actions of 

stakeholders  

0.31 1.35 0.10 0.41 0.04 0.17 0.58 6.85 

Accepting 

feedback 

-0.25 -2.13 -0.27 -3.22 -0.20 -2.04 -0.23 -1.91 

Improving Self-

Evaluations 

0.25 3.51 0.18 1.60 0.18 2.37 0.18 3.79 

Change in capacity 

building 

0.23 1.57 -0.20 -1.56 0.05 0.37 0.16 1.06 

Change in school 

effectiveness 

0.03 0.39 0.11 2.86 0.05 0.57 -0.04 -1.48 

         

Total effects         

Setting 

expectations 

0.32 3.10 0.27 2.20 0.25 2.26 0.23 1.74 

Actions of 

stakeholders 

0.30 1.29 0.10 0.40 0.03 0.13 0.57 6.81 

Accepting 

feedback 

-0.06 -0.62 -0.17 -3.16 -0.12 -1.96 0.06 0.67 

Improving Self-

Evaluations 

0.35 3.55 0.25 1.60 0.25 1.93 0.31 2.85 

Change in capacity 

building 

0.40 5.03 -0.02 -0.07 0.19 1.47 0.33 2.50 

Change in school 

effectiveness 

0.31 4.91 0.18 1.35 0.19 2.00 0.23 2.51 

Note: Bold print indicates significance at least at p  .05 
 

 

The results in this table indicate that differentiated inspections had a significant positive direct effect 

on ‘setting expectations’ and on ‘improving self-evaluations’, and there was also a significant negative 

direct effect on ‘accepting feedback’. Even though there was no direct effect of differentiated 

inspections on ‘change in capacity building’ and ‘change in school effectiveness’, there was a highly 

significant total effect on these two variables, due to indirect effects. The use of outcome measures had 

a direct effect on ‘setting expectations’ and also on ‘change in school effectiveness’, and it also 

exerted a significant negative effect on ‘accepting feedback’ and a non-significant negative effect on 

‘change in capacity building’. Because positive and negative indirect effects balanced each other out 

there was no significant total effect on ‘change in capacity building’ or on ‘change in school 

effectiveness’. Sanctions had a similar pattern of direct effects as had differentiated inspections, with 

 
3 Direct effects include the estimates of the standardized regression coefficients for the dummy variable 

(representing each of the four inspection models) with respect to each of the latent variables in the model. Total 

effects are effects of the dummy on each latent variable, which is the sum of the direct effect, and all the indirect 

effects via other variables in the model. 
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positive effects on ‘setting expectations’ and ‘improving self-evaluations’, and a negative effect on 

‘accepting feedback’. Public reporting had a strong positive effect on ‘actions of stakeholders’, and on 

‘improving self-evaluations’, and via indirect effects it also exerted influence on ‘change in capacity 

building’ and on ‘change in school effectiveness’. 

 

These results show that the different school inspection models are associated with a differentiated 

pattern of influence on the mechanisms that generate impact of school inspections. Thus, whether 

there is public reporting or not influences stakeholders’ actions directly, and it also directly influences 

the schools’ self-evaluations. These factors in turn have effects on the principals’ improvement 

actions. Whether the school inspections are differentiated or not directly influences ‘setting 

expectations’, as well as self-evaluations, which in turn influences improvement actions in the form of 

increased capacity building and efforts to increase school effectiveness. Outcome-oriented school 

inspections had a positive direct effect on ‘setting expectations’, a negative direct effect on ‘accepting 

feedback’, a tendency towards a negative effect on ‘changes in capacity building’ and a positive direct 

effect on efforts to increase school effectiveness. The total effect of outcome-oriented school 

inspections on improvement actions therefore was non-significant. Inspection systems with sanctions 

had a similar pattern of influences, the total effect on changes in capacity building being non-

significant and marginally significant on changes in school effectiveness.  

 

Surprisingly, ‘accepting feedback’ does not fit with the overall picture. In the programme theories of 

the participating Inspectorates of Education, inspection is meant to stimulate school development as 

schools receive, interpret, and use feedback to devise action improvement strategies. However, we 

found a negative relation between three of the four inspection models and ‘accepting feedback’, and 

only one positive relation between inspection models publishing individual school reports and 

‘accepting feedback’. It seems that public reporting generates more acceptance of inspection feedback, 

whereas differentiated and outcome-oriented inspections and inspections with sanctions are associated 

with less acceptance of feedback. 

 

Direct and total effects of different inspection models on unintended consequences 

The four items asking about unintended consequences of school inspections were included as manifest 

dependent variables in the same models reported above. Again, direct and total effects of the four 

inspection models (represented by dummy variables) on the four items were estimated, and the results 

are shown in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Total and direct effects of inspection characteristics on unintended consequences 

 
 Differentiated 

inspections  

Outcomes Sanctions Public reporting  

 beta t-value beta t-value beta t-value beta t-value 

Direct effects         

Discourage teachers to 

experiment with new teaching 

methods 

0.28 3.53 0.15 1.26 0.27 3.64 0.07 0.70 

Narrowing curriculum and 

instructional strategies 

0.36 5.20 0.23 1.74 0.23 2.25 0.28 3.94 

Documents present an overly 

positive picture of the quality 

of our school 

-0.37 -2.39 -0.38 -2.66 -0.46 -3.20 0.27 1.84 

Preparation is about putting 

protocols and procedures in 

writing 

0.08 0.75 0.05 0.43 0.16 1.96 -0.05 -0.37 

         

Total effects         

Discourage teachers to 

experiment with new teaching 

methods 

0.26 2.89 0.17 1.30 0.28 3.47 0.05 0.45 

Narrowing curriculum and 

instructional strategies 

0.42 5.83 0.32 2.37 0.30 2.48 0.32 2.61 

Documents present an overly 

positive picture of the quality 

of our school 

-0.31 -1.51 -0.37 -2.08 -0.45 -2.54 0.22 1.29 

Preparation is about putting 

protocols and procedures in 

writing 

0.03 0.21 0.06 0.47 0.17 1.60 -0.14 -1.06 

Note: Bold print indicates significance at least at p  .05 
 

‘Discouragement of teachers from experimenting with new teaching methods’ was affected by 

differentiated inspections and by the amount of sanctions in an inspection system. ‘Narrowing 

curriculum and instructional strategies’ was directly affected by the same two models of school 

inspections, and also by public reporting. The statement ‘documents present an overly positive picture 

of the quality of our school’ was to a smaller extent endorsed by principals when school inspections 

were differentiated, outcomes-oriented and sanctions-oriented. No significant effects were observed 

for the statement ‘preparation is about putting protocols and procedures in writing’. The estimated 

total effects were similar to the direct effects for the items measuring unintended consequences of 

school inspections. The results thus indicate that school inspections that are differentiated and use a 

higher level of sanctions seem to be associated with unintended consequences of inspection.  
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Two cases 

The previous section showed how Inspectorates of Education that fit a ‘hard’ governance approach 

and use a differentiated, high stakes, output-oriented inspection methodology have the highest impact 

on school improvement but also generate the most unintended consequences. This section aims to 

elaborate on those results by building on Jones and Tymms (2014) work to single out the Inspectorates 

of Education in England and comparing it to school inspections in Austria which essentially use a 

‘soft’ approach to governance.  

 

England: Ofsted school inspections 

Ofsted, the Office for Standards in Education, is charged with the requirement both to inspect all public 

primary and secondary schools in England (Smith, 2000). Ofsted provides information publicly about 

the relative performance of schools measured against published inspection criteria regarding student 

achievement, teaching quality, student behavior and safety, leadership quality, and school management. 

Schools are to be inspected once every four years against these inspection criteria and evaluations lead 

to an overall assessment of the effectiveness of the school.   

 

There is a strong emphasis in the Ofsted framework on student achievement as inspectors analyze 

performance data extensively prior to the visit and use it as a starting point for inspection; many 

schools feel that their output data is the main source of information used to inform the Inspectorates 

judgment of the entire framework. Student achievement data is also published and made accessible by 

Ofsted through Data View, a digital tool to help the schools’ stakeholders compare regional and local 

performance of schools.  

 

Schools that are found lacking are, at the time of our study, categorized as being in either ‘special 

measures’ if the school is failing and does not have the capacity to improve, or given a ‘notice to 

improve’ if they are performing below expectations. The timings and frequency of inspections vary 

according to whether the school is satisfactory, has a notice to improve or is in special measures. Risk 

assessments are also undertaken to schedule inspection visits, making Ofsted a model of differentiated 

inspections.  

 

School inspections in England are high stakes, as schools that receive a notice to improve and who are 

in special measures face threat of closure by the Secretary of State. The high stakes context is 

additionally enhanced by the existence of a number of informal pressures, such as key prizes for high 

performing schools and principals of these schools, performance management systems of principals 

and teachers which are tied to the inspection assessment, and the publication of inspection reports 

which promote competition between schools.   

 

As our results indicate, Ofsted has a significant impact on school improvement. Jones and Tymms’ 

(2014) explain how the criteria and descriptors set out in the inspection framework illustrate the 

standards of performance expected of schools. In recommending priorities for future action during 

inspection visits, offering a challenge to the school’s own views on priorities for improvement, and 

monitoring progress, inspection standards are clearly communicated and continuously endorsed in 

conversations between school staff and inspectors. Principals will, according to Jones and Tymms, 

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 and principals will 

be coached in how to interpret the standards in assessing their teachers. Ofsted then actively recruits 

and trains principals from high performing schools to take on the role of school inspectors and 

participate in Ofsted inspection teams. 

 

The high stakes context of school inspections has, however, created a situation where ‘What does 

Ofsted want?’ dominates the thinking and behavior of schools, whatever category they are in4. For 

 
4 http://www.theguardian.com/education/2014/oct/17/ofsted-tells-teachers-what-not-to-do-in-effort-to-dispel-

inspection-myths 
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many schools, Ofsted and the particular national focus of the moment is their agenda, despite the fact 

that current government policies aim to create more school autonomy. Also, the high stakes context 

will motivate schools to avoid falling below inspection thresholds and to ensure their schools meet 

Ofsted’s expectations.  

 

Austria: team inspections in Styria 

The Austrian school Inspectorate originated in the second half of the 19th century (Scheipl & Seel, 

1985). Several supervisory functions for schools were traditionally amalgamated in this role: inspectors 

were both administrators and responsible for quality control of schools in their regions. Criteria for 

assessing ‘quality’ have varied over time but always included some mixture of educational 

effectiveness and quality on one hand, and legal and administrative appropriateness on the other. 

In the wake of the PISA shock Austrian inspectorates began to discuss alternative ways of fulfilling 

their functions and to search for a new balance between administration, quality control and 

developmental support. In 2005 the Inspectorate of the Austrian state of Styria introduced the new 

‘team inspection’ approach which was modeled after inspections procedures from the Netherlands and 

Lower Saxony.  

The inspection process began with an analysis of school documents (e.g. school programme, results of 

self-evaluation). Then, with advance notice, inspection teams of two to three inspectors visited the 

school for one to three days to inspect the site, observing classroom teaching, interviewing students, 

parents, teachers, school leaders, and the regional mayor. Data collection was done according to a set 

of fixed procedures and forms which represented the relevant ‘quality criteria’. The inspection results 

and additional data (e.g. student feedback data, however, no state-wide student performance 

assessment) were condensed into an inspection report which explained the strengths and weaknesses of 

the school and included ‘very concrete recommendations’ for development. A preliminary version of 

the report was discussed with school staff.  The school management’s duty was to produce a ‘school 

development plan’ detailing measures to improve identified issues. After one to three years, the 

Inspectorate was to check whether the development plan was put into practice at(see Altrichter et al., 

2013).  

School inspections in the Austrian state of Styria are low stakes, as the inspection framework does not 

include threshold levels for identifying ‘failing schools’ or use rewards or sanctions. Inspectors focus 

their attention on schools and their development, rather than on communicating performance to the 

public.  

Research indicates that this inspection approach was accepted by the majority of school leaders. In 

their view, inspection processes and reports pointed to important issues for development and helped to 

communicate to teachers important measures to improve classroom and school quality (Altrichter et al., 

2013) On one hand, this low stakes approach seemed to trigger fewer activities of self-evaluation and 

school development than the English model. On the other hand, Austrian school leaders were more 

attentive to the messages of inspection feedback and saw fewer unintended consequences than English 

ones (Altrichter & Kemethofer, 2015). In 2012 the regional ‘team inspection’ approach was terminated 

because a new central legislation for quality management in schools was introduced (Altrichter, 2012). 
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Conclusion and discussion 

School inspections are seen in many education systems as a method of sustaining and improving 

school quality and they are part of a central quality management system. Differences in inspection 

models we studied include the use of differentiated inspections, in inspections of school outcomes (in 

addition to evaluating only educational practices in schools or compliance to legislation), in 

inspections with or without punitive sanctions, and in the presence or lack of public reporting of 

inspection results. 

 

These different inspection models may ‘work’ differently in generating impact and may vary 

according to the degree of influence on school improvement as well as on various unintended 

consequences. This paper presents the results of a survey of principals in primary and secondary 

education in six European countries (the Netherlands, England, Ireland, Sweden, the Czech Republic 

and Styria/Austria) on the impact and mechanisms of impact of these different school inspection 

models. We used multiple indicator and multiple cause modelling (MIMIC) to compare the impact of 

various inspection approaches as described above.  

 

Even though the study has allowed a comparison of inspection models across six countries, there are a 

number of limitations that need to be addressed. The first limitation is that the study entirely relies on 

the perceptions and reports of the principals. Self-reports, particularly retrospective ones, are known to 

be less than perfectly reliable and valid, being subject to influences from, for example, memory loss 

and social desirability bias. It is difficult to assess the impact that this may have had on the results, but 

bias in reporting cannot be ruled out. We expect, however, that potential bias is consistent across the 

six countries and therefore did not affect the pattern of relations in our model. Another limitation 

concerns the generalizability of the findings, which is threatened both by the non-response of 

participants and by the fact that only six school-inspections systems were included in the study. While 

these six systems represent considerable variation across two dimensions of interest, they certainly 

cannot be considered representative of all school-inspection systems. However, it should be 

emphasized that the six Inspectorates of Education vary across two dimensions of interest: soft versus 

hard governance and the comparison is therefore still relevant in enhancing our understanding of the 

mechanisms through which two distinct inspection approaches impact school improvement. 

 

The results of our study indicate that Inspectorates of Education that use a differentiated model (in 

addition to regular visits), in which they evaluate both educational practices and outcomes of schools 

and publicly report the inspection findings of individual schools, are the most effective. Principals in 

these systems report the greatest changes in capacity-building and in improved school and teaching 

conditions. These changes seem to be mediated by improvements in the schools’ self-evaluations and 

the awareness of the school’s stakeholders of the findings in the public inspection reports. However, 

differentiated inspections also lead to unintended consequences since principals report a narrowing of 

the curriculum in the school and the discouragement of teachers from experimenting with new 

teaching methods.  

 

An interesting issue emerges when it comes to the ‘causal mechanisms’ by which inspection systems 

intend to produce their effects. Three of the four inspection models we studied (differentiated 

inspections, outcomes-orientation and sanctions, which may well be taken to indicate ‘high stakes’ 

inspection approaches) influence ‘setting expectations’. These models, at the same time, reduce the 

likelihood that principals pay attention to the inspection feedback and derive improvement strategies 

based on this feedback. 

 

We will explain these effects of ‘setting expectations’ and the lack of effect of inspection feedback 

using institutional and social coordination theories. As outlined by neo-institutional theories, the 

school's quest for legitimacy and the normative pressure created by inspection frameworks seem to be 

important drivers of schools’ reactions to inspection. The more clearly the inspection communicates its 

standards and the more normative pressure accompanies them, the more school leaders undertake and 

report self-evaluative and developmental activities. Such activities may similarly make inspection 

feedback unnecessary as schools are already aware of their strengths and weaknesses or find it difficult 
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to use feedback when it implies changes in set (teaching) processes and (school organizational) 

structures. 

 

The initial inspection framework is expected to influence the type of improvement and effects 

generated. According to Powell (1991), initial choices preclude future options, including those that 

would have been more effective in the long run. Organizational memory and learning processes shape 

the future course of organizations as organizations become committed to routines that are shaped by 

early and often arbitrary successes. Positive feedback initially magnifies and reinforces those routines, 

but once these practices are institutionalized, feedback is less likely to stimulate change to a 

technological path that is neither guaranteed to be efficient, nor easily altered (Powell, 1991). 

Established ideas of the way things are done can be very beneficial as they guide action and predict the 

behaviour of others, and efforts to change these established patterns (even if these efforts are called for 

in inspection feedback) are often resisted because they threaten individuals’ sense of security, increase 

the cost of information processing and disrupt routines. 

 

The dominant effect of ‘setting expectations’ may also be explained by the fact that the mechanism of 

‘accepting feedback’ is less responsive to accountability pressure than ‘setting expectations’ and 

‘action of stakeholders’. It takes more elaborate reflective and constructive processes to develop sound 

actions strategies from critical feedback. If there is high pressure to show progress in a short time 

span, then schools might be more likely to turn to strategic behaviour instead of thoroughly analysing 

and using feedback. This finding resonates with much of the research reported hitherto (see Nelson 

and Ehren, 2014 for an overview): data feedback sounds like a plausible mechanism for stimulating 

rational school improvement, but it may be more difficult than expected to transfer the inspection 

feedback to complex multi-level contexts like schools.  

 

Thus, we may be ill-advised if we expect that schools will use the inspection data and feedback for 

school development. It is more likely that inspections have an effect before an inspection visit, when 

schools prepare for the assessment by implementing self-evaluations and taking improvement actions 

to align their school with the inspection standards. The effects of school inspections may have a 

prescriptive value rather than evaluative, especially if the inspection model includes sanctions for 

failing schools. In such models, schools are affected by school inspections when they are motivated 

and learn how to self-evaluate their processes and products and learn how to orchestrate data-based 

development processes.  

 

We argue that, to make inspection work in a way that is beneficial to the overall system, improvement 

of educational quality is better thought of as a culture change rather than the implementation of an 

inspection instrument. Brennan and Shah (2000) explain that a culture and system of evaluation needs 

to be built on a fundamental understanding about the way, in a given institution, system or nation, a 

particular scheme of quality management will work.  

Our Austrian case description underpins this conclusion as it showed us how national cultural 

characteristics have an impact on the possibility of using certain evaluation approaches. The inspection 

model embedded in a bureaucratic low stakes culture shows different results (fewer development 

activities) and different intermediary mechanisms (more attention to inspection feedback). The fact 

that school inspections have been abolished despite the current strong European narrative of increased 

activity and significance for Inspectorates of Education (see Grek, Lawn, Ozga & Segerholm, 2013) 

also points to cultural influence.  

Thinking about the effectiveness of school inspections therefore needs to go beyond an evaluation of 

the type of models that are effective and their different mechanisms of impact. Inspection systems 

challenge the intrinsic value system of the teaching profession and give weight to extrinsic values and 

standards; they change the balance of power in and between education systems, schools and teachers. 

These changes in values and power will highly depend on the existing status quo in schools, 

particularly in the notions of school quality, the roles and responsibilities in shaping and implementing 

such notions, as well as in the attitudes and knowledge of school staff towards the external evaluation 

of their school’s quality.  
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An increasingly accepted theory is that inspection systems tend to be adapted when education systems 

mature. Maturity in this sense refers, according to Barber (2004), to the self-evaluation literacy and 

innovation capacity of schools and their stakeholders to improve on their own, and the availability of 

high quality data (e.g. from national student achievement tests) to inform school-level evaluation and 

improvement. According to this hypothesis, mature systems have a diminished need for top-down, 

standards-based inspections, and instead rely increasingly on the profession to review and develop 

their own quality. Such developments are often paralleled by increased decentralization and autonomy 

of schools and a scaling down of school inspections to minimal monitoring of school quality. 

 

Interestingly such developments seem to result in complex combinations of both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 

governance within the same education system, as national governments and the Inspectorates of 

Education increasingly move towards ‘hard’ governance, building on notions of new public 

management with a strong focus on output of, and competition between schools, and a simultaneous 

‘outsourcing’ of soft governance approaches for learning, feedback and capacity-building to schools 

and the education profession. 

The context of these systems is however often one in which Inspectorates of Education have 

traditionally measured and incentivised centralized standards of school quality, which explains why, in 

our study, inspections that fit such ‘hard’ governance approaches still have a strong impact on self-

evaluations and capacity-building, as schools hold on to self-evaluation frameworks aligned to 

(former) inspection standards and frame feedback and learning around notions of inspection-defined 

good practices. 

 

Moving towards more effective models of school inspections therefore needs explicit consideration of 

the current status quo and how the current status quo can be improved through incremental changes. 

Our two typical models of school inspections (differentiated, high stakes, output-oriented versus 

cyclical, low stakes, process-oriented) and our description of how these models can have an impact via 

three mechanisms of change (feedback, setting expectations, stakeholder involvement) provides a 

framework to structure such considerations. 
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Appendix 1: Overview of Latent Variables 

Latent construct Example item Number 

of items 

Scale 

Setting expectations The inspection standards affect the 

evaluation and supervision of teachers. 

7 strongly agree 

(1) - strongly 

disagree (5) Stakeholders sensitive to 

reports 

The school’s Board of Management/ 

Boards of Governors is very aware of the 

contents of the school inspection report. 

3 

Accepting feedback The feedback received from the 

inspectors was useful. 

5 

Promoting/improving 

self-evaluation 

Compared to last academic year, I spent 

less/more time on the self-evaluation 

process as a whole. 

3 much less (1) - 

much more (5) 

Improvement in capacity 

building 

Compared to last academic year, I spent 

less/more time involving teachers in 

making decisions about using new 

teaching methods. 

7 

Improvement in school 

effectiveness  

Compared to last academic year, I spent 

less/more time on improving the extent to 

which teachers make effective use of 

teaching time within lessons. 

10 much less (1) - 

much more (5) 

 


