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The Challenge of Autonomy: Exploring the role of IC T  and Self-evaluation in the 
development of today’s teacher 

Joe O’Hara 

Abstract

This work divides into three parts. Part one is concerned with the worldwide growth of an 
evaluative culture in recent decades. In many areas of life, but particularly in the public 
services and even more particularly in education, there has been an intense push to develop 
systems of accountability and increasing concerns with obtaining ‘value for money’. In the 
opening chapters the roots of this movement are explored.

The chapters in part two explore in the context of part one the emergence of a new system 
of school inspection and evaluation in Ireland which is entitled Whole School Evaluation.
It is argued that even though this model has been influenced by the international growth of 
evaluation and accountability systems its development and operation in Ireland has been 
heavily constrained by tradition and political context. A key element of this new system of 
Whole School Evaluation is the emphasis placed on school and teacher self-evaluation that 
is to say schools and teachers developing the capacity to systematically research their own 
activities and produce evidence to support their professional judgements. However the 
research conducted and reported in chapter six indicates that, in reality, there is little such 
self-evaluative capacity in the system and that work must urgently be undertaken to 
develop this.

Part three of the work describes one such project. It shows beyond doubt that practitioners 
quickly come to see immense developmental potential and possibilities of empowerment 
through the process of investigating their own practice in a structured and data led manner. 
This has also been shown to be true in other similar projects. Unfortunately research also 
shows that these processes are hard to sustain since isolation and lack of ongoing 
motivation seems to gradually erode early enthusiasm for reflection and self study.

The case made in this work is that a very promising solution to this problem is to be found 
in the creation of sustained communities of practice using increasingly cheap and easy to 
access Virtual Learning Environments. In summary then the blended approach to 
programme delivery proposed provides a vehicle or platform through which the collegiality 
and mutual reinforcement which are key to sustaining self-evaluation can be provided.



Chapter One Introduction

Chapter One: Introduction
The primary puipose of this dissertation is to develop systems and approaches to the 

empowerment of teachers and schools enabling them to become self-evaluating entities.

The early part of the dissertation describes how the evaluation and inspection of many 

public services, including education, has become increasingly common in most countries in 

the developed world. There are various reasons why this may be the case. It can be argued 

that it is on the one hand part of the movement towards low trust policies derived from the 

ideology of neo-liberalism which seek to apply the values of the market to the public sector. 

On the other hand, it can also be argued that increased evaluation is a necessary and 

defensible component of democratic accountability, responsibility and transparency. What 

cannot be denied is that this process, both at the level of nation states and more widely 

through the policies of influential organisations such as the OECD, the EU and the World 

Bank, continues to gather pace. Equally however, there is also a growing debate regarding 

the appropriate extent of such evaluation particularly as research increasingly shows that 

external monitoring of an intrusive kind can seriously damage the autonomy and morale of 

professionals. In consequence in many areas of professional regulation and in the public 

sector in particular, a worldwide debate continues as to the balance to be achieved between 

accountability and professional autonomy, between professional development and external 

judgement.

As part of this debate a relatively new concept has begun to gain sway which is that 

professionals should be empowered to systematically analyse their own practice and thus 

generate the data and evidence necessary both to empower their own development and also 

to justify their professional judgements to external audiences. Education is perhaps the best 

of all exemplars of this emerging focus on what has become known as self-evaluation. It 

has become understood that there are serious drawbacks to monitoring systems which are 

primarily concerned with making judgements from an external perspective. In 

consequence, across many education systems, there are increasing efforts being made to 

develop models of evaluation which can reconcile the competing goals of autonomy and 

accountability through encouraging teachers and schools to internally evaluate performance 

through the use of data and evidence and present the outcomes to justify their actions to
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Chapter One Introduction

external agencies such as inspectorates. However clearly the success of such an 

undertaking depends to a huge extent on the capacity of individual professionals and 

schools to undertake self-evaluative research. To date there is a paucity of evidence to 

demonstrate that significant progress has been made in developing the necessary attitudes 

and skills to achieve this goal. The heart of this work therefore is about experimenting with 

new and innovative approaches to empowering teachers and schools to develop self- 

evaluation capacity.

Part one of this work contains three chapters. Chapter two deals with the emergence of 

evaluation as a central movement in public sector governance in the late 20th and early 21st 

centuries. The political background to this development is analysed and competing theories 

and practices of evaluation are discussed. Chapter three looks more specifically at 

evaluation, inspection and appraisal as these concepts apply to education, teachers and 

schools. Here it is suggested that simplistic notions which seem to underpin a good deal of 

the recent policy agenda in this area are naïve and simplistic and that this reality is now 

becoming ever clearer. Chapter four analyses the type of school and teacher evaluation 

systems which are emerging in many countries and jurisdictions. It is argued that there is 

clear evidence of a convergence in educational evaluation towards a compromise between 

internal self-evaluation and external inspection and monitoring. It is further argued that this 

compromise is gradually but steadily moving in the direction of greater reliance on 

professional self-evaluation with light touch external monitoring.

In the context of part one chapters five, six and seven, which make up part two of the work, 

chart the emergence of a new school and teacher evaluation / inspection regime in Ireland. 

Chapter five analyses the pilot project on which the new process is based. Chapter six 

investigates the key documents which underpin whole school evaluation Irish style and 

chapter seven reports on research in twenty four schools concerning the perception of 

school leaders and teachers with regard to the new evaluation system. What emerges from 

these chapters is that whole school evaluation in Ireland exemplifies vividly the type of 

school evaluation systems emerging in many other countries. For example it is a 

compromise between self-evaluation and internal inspection which has been developed

2



Chapter One Introduction

through elaborate consultative processes designed to allay the fears of the various partners 

involved. On the other hand because it is such a compromise it exemplifies serious flaws 

including a very underdeveloped focus on data and evidence, a very limited role for key 

stakeholders such as parents and pupils and an extremely cautious approach to the content 

and use of the final evaluation reports. In common with many similar systems a key failure 

is the unacknowledged but veiy clear lack of capacity in schools to collect evidence to 

support the analysis of their professional activities.

In order to begin the long and complex task of assisting schools to develop a self-evaluative 

capacity part three of this work describes an extensive project undertaken with trainee 

teachers and experienced practitioners in Dublin City University. The goal of the project 

was to enable teachers firstly to develop a theoretical understanding of and sympathy for 

self-evaluation. Secondly it was designed to equip the participants with the methodological 

skills necessary to undertake self-evaluation. Finally it experimented with the use of 

Virtual Learning Environments (VLE’s) to support and sustain practitioner self-evaluation. 

This final part of the work contains six chapters. Chapter eight analyses initiatives and 

projects in other parts of the world designed to develop professional self-evaluation 

capacities. Chapter nine examines the exciting emerging literature on VLE’s and 

particularly their potential capacity to support professional development and knowledge 

creation in a novel and emergent manner. Chapter ten describes the methodological 

approach taken to this research and in particular the groundbreaking Community of Inquiry 

Model (Garrison, Anderson and Archer 2000) designed to analyse the online data collected 

as part of the research process. Chapter eleven begins by describing the programme created 

to empower the trainee and experience professionals to understand and undertake self- 

evaluation. The second part of this chapter evaluates the outcomes of the project under two 

key headings namely the response of the practitioners to developing and using research 

methodologies and instruments and the extent to which the participants demonstrated an 

understanding of an enthusiasm for the process of self-evaluation. Chapter twelve reports 

on the project evaluation under a third heading which is the extent to which the use of a 

VLE allowed participants to create a sustainable community of practice. This online 

community was focused on participant’s self-evaluation practice and it is suggested that
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Chapter One Introduction

such an initiative could underpin a continued engagement with the concept in their future 

professional lives. This latter is a key point in that previous experimentation with teacher 

led research and evaluation has tended to show a steady decline in the use made of the 

practices and techniques learned over time. It is hoped that the VLE can provide the 

platform or mechanism to sustain interest and encourage ongoing collaborative self- 

evaluation.

Finally chapter thirteen draws together the strands of the three parts of the work and links 

key findings in each to elaborate a coherent framework through which self-evaluation can 

become the underpinning foundation of an effective system of whole school evaluation.

The work was carried out by a researcher who as been a member of staff at the School of 

Education Studies, Dublin City University for the past ten years. The programmes run by 

the School, many of which were developed by the researcher in collaboration with other 

colleagues, provide a background and a context for much of the second part of the work. In 

addition, the strong collaborative culture present in the School allowed the author draw 

from the collective experience of a committed group of practitioner researchers in the 

course of both the initial design of study and the practical development of some elements of 

the final programme.
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Part One: Introduction

In part one of this study the rise of school and teacher evaluation as a worldwide 

phenomenon is charted. It is argued that this process has been driven by influential 

political ideologies characterised by their opponents as neo-liberalism and managerialism 

and by their proponents as ‘new public management’ and much needed reform. These 

ideologies and an associated ‘reform agenda’ have been systematically encouraged by 

governments, sections of the media and perhaps most influentially by key trans-national 

agencies such as the OECD, the World Bank and the European Union. Key words and 

concepts have come to characterise this agenda. These include choice, accountability, 

transparency, value-for-money, deregulation and decentralisation of responsibility for 

performance to individual institutions such as schools. These goals are to be achieved 

through such processes as regulation, quality assurance, quality control, audit, 

benchmarking, evaluation and inspection.

The impacts of these policies on public services have been felt in many countries. In 

education this has been manifested in the prioritisation by many governments of two key 

goals. The first is that of transferring primary responsibility for pupil achievement from 

central authority to individual schools and teachers. To achieve this it is envisaged that 

schools and teachers will become more autonomous taking greater responsibility for 

budgets, planning, self-evaluation and professional development. Somewhat paradoxically 

however to ensure the maintenance and indeed constant improvement of ‘standards’ these 

same schools and teachers are to be the subject of sophisticated surveillance procedures 

including ‘teacher-proof curricula’, increased student testing, benchmarking, inspection and 

external evaluation. One result of these policies has been that virtually every education 

system in the developed world and indeed many others have been busy creating or where 

they existed before reforming their school evaluation policies and procedures.

However it is gradually becoming apparent that as the key policy goals of autonomy and 

accountability are difficult to reconcile in practise it follows that the design and 

implementation of evaluative systems that can encompass both is problematic. In 

consequence, it is argued in this study, a kind of hybrid system of school evaluation is

5



gradually emerging in very many education systems. This hybrid involves a varying 

mixture of self-evaluation by schools and teachers, which encourages autonomy and 

professionalism, combined with external inspection to ensure accountability. The balance 

in these hybrid systems between internal responsibility for evaluation and external 

monitoring is largely, it will be argued, a function of very complex factors specific to each 

jurisdiction. Part one will explore these emerging theories and practices in detail.
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Chapter Two The Age o f Evaluation

Chapter Two: The Age of Evaluation

Evaluation, Neo-liberalism and the New Public M anagement

In an article entitled ‘I audit, therefore I am’ in The Times Higher Education 

Supplement (THES, October 18, 1996) Michael Power, Professor o f Accounting at the 

London School o f Economics, defined our era as ‘the age of inspection, the evaluative 

state and the audit society’. He went on, ‘whatever term one prefers, there can be little 

doubt that something systematic has occurred since 1971. In every area of social and 

economic life, there is more formalised checking, assessment, scrutiny, verification and 

evaluation’ (Thrupp and Wilmot, 2003: 14). Thrupp suggests that the ‘something 

systematic’ that happened was the perceived failure o f Keynesian social democracy 

around the time o f the first oil crisis in the nineteen seventies which has subsequently 

underpinned what he describes as ‘the neo - liberal project whose aim is to inject the 

competitive nature o f the market into what are perceived as a stifling, inefficient and 

expensive public sector’. Bottery (2004: 62) postulates that these policies are impacting 

on the provision o f public services in several contradictory ways, of which the 

following are the most relevant to this study:

1. Satisfying the greater demands o f clients will be hindered by the need to reduce 

expenditures and increase efficiency.

2. The pressure to use private sector concepts and practices such as efficiency and 

profit will conflict with traditional, contrasting public sector values such as care 

and equity.

3. There will be tension in terms of trust as governments see the need to allow 

enhanced autonomy and creativity but yet are unwilling to abandon low trust 

policies o f targets, performativity and compliance.

Imposing these low trust policies (O ’Neill, 2002) has, in the view of Schwartz and 

Struhkamp (2004), brought evaluation to the centre of the stage, ‘in the current mode of 

transformed governance called new public management evaluation often plays a crucial 

role as an instrument to maintain bureaucratic control’.

Johannesson et al (2002: 335) agree that these developments represent ‘the new liberal 

agenda and the new public management’ both characterised by ‘buzzwords’ such as 

‘decentralisation, choice, goal setting, accountability, transparency, managerialism, 

evaluation, competition and privatisation’. Johannesson et al (ibid. p 335) go on to

7
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argue that the ‘marketisation’ of every sphere of public life is an international trend that 

represents a radical move away from the concerns around equity and inclusion that 

dominated public policy discourse in the nineteen seventies and the nineteen eighties.

In the new ‘discourse of progress’ or ‘system of reasoning’, as they define it, ‘science’ 

is relied upon to rationalise social systems, preferably ‘packaged as easy to install 

techniques to secure and measure social and economic progress’. This process, it is 

suggested, gradually norms both institutions and professionals to accept what Foucault 

describes as ‘governmentality’, by which he means the acceptance and internalising of 

language and techniques (such as, for example, appraisal, inspection and so on) which 

ultimately undermines their freedom and professional status.

Not all commentators take such a negative view of ‘the new public management’ or 

accept that the underpinning theory is neo-liberalism. For example, Dan O ’Brien senior 

editor of the Economist Intelligence Unit suggests that it is the ‘end o f ideology’ by 

which he means the left right divide that has brought ‘the rise and rise of evidence -  

based policy making’. He goes on to argue that since policy is no longer driven by 

ideology it now responds to ‘evidence about what works’ and that this has also 

contributed to the ‘internationalisation o f thinking on policy’ (O ’Brien, 2006: 12).

What is problematic about O ’Brien’s interpretation is the implicit view that relying 

principally on empirical evidence to drive school policy is somehow ‘non-ideological’. 

In fact it involves an ideology of faith in positivist and technical rationalist approaches 

to social science research which is open to question. Moreover, as Chevalier et al

(2004) point out, such an ideology tends to be strongly linked to theories of choice, 

competition and the role of the free and quasi-free market in driving school efficiency. 

This o f course can only work in practice if the ‘information’ on which ‘consumer’ 

decisions are based is founded on valid and reliable evidence and of course if  the 

consumers have the economic independence and resources to make real choices. The 

latter point is perhaps beyond the scope of this work, but the former, the validity and 

reliability o f much positivist educational research, is a dubious proposition as we shall 

see in due course.

‘New public management’ o f course has been applied in education as much or arguably 

more than in any other area. Anthony Giddons (2004: 510) remarks that ‘the 

commercialisation and marketisation o f education reflects the cost cutting pressures of

8
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globalisation as schools are being reengineered in much the same way as business 

corporations’. Guy Neave (1998: 265), speaking of the European Union as a whole, and 

specifically o f schooling, also uses the term, ‘the evaluative state’ and remarks on the 

paradoxical blend o f devolution and centralisation being experienced by schools in most 

European countries. Neave goes on to spell out this paradox: while it appears that 

schools are being given more autonomy to manage their own affairs, they are at the 

same time being subjected to greater Government regulation and scrutiny, mostly by 

way of the setting and monitoring o f performance targets and through increased 

inspection and evaluation. Meuret and Morlaix, (2003: 53) regard this process as ‘a 

logical consequence’ of what they perceive to be a genuine effort to decentralise power 

to schools and report that the OECD see evaluation as ‘a key way to enhance the 

responsiveness of schools to the needs o f their intake as well as to allow them to 

improve’. Moos (2003) sees a wide international movement to put down decision 

making to school level while simultaneously putting up the pressure on schools to 

render a value for money account in both financial and achievement terms. In the US, 

work by Elmore and Fuhrman (2001:4-5) argues that ‘the theory that measuring 

performance and coupling it to rewards and sanctions will cause schools and the 

individuals who work in them to perform at higher levels underpins performance based 

accountability systems operating in most states and thousands o f districts’. These 

systems, Elmore and Fuhrman suggest, represent a significant change from traditional 

approaches to accountability in that ‘the new approaches focus primarily on schools, 

while in the past school districts were held primarily responsible. The new approaches 

focus on performance and other outputs while in the past districts were held responsible 

for offering sufficient inputs and complying with regulations. Significant concessions 

such as bonuses are now offered as are threats of school closure’. In Australia, Banks 

describes education as one o f the many services now ‘measured’ by government. He 

explains the process as follows - ‘equality indicators measure how special needs groups 

compare in terms of participation and retention rates, while effectiveness is measured in 

terms of learning outcomes with regard to reading, writing and numeracy, and 

efficiency is measured in terms o f government expenditure per student, staff 

expenditure per student and staff to student ratios (Banks, 2005).
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O f course, inspection of itself is not new, nor indeed is educational research concerned

with identifying effective teaching methods, assessment models and so on. As Nevo

(2002: 4) points out,

even before the terms accountability, standards or benchmarking were in use, 
there was a clear demand by politicians, administrators and the public at large 
that schools be evaluated externally to find out if  they were fulfilling their 
duties.. .This demand has never ceased, even when external evaluation was 
highly criticised by innovative educators and when internal evaluation was 
encouraged by way of an alternative.

Similarly, educational research directed to finding ways of improving schools has also 

been highly visible and influential for at least the past three decades. Importantly, in the 

context of this work, this research increasingly suggests that formal school and teacher 

self evaluation as opposed to external inspection represents an important component in 

making schools more effective. Zepeda (2003) brings together from the school 

improvement literature the factors that are found in improving schools. Firmly 

embedded in this list is the capacity o f the school to engage in self-evaluation, and 

internal monitoring o f progress. Schmoker (1999) stresses the need to use data to 

inform school improvement and includes this along with effective teamwork and the 

establishment o f common and measurable goals as key factors in effective school 

improvement. Joyce and Showers (2002) provide evidence of the importance of using a 

range o f data including student achievement to inform the provision of professional 

development for teachers and organisational improvement for schools. Leithwood, 

Atkin and Jantzi (2001) argue that internal monitoring systems and frameworks in 

schools are vital in informing strategic direction and should include data on areas such 

as policies and procedures, planning processes, instruction, assessment and management 

and leadership. In short, research on growth oriented teacher and school evaluation, 

though limited, strongly suggests that schools and teachers can benefit greatly from 

evaluation processes that provide data and evidence to feed into awareness building, 

goal setting and professional development. Hargreaves (2006) argues that the 

collection, analysis and use o f evidence by teachers and schools as part of their own 

continuous improvement is a key and inescapable element o f professionalism. In 

essence, therefore, the idea o f schools and teachers as being involved in formal 

evaluation and self-evaluation is not new and is strongly endorsed by the research 

evidence.
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What appears to be a relatively new phenomenon, however, is the attempt to limit or

certainly change the nature of professional autonomy in teaching by, as Judith Sachs

(2003: 22) puts it, ‘placing teachers in a long line o f authority in terms o f their

accountability for reaching measurable outcomes.. .a line that stretches through the

principal to the district or region and then to the central administration’. This corporate

or managerial model of educational control perceives the teacher to be, in the words of

Brennan (1996: 22),

a professional who clearly meets corporate goals set out elsewhere, manages a 
range of students well and documents their achievements and problems for 
accountability purposes. The criteria of the successful professional in this 
corporate model is one who works efficiently and effectively in meeting the 
standardised targets set for the accomplishment o f both students and teachers as 
well as contributing to the school’s formal accountability processes.

Kinshelow (2004: 9) describes this process as ‘the deskilling o f teachers which involves 

breaking down their tasks and delegating them to low skill workers’, something he 

urges teachers to resist, by becoming ‘empowered’.

As a result of these trends, teachers throughout Europe, North America, the Far East and 

in Australia and New Zealand are today working in conditions characterised by 

increased public scrutiny, more sophisticated techniques ensuring accountability and a 

myriad o f strategies measuring student learning outcomes. Research by Hargreaves 

(reported in W olf and Craig, 2004) in New York State and Ontario, Canada reports that 

as a result of these developments many teachers feel ‘demeaned and degraded’,

‘unfairly criticised’ and ‘sick and tired o f being asked to justify their existence’ and of 

‘constant government put downs’. Delissovoy and McLaren (2007: 131) suggest that 

‘the growth of these policies, rules and regulations seem to be crowding out all else as 

they come to constitute a new industry, bureaucracy and language’.

This pressurised atmosphere is further heightened by a general distrust o f teachers at 

political level and an instrumentalist attitude to education, or at least schooling in 

society at large (Thrupp and Wilmot 2003). This is evidenced by the demand for the 

publication o f league tables of results and the ‘naming and shaming’ o f under

performing schools and teachers. As Whitty et al observe (1998: 5),

whether or not what we are witnessing here is a struggle between a 
professionalising project and a deprofessionalising one, it is certainly a struggle
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among different stakeholders over the definition of teacher professionalism and 
professionality for the twenty-first century.

Examples o f this push to itemise, define and control every aspect o f teaching and 

learning can be found across the entire curriculum spectrum. These include ever more 

detailed definition of course content and required learning outcomes, ‘foolproof 

teaching methods for every occasion, standardised attainment measures and assessment 

models, and of course teacher and school appraisal and evaluation (Cochrane-Smith, 

2005; Coolahan, 2005).

In each o f these areas one could make a case similar to that which emerges in the rest of 

this study, namely, that policies and practices which impinge upon the professional 

autonomy of teachers are ultimately likely to be anti-educational, philosophically 

speaking, and self-defeating from a practical point o f view. In making this argument, 

the researcher has chosen to concentrate on evaluation, firstly because he is an 

experienced educational evaluator, and has seen at first hand the damage superficial and 

ill thought out approaches to evaluation can cause; but secondly, and more importantly, 

because within the theory and practice o f educational evaluation, there exists a strong 

tradition which stresses the importance of professional development, collegiality and 

respect for practitioner autonomy and independence. This tradition, although very 

much on the defensive in the age of evaluation remains a viable alternative to narrow, 

behaviourist and empiricist conceptions of evaluation. However, before turning to 

conceptualisations o f evaluation specifically, it is necessary to consider the broader 

issue o f the nature of educational evaluation research and its relationship to teacher 

autonomy and professionalism.

Evaluation and Teacher Professional Autonom y

Angel Diaz Barriga (2003: 454) remarks in an essay entitled ‘Curriculum Research: 

Evaluation and Outlook in Mexico’ that ‘evaluation has become one o f the central 

subjects in the educational debate at the beginning o f this century’. A glance through 

many of the other essays in the International Handbook o f  Curriculum Research, in 

which Diaz Barriga’s essay appears, confirms this view. For those o f us who, as it 

were, overlap the fields o f curriculum development and curriculum evaluation it is clear 

that in recent years increasingly and overwhelmingly the latter has become the main
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driver of the former. For example launching a recent collection o f essays which he had 

edited on the National Curriculum in England and Wales, John White (2004) rather 

wryly suggested that as the work was largely theoretical and philosophical in nature it 

would lack the impact on decision makers o f curriculum work grounded in evaluation 

research. Likewise it has been widely noted around the world that President Bush’s 

educational legislation No Child Left Behind contains 110 references to the role of 

scientific research in curriculum reform and evaluation. Similarly in the European 

Union curriculum issues are being increasingly determined at continental, national and 

local levels by evaluations, a process which will undoubtedly be accelerated by the 

adoption o f specific ‘benchmarks and quality indicators for the improvement of 

education’ by the European Commission in 2003. Yet another example o f the 

dominance of curriculum evaluation in determining reform is the intense public interest 

generated by comparative evaluations o f education systems such as the International 

School Effectiveness Project (ISEP), The Third Mathematics and Science Study 

(Timms) and most recently and influentially the Programme on Student Assessment 

Project (PISA). In summary, Christie (2003) suggests that concerns with standards in 

education and the associated ever-closer scrutiny of the performance of teachers have 

become ‘a global obsession’.

In Ireland it has been largely the influence of European Union policy that has led to 

continuous programme and institutional evaluations. Boyle (1997:51) points out that 

EU evaluation requirements in relation to the spending o f monies given to Ireland for 

various purposes has resulted in ‘consistent and systematic evaluation procedures in 

many areas of the public service’. A similar point is made by Lenihan et al (2005:72) 

who argue that ‘the increased impetus for evaluation in Ireland during the nineteen 

nineties was largely driven by the EU which emphasised the need to assure 

accountability and measure the impact o f significant EU transfers. Importantly, for our 

purposes, even where EU evaluation requirements do not as yet impinge directly as, for 

example in ‘mainstream’ (as opposed to vocational) education, evaluation concepts, 

policies, systems and processes have tended to ‘migrate’.

Interestingly, Boyle (1997:52), the most influential chronicler o f the rise of evaluation 

in the Irish context, suggests that the phenomenon in Ireland has rather different roots or 

at least is strongly influenced by factors other than neo-liberalism and the new public
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management. While Boyle (ibid 52) acknowledges the influence o f the OECD and the 

EU in the form of ‘a more results orientated approach to public service management, 

performance indicators and evaluation’, he nonetheless goes on to suggest that the ‘new 

public management is not a monolith.. .and the Irish experience is very different from 

Britain or New Zealand. There is little or any evidence, for example, of any great 

theoretical undeipinning to the Irish public service reform programme. It does not draw 

significantly from public choice or agency theories.. .neither is there any significant 

ideological drive to recast the public sector’.

Be that as it may, the evaluation and quality assurance culture now firmly embedded 

within the EU (Lyon and Martin, 2006) has been gradually incorporated as a key 

element o f the national social partnership agreements which have determined economic 

and social policy in Ireland. For example, in programmes such as Work and 

Competitiveness 1998, Prosperity and Fairness 01, Sustaining Progress 03-05 and the 

current national agreement, Towards 2016, the terms ‘efficiency’, ‘effective’, 

‘performance’, ‘quality’, ‘flexibility’,‘rationalisation’ and ‘evaluation’ are mentioned 

throughout. This represents what Varone et al (2005: 55) describes as ‘the 

institutionalisation of evaluation’. In consequence, recent legislation, including the 

1997 Universities Act, the Education Act 1998 and the Qualifications (Education and 

Training) Act 1999, all have specific sections requiring evaluations o f programmes and 

institutes. As a result, right across the education and training sector, new evaluation 

systems have been designed and rolled out in the past decade. This is the context within 

which the subject o f this study, whole school evaluation in primary and post primary 

schools, has emerged. An important point to note is that all these social partnership 

agreements and subsequent actions, in terms of setting up evaluation structures, have 

been negotiated and agreed with the partners, including trade unions, and have been 

effectively paid for in the form of higher salaries.

The present author argues, therefore, that the corporatist approach adopted in Ireland, in 

the form of ‘partnership’ between the state and the ‘social partners’ such as the trade 

unions, has undoubtedly limited in practice the extent to which managerial notions such 

as performance related pay or stringent appraisal of work or performance can be 

employed. Paradoxically, therefore, while all these concepts, ideas and processes 

appear in the various agreements mentioned above, their implementation on the ground
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is highly constrained by the partnership context and niceties. As Boyle goes on to 

argue, the Irish reform programme might better be seen as more akin to that pursued in 

other small European countries such as the Netherlands and Denmark. As in these 

countries, a corporatist type democracy exists which ensures that multi-party coalition 

and consensus rather than majority rule is the norm. Accommodation, compromise and 

consensus are key words in the political lexicon. A good example o f this culture of 

compromise with regard to evaluation is provided by the emerging whole school 

evaluation process in Ireland. The Education Act describes the task of school 

inspection and whole school evaluation as being ‘to monitor and assess the quality, 

economy, efficiency and effectiveness o f the education system’ (Section 7(2)(b)). This 

terminology is closely aligned with neo-liberalist philosophy and EU/OECD policy, but 

as we shall see what has emerged in practice is considerably diluted. Flynn (2006) 

captures this dichotomy well when describing WSE in practice as ‘answering the 

challenges of accountability in an Irish way rather than a European way’.

Therefore, while Boyle’s analysis is largely correct, it is important perhaps not to 

overstate the case. Even if  the context and politics are different, nonetheless a good 

deal o f the neo-liberal agenda has found an echo in Ireland. Across the public sector 

and very strongly in education, the language of the new public management is in vogue, 

as are its outward and visible signs in the form of targets, standards, benchmarks, 

accountability, evaluation and so on. For example, the website o f the Department of 

Education and Science now refers to parents and pupils as ‘clients’ and ‘consumers’. 

Now schools must engage in ‘evidence based quality assurance’, ‘school development 

planning’ and ‘whole school evaluation’, and most educational programmes, projects 

and interventions are subject to regular evaluation. In fact in educational circles where 

the talk used to be o f ‘change fatigue’ we have now complaints o f ‘evaluation fatigue’. 

Yet it is important to note that on the whole, in the area of educational evaluation, 

emerging policies and practices are to employ the now cliched term, ‘closer to Berlin 

than to Boston’. It is hard to envisage the application o f the type of ‘robust’ school 

evaluation system introduced in England (now considerably diluted) being a practical 

proposition in the Irish context, at least for the moment. In fact, supporters o f a more 

robust evaluation culture implicitly agree with this view. For example, Lenihan et al

(2005) argue that there ‘continues to be a poor evaluation culture in Ireland’ while 

Ruane (2004) agrees and suggests that this is so because o f ‘a weak history o f planning,
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inclusive negotiated agreements which may lead to compromise solutions and a political 

tradition of client focus which may bias against economic rationality’.

The key point here is that commentators such as Boyle and Ruane see the current 

situation regarding evaluation as being in flux and highly contested. While there may 

be little ideological impetus driving low trust accountability policies in Ireland, 

nonetheless the influence of this agenda is steadily gaining ground under the impetus of 

EU and OECD pressure. How this contest will play out in the medium and longer term 

is at this stage unclear.

Given, then, the increasing role o f evaluation in influencing educational decision 

making abroad and slowly but increasingly at home, one has to ask what challenges are 

posed for the teaching profession. The answer may be a dramatic one -  influencing the 

philosophy o f evaluation may become the key battleground for the future o f teaching in 

the broadest sense. In essence, if  school and teacher evaluation were to become ever 

more dominated by external monitoring and control and increasingly narrow concepts 

o f what can be measured and therefore of what counts as being o f educational value, the 

curriculum space so desperately needed for the consideration of issues o f citizenship, 

globalisation, culture and spirituality may dwindle further. In tandem, the space for 

teachers to exercise their professional prerogative o f autonomous judgement and 

decision-making will further narrow. On the other hand the defence o f generously 

conceived concepts and traditions of educational evaluation may be the strongest 

weapon still available to progressive education since, as noted above by John White, the 

power o f theory to influence policy and practice seems in decline. The importance of 

these battles around evaluation to the future of education is emphasised by Taylor Fitz- 

Gibbon: ‘fear does not promote quality, wherever there is fear we get the wrong 

figures.. .the system which introduces fear as in the publication of everything, is a 

system which corrupts.. .eastern Europe was full o f development plans and targets’ 

(1996).

The next chapter will try to develop these arguments by analysing the currently 

competing evaluation philosophies and practices at work in education. It will be argued 

that both in the US and Europe, among a minority (but an increasingly vocal one) of 

educational evaluators, the efficacy and ethical justification o f applying positivist
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research principles to the evaluation of social processes such as education is being 

strongly challenged (Heywood Metz et al, 2002; McBeath, 1999; McNamara and 

O ’Hara, 2004; M cNiff 2002). Recent work in educational evaluation has tried to 

develop this challenge by moving the evaluation focus away from external judgement 

and towards understanding the impact o f curricula on recipients (Kushner, 2000) 

However the dominant form of curriculum evaluation still involves judgements made 

through the eyes o f external agencies and the connotation of curriculum evaluation as 

the external monitoring of professional performance and practice remains strong.

The next chapter suggests that hopes for genuine educational improvement are closely 

bound to a reversal o f this trend -  to the empowerment o f autonomous self-evaluating 

teachers and schools capable of resisting ‘academic researchers who use research to 

develop market scripted curricula that result in the de-skilling o f practitioners’ 

(Anderson, 2002: 24). This imperative was well understood in the past as the work of 

Lawrence Stenhouse (1975) and John Elliot (1991; 1998) to name but two curriculum 

scholars testifies. In more recent times it seems clear that the dominance o f centralising 

political forces obsessed with control, standards and accountability achieved through 

measurable objectives and instrumental evaluation has gained sway. As a result what is 

at stake is the locus o f power in curricular decision-making.

Livingstone and McCall (2005), in an interesting paper on the ever widening influence 

o f evaluation in education, suggests that only local level school and practitioner self 

evaluation can hold up the seemingly inevitable impetus towards one size fits all 

solutions based on internationally and nationally formulated benchmarks and standards. 

In the Irish context, Boyle (2006: 37) makes a similar point calling for ‘organisation 

based and bottom up initiatives to assess performance in public services’. Johannesson 

et al (2002:335), in an otherwise gloomy section of their paper entitled ‘An Incurable 

Progress?’ also argue that although school self-evaluation has become emphasised - 

‘mandated by law and as a discourse’ - as an intrinsic component o f neo-liberal 

governance, ‘this term is one o f the magic terms of restructuring’. What they are 

suggesting is that school self evaluation may provide, paradoxically, a real if  rare 

opportunity for practitioners and schools to, as MacBeath (1996) puts it, ‘speak for 

themselves’. This is because, although self evaluation may be mandated as part of the 

process of ‘improvement’, and schools and teachers required to internalise the norms
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expected of them and oversee their own implementation o f them without the costly 

external intervention of the state, yet at the same time the knowledge and skills acquired 

through self evaluation might well have the unintended side effect o f empowering 

professionals and organisations to protect their autonomy and responsibility. This is a 

similar concept to the empowerment possibilities often suggested by the theorists of 

emancipatory action research (Carr and Kemmis, 1983), with the difference that as 

increasingly schools and teachers are mandated to conduct self evaluation, the sheer 

volume and depth o f this activity will almost certainly move far beyond the rather small 

scale and individualistic nature o f action research as it has developed in practice.

It will be suggested in later chapters that precisely as described above, the possibilities 

inherent in self-evaluation which rather surprisingly has become a central plank of the 

‘new management’ o f schools should and can be exploited by schools and teachers to 

inform their own decision making and enhance their professional autonomy. First, 

however, it is necessary to show why the drive to use externally imposed solutions to 

problems o f practice derived from large scale quantitative systems-wide evaluative 

research is a misconceived and futile endeavour, and it is to this we now turn.
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Chapter Three: Trusting the Teacher: the case for professional self-evaluation  

The Limits o f Evaluative Research in Education

In recent years, the researchers experiences in his role as an education evaluator has led 

him increasingly to question both the wisdom and practicality o f what Haywood Metz 

and Page (2002: 26) call the ‘tendency to impose abstract findings on schools and 

teachers with little discussion o f local variations and necessary adaptations’. The same 

authors go on to remind us (ibid, 27) that ‘researchers may all too easily dismiss or 

ignore the non-linear character o f schools reality, while practitioners must find a viable 

professional practice within it’.

Much o f this 'tendency', it is alleged by the critics, emanates from those who wish to 

limit or eliminate the professional autonomy o f teachers (Darling-Hammond and 

Youngs, 2002). It is argued (Clarke et al, 2000: 9) that a central tenet o f the now 

dominant managerialism has been a concentrated effort to displace or subordinate the 

claims o f professionalism, ‘managerialism refutes the idea that professional knows best 

rather we are invited to accept that managers do the right thing and this legitimises and 

seeks to extend the right to manage’. Similarly, Power (1997: 97) suggests that the 

main objective o f highly organised audits or evaluations is to ‘challenge the 

organisational power or discretion’ of relatively autonomous groups such as doctors and 

teachers by making these groups more publicly accountable for their performance.

These developments, it is further argued, are leading to the de-skilling and 

disempowerment o f teachers who are being increasingly cast in the role of technicians 

implementing ‘teacher p ro o f curricula. These curricula are developed through self- 

styled rigorous experimental designs (Slavin, 2002) and are concerned increasingly with 

preset and supposedly easily measured attainment standards.

The strength o f this obsession with uniformity, conformity, accountability and standards 

is evidenced in relation to the United States by Slavin (2002). Slavin points out that in 

President Bush’s Education Act ‘No Child Left Behind’ there are 110 references to the 

centrality o f ‘scientifically based research’ in formulating successful curricula. It is 

clear that Slavin strongly approves of this approach. He confidently writes about 

‘transforming educational practice and research’ and refers with almost messianic
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fervour to the value of ‘experimental -  control comparisons on standards-based

measures’. These methods will, he assures us produce,

valid knowledge, through rigourous systematic and objective procedures, using 
experimental or quasi experimental designs, preferably with random 
assignments.

(2002: 16)

Equally, in the UK Geoff Whitty (2002) points out that while in theory the policy is one 

of decentralisation o f power in many areas to schools, the reality is an increasing 

obsession with central control, measurable standards and diminution o f teacher 

autonomy. The key figure of this movement in England was influential former advisor 

to the Government, David Hargreaves (1999). Hargreaves suggests that ‘educational 

research should provide conclusive evidence that if  teachers do x rather than y in their 

professional practice that there will be a significant and enduring improvement in 

outcomes’ and that ‘the future o f educational research is more experimental studies and 

randomised controlled trials in search o f what works in practice, actionable knowledge, 

to improve the performativity o f teachers with respect to the measurable outcomes of 

their teaching’.

At one level it is hard to believe that this type of overstatement is still regarded as

credible let alone effectively become the driver of educational policy in much of the

English-speaking world. To paraphrase the philosopher Robin Barrow (Barrow and

Woods 2005 : 132), these overly optimistic notions o f the possibilities of social science

research are like the ‘undead’ in the movies, regularly killed but refusing to lie down.

As long ago as 1975 Cronbach described experimental research in the social sciences as

‘a hall o f mirrors that extends to infinity’ (72). More recently, in one o f the seminal

works o f our time, After Virtue, Alistair MacIntyre describes the predicament of the

empiricist social scientist as follows,

if  his predictions do not derive from a knowledge o f law like generalisations the 
status o f the social scientist as a predictor becomes endangered -  as it turns out it 
ought to be for the record o f social scientists as predictors is very bad indeed.

(1981: 22)

In a similarly devastating critique o f the ‘arrogance and presumption o f the producers of 

certainties’ in her own field o f special needs education Deborah J Gallagher concludes 

that,
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social science research at least in its present state o f development does not 
appear to allow for the scientific findings that will lead to a robust technology of 
teaching and learning much less rival the technological advances that have 
occurred in many areas o f the physical sciences -  if  the sciences that contribute 
to civil engineering were equally ambiguous, crossing the Severn Bridge or 
riding the lift to the top o f the Sears Tower would be an exciting experience 
indeed.

(2004: 6)

Helen Simons remarks that three decades have passed since ‘quantitative methodology 

was found to be inadequate as the sole provider o f knowledge for action in the sphere of 

public services’, yet ‘despite the rather obvious limitations we are now faced with a 

politically driven restoration o f the numbers game (2004:416). Shadish et al (2005:97) 

make a similar argument, suggesting that behind the rhetoric o f efficiency these policies 

signal a return to the oft criticised positivistic ideal o f objective social knowledge. In 

the Swedish context, Bjorklund et al (2005) demonstrate that despite the fact that the 

relationship between family background and school performance has hardly budged 

since before the reforms were enacted. Pressure for further market oriented reforms in 

education remains intense.

Given these and any number o f similar demolitions one can only wonder at the naivety

of the empiricists in education still seeking unbiased certainty and scientific truth. But

perhaps naivety has little to do with it?. With his usual acuity Michael Apple suggests

an alternative motive. Speaking specifically o f external evaluation based on empiricist

and behaviourist principles Apple notes that,

it is o f also no help whatsoever in determining the difficult issue o f whose 
knowledge should be taught and who should decide. It focuses instead on the 
methodological steps one should go through in selecting, organising and 
evaluating the curriculum -  the ultimate effect is the elimination of political and 
cultural debate.

(2001:83)

As Apple implies here what may seem simplistic notions o f ‘what works’ or 

‘actionable knowledge’ may not be so simplistic at all. In emphasising the 

‘performativity ’ o f teachers and thereby implying blame for the failures o f the system 

politicians gain two useful advantages, namely an excuse to limit the role and autonomy 

of teachers while reducing curriculum debate to experiments about means rather than 

arguments about ends.
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All this is not to argue that there is no place for ‘scientific research’ (in the sense meant 

by its proponents, namely quantitative experimental studies) in education but only that 

the role accorded to it and indeed claimed by it should be more modest (Nevo, 1995). 

Undoubtedly Simons is correct to suggest that while this type o f research is relevant for 

many intervention studies, it falls far short o f providing an adequate basis for 

professional practice, since it lacks ‘the conceptualisation and understanding of personal 

experience’ that is required in explaining educative practice. Such research o f itself 

alone provides no credible basis on which to build, in the words o f John Elliot, ‘an 

unprecedented extension of the operation o f political and bureaucratic power to regulate 

the pedagogical activities teachers engage their students in within classrooms’ (1998). 

MacIntyre goes further when he argues that it amounts to ‘an amazing misuse of power 

to impose such unreliable notions on schools and teachers’ (1981:12). Remarkably, 

David Hargreaves, an influential advocate o f scientific research in education also admits 

to some reservations -  ‘we are as keenly aware o f the limitations o f social science 

generalisations as you are’ (1999:23). Richard Pring (2004: 212) as always strikes a 

sensible balance when arguing that the real danger lies ‘in the imperialism of any one 

form of discourse together with its distinctive notion o f evidence... leading to the false 

dualism between the quantitative and qualitative approaches to research’.

One symptom of the malaise o f the dominance o f scientific research in education (and 

indeed in other fields -  healthcare being a good example (Dixon, Woods et al, 2004))is 

that it entertains only certain types o f evidence, largely quantitative, while qualitative 

evidence is marginalized. Moreover, quantitative research evidence is privileged as 

against that from other sources such as teacher knowledge, experience and intuition, or 

indeed ideas from the history and philosophy of education. Another problem is the 

unjustified expectation that such research can or does in any significant way impinge 

directly on practice or that certain research applications such as empirical external 

evaluation can make practice transparently accountable. Such ‘knowledge’ even if it 

were in any real sense valid and reliable is invariably far divorced from practice, overly 

theoretical and very difficult to disseminate.

A final and increasingly widely stated concern with the dominance of ‘high stakes’ 

evaluation, testing and so forth, is that, as Ball (2001) and Thrupp and Wilmot (2003: 

41) put it, ‘the pressure to perform leads to fabrication’. Ball (2001: 202) illustrates
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many o f the forms o f fabrication that occur in ‘the performing school’ including ‘the 

manipulation o f statistics and indicators, the stage management o f events, hiding and 

sidelining under performing children and the kind of accounts that schools and 

individuals construct around themselves’. Moreover, recent research indicates that 

fabrication and cheating are highly symptomatic o f the effects o f low trust policies on 

professional practice. Brunson and Jacobson (2002) show the implementation of a set 

o f standardised procedures in professional organisation often results in ‘unwanted and 

destructive consequences in relation to existing professional norms and values’.

It should be clear, therefore, that the value of empirical educational research should not

be overplayed. It is one, but only one, o f the influences that should inform the

professional judgements and decisions o f teachers. In the words o f Martyn Hammersly,

The search for one size fits all solutions to complex questions around teachers 
and teaching is a futile enterprise -  it offers a false hope of dramatic 
improvement in quality, while at the same time undermining the conditions 
necessary for professionalism to flourish.

(2004: 134)

It is to this last key point -  the relationship between educational research and teacher 

professionalism -  that we now turn our attention.

Trusting the Teacher: Practitioner Professionalism  and Teacher Education

Against this very powerful anti-teacher tide voices are being raised which stress the 

centrality o f the autonomous professional teacher to any generously conceived notion of 

what counts as education. For example John Elliot, as always a beacon o f reason, 

argues that since,

human life is accompanied by a high degree of unpredictability as a condition... 
limiting the predictive power o f social science generalisation.. .trusting teachers 
in their capacities to exercise wisdom and judgement...is the wise policy.

(2004 b: 170)

Research on teacher autonomy seems to confirm this view. Pearson and Moomaw 

(2005: 45) suggest that the evidence demonstrates that as ‘general teacher autonomy 

increased, so did empowerment and professionalism’. They go on to argue that 

‘empowering teachers is an appropriate place to begin in solving the problems of 

today’s schools’. They define the teacher empowerment process as, ‘like other
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professionals, teachers must have the freedom to prescribe the best treatment for their 

students, as doctors and lawyers do for their patients and clients’ (ibid. p 45).

Chief among the voices o f resistance is the practitioner research movement seeking to

empower teachers to develop and implement their own theories and practices of

education through researching their own professional practice (McNiff, 2002 (a); Black

and Delong, 2002). Anderson (2002: 24) well represents this view when arguing that

through their own research teachers can refute politicians and corporate leaders who

have made them the scapegoats for failed policies and practices.

Through research school practitioners can begin to talk back to those current 
school reform efforts. Practitioners can also use research to provide an 
analysis that runs counter to that o f academic researchers who use research to 
develop market scripted curricula that result in the de-skilling o f practitioners.

It is arguable that it is equally important that practitioners should also be at the heart of 

the evaluation o f educational innovations. It is the making o f educational judgements 

and curricular interpretations that should be at the core o f teacher professionalism.

The notion o f the primacy of the teacher in evaluating education would, however, find 

little favour with many in the world o f evaluation. Despite the warnings o f Denzin and 

Lincoln (2000:13) about ‘the fallacy o f objectivism’ in social science research, 

antiquated but still dominant modes o f evaluation remain strong. In practice the 

dominant strand in educational evaluation continues to be the instrumental one where 

the prime purpose is judgement ‘to prove rather than improve' in the terms of the 

evaluation dichotomy described by Elliot Stem (2002). The fact that as the recent work 

of Stem (ibid) shows, very few evaluations in reality have a direct or immediate impact 

on policy does not appear to deter this approach.

However, in contrast there has been and continues to be a distinct strand of evaluation 

theory and practice which values incremental and professional development outcomes 

over short term instrumentalism. Currently fashionable but essentially simplistic 

notions o f evaluation as being about generalisations and ‘what works’ hark back to early 

conceptualisations concerned with measuring behavioural objectives. Theoretically, 

this approach has been long superseded by more sophisticated models. These more 

recent conceptualisations o f evaluation conceive of it as being about people working
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collaboratively towards a common understanding of personal and interpersonal 

processes. In theory at least, evaluation has evolved in the social sciences from a 

method o f legitimating the imposition o f external frameworks o f control to being about 

enabling collaborative change and improvement -  in short the purpose o f evaluation has 

developed ‘from social control to participative social evolution’ (McNiff, 2002b: 3).

Evaluators in this tradition described by Stem as the ‘processual’ tradition (Weiss,

1998; McDonald, 1998; Kushner, 2000) are aware that the implementation of change 

and improvement has more to do with mobilising the interest and support of those 

involved and contributing to the professional development and autonomy of 

practitioners then it has to do with rigorous experimental research designs. In 

consequence, since the 1970s, educational evaluation has shifted steadily away from 

experimental and objectives focussed, pre and post test research towards case study and 

participatory democratic methods concerned with situational understanding, context and 

professional learning. Stern (2002) completes his comparison o f the instrumental and 

processual traditions in evaluation by concluding that the latter ‘may be more 

appropriate in educational and other social interactive discourses’.

Recent approaches to educational evaluation have sought to build on this ‘processual’ 

tradition (Stem, 2002) but take it a step further. The processual tradition may be more 

concerned with processes than products, with consensus building than judgement but is 

still driven by the figure o f the external evaluator. Kushner (2000) for example seeks to 

personalise evaluation by concentrating on understanding the impact of programmes or 

innovations on their recipients, but this understanding is still to be achieved through the 

lens o f the evaluator / researcher. M cNiff (2002 b) in contrast suggests moving the 

practitioner to the centre o f the evaluation process and in so doing emphasise teacher 

development and autonomy and recognise the responsibility and right o f the teacher to 

make judgements about the value o f educational innovations.

Inviting teachers to become the key evaluators of educational innovation as opposed to 

measuring the outcomes in some ‘external’ and 'objective' way is o f course 

controversial. For example it can be argued that teachers cannot be objective evaluators 

as at one level it is their own work and effectiveness that is being evaluated. On this 

account evaluation must be primarily external.
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However, herein lies the dilemma not just o f evaluation but also o f perceptions of 

teaching and learning and indeed curriculum. On the one hand, as has been argued, 

there is increasing pressure to reduce teaching to merely implementing a ‘proven’ 

programme of instruction. On the other hand the literature o f school improvement has 

come increasingly to emphasise that the quality o f pupil learning has to be seen in 

relation to the quality o f teachers learning (MacBeath, 1999; Special Edition o f the 

British Educational Research Journal, Sept 2001; Sachs 2003). This view of the 

teacher’s professional learning emphasises that the quality o f teaching is closely bound 

up with the capacity o f teachers to make professional research based judgements on 

their own practice and on the programmes and methodologies they are being required to 

implement. This approach is coming to fruition in initiatives such as self-evaluation, 

peer review and peer observation o f teaching, action research, reflective practice, 

practitioner-led research and whole school development planning. These developments 

although dating from 1970s have all become increasingly influential in pre-service 

teacher education and ongoing teacher professional development in the 1990s.

This generous conceptualisation of teachers and teaching is fundamentally at odds with 

the perception of the teacher as a piece o f technology or a device for achieving pre

determined levels o f outcomes. It is also at odds with a concept o f evaluation as merely 

a test o f  effectiveness entirely related to reaching these outcomes. Few would deny that 

pupil achievement in this sense is a justifiable goal of teaching but it is not the only goal 

and in any genuinely conceived educational practice it cannot even be the most 

important goal. Genuinely educational practices, as Richard Pring (2004) reminds us, 

are or should be concerned with the intrinsic value of the pursuit in question, engaging 

with texts, becoming an autonomous and critical thinker, in short an educated person - 

in the words o f Richard Peters, ‘coming to care about an activity for what there is in it 

as distinct from what it may lead to ’ (1973:42). Standards, targets and benchmarks, 

narrow and mechanistic objectives, however amenable to easy measurement, have little 

to do with education in this sense, since they are extrinsic to it, a by-product as it were.

Recapturing this broader conceptualisation o f education immediately challenges the 

notion o f limiting teacher professional roles and autonomy. While a trainer or 

technician may well enable students to reach specified standards and targets, only a 

teacher can facilitate education understood in this way. Inevitably, therefore, reducing
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teacher autonomy is likely to impoverish education and narrow the curriculum as

experienced by students in schools. This is well understood by many influential

curriculum theorists who movingly evoke the nature o f teaching. For example, Slattery

suggests that as education is, ‘a contested terrain that challenges singular hermeneutic

interpretations or methodologies, educators must enter the cultural and political debates

with a commitment to justice, solidarity, compassion, liberation and ecological

sustainability’ (2003:657). Fie goes on, in a fine passage, to describe the uncertainty

and challenges facing the educator.

An unexpected question triggers an exciting or provocative tangent, the 
changing moods and emotions o f  individuals create a unique and often 
perplexing life within the classroom, the same methodology is not always 
successful with every group of students. Teachers cannot predict the ambiguous 
and ironic nature of life in the classroom.. .all educational discourses reflect 
interpretative and hermeneutic endeavours.

(ibid. p 659)

In similar vein, Judith Sachs (2003) remarks that in the new world o f accountability, 

‘what is often left out is a clear sense o f the social and moral visions and missions 

which should underpin professional teaching’ (p. 92). David Geoffrey Smith suggests 

that ‘the teacher must be possessed of true hermeneutic skill to show the essential 

openness o f life and its conversational character’ (2003:43). Matus and McCarthy 

argue that ‘the great task confronting teachers and educators as we move into the 

twenty-first century is to address the radical reconfiguration and cultural re-articulation 

taking place in educational and social life’ (2002:73). The centrality o f the skilled 

autonomous teacher to a genuinely educational practice appears therefore to be clearly 

understood. However, it may well be that the threat posed to this conceptualisation of 

teaching by managerialist bureaucracies wielding ill founded theories and 

generalisations is perhaps less so.

What is at stake here then is fundamentally the locus o f power in educational decision

making. The currently dominant instrumental practices o f educational research and 

particularly o f evaluation are a factor in maintaining this locus as it is. Evaluation even 

where concerned primarily with social and educative processes still carries the 

connotation that an external observer is best placed to make judgements about the 

professional practice o f practitioners. Some recent evaluation work (Kushner, 2000) 

promotes a shift in the locus of evaluation power to the 'recipients, end users, or victims'
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of new programmes and innovations but as has been argued elsewhere the trend in 

educational evaluation is largely in the other direction (O’Hara and McNamara, 1999). 

The ‘professionalisation’ o f evaluation, the dominance o f the contract and terms of 

reference and the increasing use o f consultants with little knowledge of the field in 

which they are trying to apply generic research methods are all likely to contribute to 

the legitimatisation o f market driven innovations which deskill and disenfranchise 

practitioners.

Educational evaluation is not therefore an objective, external, value free process but 

rather is deeply influential in shaping educational philosophy and policy. The 

conceptual and ethical stance it adopts is influencing the educational environment and 

educational debates to a significant degree.

O f course empowering practitioners to evaluate innovation raises other issues. Among

these is the status o f practitioner-research in relation to other forms o f 'scientific'

inquiry, concerns relating to quality, rigor and legitimacy and o f course arguments

around the purpose and value o f evaluative research. In relation to the status of

practitioner and self-evaluation research, the argument has recently featured in the pages

of Educational Researcher, the journal o f the American Educational Research

Association (see for example Vol. 31, No.7 and Vol. 31, No. 8). Despite a clear shift in

the US in recent years back to systems wide experimental research programmes many

educationalists are willing to argue for the legitimacy o f practitioner research. This is in

itself significant. Without revisiting all the arguments some key elements are

summarised by Heywood Metz and Page (2002: 27) as follows:

Although research carries honorific status it has a questionable record in shaping 
practice, public understanding and policy. Developing diverse genres of 
educational inquiry, including practitioner inquiry, may be critically useful at a 
time when the complexity o f schools is not well understood by outside decision 
makers who are increasingly making the decisions.

Specifically in relation to external evaluative research, issues regarding both the purpose 

and ultimate value o f such research have become deeply contentious. The authors’ 

experience of whole-school evaluation has led the researcher to wonder whether any 

such externally mandated exercise however benignly meant or conducted can yield 

significant positive outcomes.
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Speaking of the UK Cullingford (1999: 13) has no doubt that,

there are certain factors which raise standards and others which do no t.... Those 
factors that impede improvement are constant outside interference and detailed 
external control and inspection. Factors which help improve standards include 
teachers’ feelings of ownership and responsibility over change, the sense of the 
school as a centre of change and changes that happen over time rather than at 
once.

W Norton Grubb (1999:140) in the same volume remarks that inspection, appraisal and 

evaluation have become ‘stressful and punitive, its benefits only grudgingly admitted by 

teachers and administrators, are hardly worth the costs’. Carol Taylor-Fitzgibbon, one 

o f the leading figures in educational evaluation research, remarks that ‘it was 

predictable before any OFSTED inspector set foot in a school that their so called 

judgements would be inaccurate due to, among other things, inadequacy in sampling 

and the lack o f established reliability in research methods used’. Christopher Winch 

(2001: 688) also suggests that ‘OFSTED is unpopular because it is unfair’ and describes 

why he believes this to be the case in a way that is relevant to the whole debate on 

school evaluation,

the quite erroneous assumption made by such a system is that failures are, in the 
end, individual failures o f staff and governors and possibly o f local education 
authorities and no one else. Seen in this light inspection can be perceived as a 
cynical exercise o f putting the blame for the failures o f the national system not 
on those who are ultimately responsible but on their subordinates.

(ibid 688)

Winch goes on to argue that unless an inspection system can intervene ‘to improve 

school processes and disseminate principles underpinning best practices to the rest of 

the school system’ then ‘it will arouse fear without providing reassurance and support’. 

This is a key point to which we will return in chapter 6 when the emerging school 

evaluation system in Ireland is analysed in some detail.

In contrast the value and effectiveness o f internal or self-evaluation based approaches to 

improvement is emphasised by many educational theorists. Early (1998: 74) suggests 

that ‘evaluation is most effective when people internalise quality standards and apply 

them to themselves’. In the same vein MacBeath (1999: 90) argues for a model of 

evaluation in which ‘external evaluation focuses primarily on the schools own approach 

to self evaluation’. He goes on to argue that external evaluation is unlikely to motivate 

teachers to achieve high standards and recommends ‘a supportive, developmental, threat
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free approach to quality improvement’ since ‘self evaluation is the crucial mechanism 

for achieving any kind o f school improvement -  underpinning everything are questions 

o f ownership and empowerment’. Stoll and Fink (1996: 48) conclude similar lessons 

from their research.

While opening mandated doors will certainly get people’s attention there is little 
evidence that it engenders commitment on the part o f the people who have to 
implement the change - it is through opening as many internal doors as possible 
that authentic change occurs.

Nonetheless it is reasonable to ask questions about the quality o f practitioner research 

and the role (if any) for 'professional' evaluators and researchers in a practice-led 

research environment. John Elliott (1995) notes, in examining why the teacher self- 

evaluation movement which was much in vogue in the late 1970s and 1980s eventually 

fell on ‘stony ground', that neither training, experience or professional culture had 

allowed teachers to develop the 'discursive consciousness' necessary to become 

reflexive, self aware and thus able to self evaluate. Teachers, he argues, are 

'methodologically adrift' unsure o f what questions to ask, what kinds of data to collect 

by what methods and how to analyse it when it had been collected. More recently, the 

growing influence o f Schon’s (1983, 1988, 1995) concept o f the reflective practitioner 

has resulted in much greater emphasis in pre and in-service teacher education on 

methodological competence. Flowever, we are still quite a bit away from the goal of 

such competence being widespread among teachers. Progress both on the research 

skills side and more importantly in giving teachers a belief in self-evaluation and the 

confidence to engage in it is central to defending and enhancing the professional role of 

teachers. So far such progress has been slow and as we shall see problems in this regard 

emerge as the issue in effectively implementing the school evaluation system being 

developed in Ireland. Addressing this research skills and attitudes gap is the major 

concern of the work reported in Part 3 o f this study.

Self-Evaluation as a Professional Prerogative

In describing her approach to educational evaluation the influential action research 

theorist Jean M cNiff advocates an un-ashamedly teacher-centred approach. Urging that 

in the interests o f the status of teaching and teachers that what counts as evaluation 

needs to be urgently addressed in educational debates she proceeds to outline a 

perspective very different to the dominant positivistic paradigm now in vogue.

30



Chapter Three Trusting the Teacher

I regard evaluation as a process o f self-study in which people make claims, 
supported by evidence, to have improved the quality of their work in terms of 
their educative influence in the lives of others.

(2002 b: 2)

M cNiff goes on to develop her ideas o f evaluation as follows,

evaluation should be conducted participatively. Its epistemological base would 
be self-study and its methodology would be action research. In the school, 
teachers and principals would undertake their action research enquiry into their 
practice and produce accounts to show how they felt they were justified in 
claiming that they have improved the quality o f educational experience for 
themselves and for the children in their schools.

(2002 b: 3)
McNiff, in espousing this view o f evaluation, rejects external monitoring and control of 

teachers saying ‘my own view is that people are capable o f thinking, learning and acting 

for themselves’ (ibid).

Perhaps surprisingly this conceptualisation o f evaluation as being primarily concerned

with self-evaluation for professional development has now become influential in project

and school evaluation in Europe (including Scotland and Ireland, but less so yet

increasingly in England and Wales). This owes much, as has been indicated, to the

work of American scholars such as Michael Quinn Patton, Carol Weiss and Robert

Stake, although oddly, as Scheerens notes, the concept o f self-evaluation by schools and

teachers is not widely known or practised in the US. Particularly influential has been

the work o f Donald Schon, whose concept of the reflective practitioner immersed in the

‘swampy lowlands’ o f practice, far away from the clean, neat high ground o f most

quantitative research has focussed attention on teaching as a possible arena for

practitioner led research such as self evaluation. Also influential was the work of

Lawrence Stenhouse, who proposed more than thirty years ago that,

teachers can make use of evidence to inform their decisions, but to do this 
involves their adoption of a research stance towards their teaching, and the 
gathering o f case study evidence about its effects.

(1975:45)

Sceptics o f course argue (Woodhead, 2003) that such notions are largely a way of 

avoiding the conflict inherent in ‘real evaluation, leading to clear-cut judgements and 

firm interventions to bring about change’. However, it is clear that even in England, 

where this type of tough evaluation o f schools and teachers was most entrenched, that 

the very ambiguous outcomes and undeniable side effects have given pause for thought.
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It is now widely accepted that there is little evidence o f external evaluation leading

directly to clear unambiguous proof of improvement and considerable evidence of the

damage that can be caused to professional autonomy and teacher moral (MacBeath,

2006). In consequence, the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED), the body

responsible for school evaluation in England, now places noticeably more emphasis on

school and teacher self evaluation, and while external monitoring remains a significant

element o f the system, the tone and substance has changed significantly. Throughout

the rest of Europe, what one might describe as a spectrum of approaches to school

evaluation exists, which largely runs from little or no external monitoring at one end

(e.g. Finland) to self-evaluation systems with a significant degree o f external inspection

(e.g. Holland). The largely externally driven inspection system o f England and Wales is

unusual in Europe and has only been adopted in other English speaking countries

notably New Zealand (MacBeath, 2006). Moreover, the influential theorist Andy

Hargreaves in a recent interview (W olf et al, 2004: 137) goes so far as to say that,

almost all English speaking countries are moving into what I call a post 
standardisation era. Putting paramount emphasis on measured achievement 
above anything else actually undermines learning, destroys creativity and 
reduces the likelihood o f good people being attracted to and retained in the 
teaching profession. This over time depresses quality even further.

Another important caveat regarding self-evaluation is the extent to which it genuinely 

offers opportunity for practitioner empowerment or is simply imposed by outside 

authorities as a cheaper but fundamentally similar process to external evaluation. This 

point is well made by Hannson (2006: 163) who warns that the growing integration of 

evaluation into the process o f management is ‘a forceful demonstration of how 

evaluation is becoming an integrated part o f the organisational environment under the 

new public management systems’. The point here is that despite rhetoric extolling the 

value o f self-evaluation and practitioner empowerment, such systems may in practice 

simply require schools and teachers to research their own processes and practices 

according to externally imposed templates and methods. It is hard to argue that such 

systems constitute self-evaluation by any reasonable definition o f the term -  a point that 

will arise again in our examination of whole school evaluation in the Irish context.

Whether self-evaluation, understood as being related to professional autonomy and 

practitioner driven, will work any better as a method of enabling improvement and
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empowering teachers remains to be seen, as its implementation on a systems wide basis

is really only commencing in most countries. Evidence from particular projects and

programmes where genuine practitioner led evaluation with some support from external

agencies has taken place is very positive. Helen Simons, who has facilitated several

such self-evaluations, concludes as follows.

When the motivation is intrinsic, schools respond.. .schools, teachers and 
administrators become their own best critics if  they have control over the 
evaluation process, over the choice of issues to be evaluated, the methods and 
procedures to be employed and the audience to whom the results will be 
disseminated.

(2002:33)

Simons goes on to summarise the case for self-evaluation for teachers and schools

• Teachers are in the best position to evaluate curriculum change

• The quality o f education can best be improved by supporting the professional 

autonomy of teachers and schools

• This is best done by creating a collaborative, non-threatening professional 

culture in which work can be publicly discussed and evaluated.

Carol Taylor-Fitzgibbon, founder o f the Centre for Curriculum Evaluation and 

Management (CEM) at Durham University, and a strong supporter o f school self- 

evaluation based on good evidence, suggests that if  schools have good self-evaluation 

systems, external evaluation should only need to be ‘light touch’, and she goes on as 

follows, ‘UK schools currently lead the world in self-evaluation, demonstrating that 

teachers are quite willing to be accountable if the methods of assessment o f their work 

are clear and believable’ (1999: 16). Stevenson (2006) suggests that his work on the 

‘research engaged school’ demonstrates the immense possibilities for development 

inherent in teacher enquiry, reflection and self-evaluation.

However, a somewhat less sanguine view of the perceived usefulness o f self-evaluation 

to teachers themselves, let alone to policy makers and the public at large, is also to be 

found in the literature.
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For example, Meuret and Morlaix, speaking o f France, remarks that,

school self-evaluation is not common practice.. .the Ministry advises school to 
develop a culture of evaluation, and sends them indicators to assist them in that 
process, but these indicators are used by at best 5% of the schools.

(2003:70)

In relation to the European pilot project on school self-evaluation, involving 101 

secondary schools throughout Europe, in which they were involved, Meuret and 

Morlaix note that ‘school self-evaluation is not very popular among school staff.. .they 

were a little more inclined to appreciate self-evaluation as opposed to external 

evaluation, but only a third declared that it was ‘liked by most s ta ff (and these schools 

were chosen for supposedly having positive attitudes to evaluation)(ibid p. 54). 

Speaking of Iceland, Lisi and Davidsdottir (2005: 3) report that although schools have 

been mandated to conduct self-evaluation since 1996, few do so since ‘all such ideas are 

met with distrust in the beginning, particularly as Icelanders are used to their 

independence and find it insulting that anyone would tinker with their freedom to do as 

they wish as teachers’.

A number of points are important here. One is that, as Fullan suggests, schools are hard 

to change,

we have an educational system which is fundamentally conservative. The way 
in which teachers are trained, the way in which schools are organised, the way 
that the educational hierarchy operates and the way that education is treated by 
policy makers, all result in a system that is more likely to retain the status quo 
than to change.

(2003:6)

Consequently, relatively new ideas must be strongly supported and be seen by teachers

to be relevant to have a chance of becoming accepted and used. Understanding this,

Carol Taylor-Fitzgibbon founded the CEM to provide usable and easily understood data

to schools undertaking self-evaluation and over a thousand schools now take part

voluntarily in the system. Meuret and Morlaix concludes their comments on the

European school self-evaluation project by suggesting that the evidence indicates that to

get teachers and schools on board,

the process o f evaluation has to be a participatory one and not just a technical 
one, not only at the operational level but in its conception and monitoring. Data 
and indicators appear to be useful but they have to be user friendly in order to be
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actually employed in discussion among the stakeholders and not just by the 
technocrats.

(2003:69)

In other words, it is clear enough that school and teacher self-evaluation systems which 

are just ‘mandated’ by bureaucrats but provide no convincing justification or rationale 

to schools and teachers and no support in providing either usable data or research 

training to enable schools to obtain and analyse their own evidence are most unlikely to 

have any impact. This, then, becomes one o f the key indicators against which emerging 

school evaluation and self-evaluation schemes need to be judged. The point is 

emphasised by Barzano (2002: 84), who suggests that case studies undertaken in the 

EEDS school evaluation project, as well as analysis o f the documentation from other 

projects, makes clear that the possibility o f schools undertaking self-evaluation 

activities without support and training seems to be very limited. An approach to 

providing such support and training is the subject matter o f Part Three o f this study.

Conclusion

The central argument o f this chapter is not that we should abandon large scale 

educational research, still less that we should ignore demands from the public, parents 

and politicians for schools to be evaluated in some way to ensure that they are fulfilling 

their responsibilities. The former has an important role to play in educational 

improvement while the latter are perfectly reasonable in a democratic society. However 

what is being argued is that these imperatives must be limited, balanced against the very 

important, central role o f teachers in education. Anything that de -  skills, de- 

pro fessionalises and dis-empowers teachers will ultimately do a great deal of harm 

regardless o f whatever short -  term gains it may be hoped to achieve. It is being 

suggested that whether as deliberate policy or unintended side effect the current drive to 

apply entirely positivist notions o f social science research to complex problems of 

curriculum, teaching and evaluation is having and will increasingly have these negative 

and regressive ramifications. This is both fundamentally anti-educational and in 

practice self-defeating since the effective implementation and mediation in the 

classroom o f whatever new ideas emerge from research is entirely dependent on having 

the support and commitment o f a teacher with the talent and skill to make it work.
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In relation then to school evaluation as a field o f study, the point o f this chapter is that 

the status and role o f the teacher must be researched, conceptualised and defended as an 

absolutely integral component of the remit of the discipline. The chapter represents a 

suggestion, perhaps unjustified, that the defence o f teacher professional autonomy is not 

perceived as the priority it ought to be by many in the field. Certainly, influential voices 

-  Linda Darling-Hammond in the US and John MacBeath and Michael Schratz in 

Europe, for example -  have laboured hard to resist encroachment on the role o f the 

teacher. Likewise wise words have been quoted from, Patrick Slattery and David 

Geoffrey Smith extolling the importance o f teachers and teaching. However in the 

school and teacher evaluation literature in general issues around the relationship 

between research and evaluation and teachers and teaching receive surprisingly little 

consideration.

It has been argued throughout this chapter that antiquated but still dominant 

conceptualisations o f educational research in general and teacher and school evaluation 

in particular pose a significant threat to the professional independence and freedom of 

educators. It seems perhaps that the fundamental connection between empowered 

teachers and a progressive and challenging curriculum for learners may not be fully 

appreciated but this relationship is in fact crucial.

Impositions and limitations upon teacher autonomy not only de-professionalise the 

teaching role but inexorably impoverish education and the curriculum. Increasingly the 

pressure to conform to allegedly scientifically proven notions of ‘what works’ results in 

forms o f teaching where genuinely educational practice can hardly take place at all. In 

this context genuinely educational practice refers to the sustained immersion of the 

learner in the traditions, practices and procedures o f the many fields o f knowledge and 

endeavour that make up the human experience. Without this immersion the learner has 

little chance to in the words o f the philosopher Gerry Gaden, ‘make his own of some 

aspect or part o f this inheritance in the sense o f coming to appreciate the intrinsic value 

o f an activity or pursuit as opposed to using it to achieve some extrinsic goal’

(1983:53). These conceptualisations o f learning and curriculum depend fundamentally 

on a perception o f teaching that is not about the delivery o f a product but is rather a two 

way transaction from which both learner and educator can profit and grow.
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It is arguable therefore that as the role o f the teacher is crucial to the curriculum, the 

field o f evaluation studies must be more active in defending and supporting the 

professional role o f teachers and teaching and in resisting ill-considered and poorly 

founded interference in their reasonable autonomy. In fact, as the next chapter argues, 

there are signs o f the emergence of an approach to school and teacher evaluation which 

attempts to reflect these concerns and to respect professional autonomy while seeking to 

ensure a reasonable degree o f public accountability. We now turn to the emerging 

systems of school and teacher evaluation, particularly in Europe, but with some 

reference to the wider world.
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Chapter Four: The School Evaluation Spectrum -  an em erging consensus? 

Changing Perceptions o f School and Teacher Evaluation

Some time ago in a paper at the conference o f the European Evaluation Society 

(McNamara and O'Hara, 2001) the researcher caused controversy by suggesting that an 

external yet collaborative and outwardly successful whole school evaluation process 

may have in fact caused more damage to the organisation than any benefit which 

accrued. The idea that a negotiated and largely sympathetic evaluation could be a bad 

thing seems absurd but in this case there was considerable evidence that it would have 

been better if  it never had happened.

Subsequently therefore the suggestion by critics such Cullingford (1999), Rosenthal, 

(2001) and Taylor Fitzgibbon, (1995, 1998, 19999, and 2001) that more intrusive 

evaluative interventions such as those o f OFSTED in the UK may cause deep and 

lasting tensions came as no surprise to the researcher given the impact that relatively 

benign evaluations can have.

These concerns about best practice in the area o f school evaluation, quality assurance,

inspection and so on are becoming increasingly pressing and polarising. The debate to

date has largely centred on inspection and evaluation and whether these are best seen as

an internal school driven process or alternatively in the interests of accountability and

quality enforced and monitored from the outside. Earley (1998: 168) describes the

issues in the following terms:

The reality facing schools is that they must improve but the question is how? In 
simple terms the school improvement debate can be seen as being polarised 
between those who advocate either internal or external factors as the mechanism 
for change. The former stress the importance of school review, self- evaluation 
and school self- improvement all predominately internal mechanisms in which 
the school itself is seen as the main change agent. The latter point to the 
significance o f external forces such as school inspection, appraisal or audit and 
see them as the main driving forces for school improvement.

This chapter will go on to suggest that for a variety o f reasons and with considerable 

ambiguities and contradictions the emphasis in Europe in general has moved towards 

the former model described by Earley above, ‘internal mechanisms’ and away from the 

latter model, ‘external control’. Not all specialists in the area would agree with this
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view. Johannson et al, for example, in their study o f developments in Iceland, Finland 

and Sweden, perceive a clear move towards ‘the marketisation o f education along the 

Anglo American / OECD line’ and away from the more school-centred traditions of 

these countries. This is also the view o f Soderburgh (2004), who in relation to 

developments in Sweden is o f the view that ‘an important trend throughout the nineties 

has been the successive introduction o f market forces.. .as a result the number of 

independent schools has increased rapidly, a radical shift compared to the uniformity 

that was for a long time a distinguishing feature o f Swedish educational policy’.

MacBeath, on the other hand, suggests that his work, Schools Must Speak fo r  

Themselves, has influenced many European countries in the direction of self-evaluation 

as the key mechanism in school evaluation (MacBeath and Sugimine, 2003: 2). This 

view was echoed in a recent address to the Irish inspectorate by Andy Hargreaves

(2006), ‘for all sorts o f reasons partly to do with resources but as much to with concerns 

about teacher recruitment, morale and retention there is a discemable move away from 

external monitoring and towards internal quality assurance mechanisms in school 

systems virtually everywhere’.

MacBeath (2006:2) goes on to suggest, that the EU funded school self evaluation project 

which he jointly led and which was published as Se lf Evaluation in European Schools 

has given rise to what he describes as ‘the European model o f school evaluation’ which 

‘continues to thrive’. ‘School inspectors from across Europe’, he adds, ‘have 

acknowledged the significant influence o f the European model in shaping policy in their 

countries’. MacBeath goes on to say that these European countries have now been 

joined by Canada, although he acknowledges that recent North American legislation is 

still primarily concerned with accountability and that trends in some Canadian 

provinces are also towards, ‘hard-edged accountability’. These developments 

MacBeath argues, ‘illustrate constraints which inhibit rather than promote school self- 

evaluation’.

MacBeath (ibid. p 2) is at pains to deny that self-evaluation is an easy option or that it 

excludes an accountability component,

inside the velvet glove o f support and critical friendship is the fist of
accountability, intolerant not only o f low standards by also o f self-delusion.
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Self-evaluation must be owned by a school staff and is manifestly not a soft 
option. Schools have to prove their ability to know themselves with appeal to 
authoritative and verifiable evidence.

This ‘European model’ o f school and teacher evaluation/inspection as defined by 

MacBeath contains ‘certain essential ingredients which make it engaging and 

empowering’. These are listed as,

• The central involvement o f key stakeholders in the process

• Identifying what matters most to teachers and school leaders in

evaluating school quality and effectiveness

• The support and challenge of “critical friends” chosen by, or in 

consultation with, the schools

• The dialogue which flowed from the different viewpoints and the press 

for supporting evidence

• The repertoire o f tools for use by teachers

• The simplicity and accessibility of the framework

• The focus on learning and support for teaching

(2003: 21)

Despite what he sees as the growing influence of the ‘European model’, MacBeath 

accepts that since each country has ‘different accountability contexts’ significant 

differences in approach and emphasis remain. Thus, within the overall ‘European 

model’ MacBeath identifies three sub models of inspection / evaluation which he 

defines as follows:

• Proportional: inspection takes the school’s own data as its starting point; 

a high standard o f self-evaluation should lead to a less intensive 

inspection. The Netherlands, Scotland, Portugal, Flanders, The Czech 

Republic, Ireland and England fall into this category.

• Ideal: inspectors report on the quality o f self-evaluation and identify 

areas where improvement is needed. Northern Ireland, Austria and 

France are in this category.

• Supporting: the inspectorate provides support for schools in carrying out 

self-evaluation more effectively. Denmark and some German Lander fall 

into this category (ibid. p 21).
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From an Irish perspective, the inclusion of Ireland in the same category as England 

would be a cause o f some surprise and this may well illustrate the extent of the 

differences within the common European model alleged to exist by MacBeath. The 

English system known colloquially as OFSTED would be regarded in Ireland (among 

teachers) as a dangerously threatening, intrusive and demoralising approach to 

evaluation and inspection, involving punitive levels o f stress and potential ‘naming and 

shaming’ o f weak teachers and schools. Even in the context o f the clear ‘softening’ of 

the OFSTED approach since as far back as 1998 (as exemplified by the increasing 

emphasis on self evaluation and the recent policy of the ‘new relationship with schools’ 

Milliband 2004) it seems reasonable to argue that there remains a significant gulf 

between the English approach and that emerging in Ireland. The English system is still 

primarily concerned with external inspection, is ‘high stakes’ in that interventions very 

damaging to schools and teachers may_follow a negative inspection and has developed 

very extensive tools for gathering data to monitor school performance. The system 

emerging in Ireland is, as we shall see, quite different with an emphasis on self- 

evaluation, ‘light touch’ external inspection and very little emphasis on data or evidence 

to support findings.

This seems, perhaps, to somewhat invalidate the category structure proposed by 

MacBeath, since it demonstrates that systems placed in the same category are very 

different in practice. Part o f the problem here is that the objectives and the language of 

different evaluation schemes may well look very similar on paper but their working out 

in practice is so constrained by national contexts that they become substantially 

different. For example, the significant difference in practice between the evaluation 

systems in Ireland and Britain has already been noted, although both are surprisingly 

similar on paper.

A different conceptual framework for categorising school evaluation systems in Europe 

is proposed by Meuret and Morlaix (2003: 55). Building on the work of Saunders 

(1999) they propose a two-category theory which they describe as the technical model 

and the participative model. The technical model they suggest rests on quantitative 

indicators which, ‘are often imposed or strongly suggested by the authorities’ while the 

participative model ‘rests on school stakeholders judgements’. These models’ (similar
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to Saunders, 1999) categories, the ‘English model’ and the ‘alternative model’, are, 

suggest Meuret and Morlaix, ‘opposite regarding their organisational and also political 

meaning’(ibid. p 56).

Importantly, however, Meuret and Morlaix go on to say that in fact ambiguities exist in 

these models, or at least in the way in which they are implemented, which makes the 

categorisation much looser in practice. For instance, they suggest that the participative 

model does not in fact rule out external authorities from having any role in the process 

since, in some self-evaluations the judgement is delivered by the school on itself but 

partly on the basis o f criteria advised or data provided by external authorities.

Similarly, many ‘participative’ evaluations tend to make use o f external agents in the 

form of critical friends’ to guide and facilitate the process. It is arguable, therefore, that 

the level of overlap between these categories is so great that they are more or less 

meaningless as categories.

A third system for categorising school evaluation or accountability systems is proposed 

by Anderson (2005: 3). The categories she proposes are:

1. Compliance with regulations

2. Adherence to professional norms

3. Results driven.

The first category is described by Anderson as ‘rooted in an industrial model of 

education’ and involves compliance with a set o f laws, criteria and regulations laid 

down by the authorities. The example she chooses o f this model is OFSTED in 

England and she defines this category as follows: ‘educators are accountable for 

adherence to rules and accountable to the bureaucracy’. Her second category is ‘based 

on adherence to professional norm s’ which are usually neither ‘mandated nor required’ 

but often grew out o f traditions or professional self-regulation. Anderson summarises 

this model as ‘educators accountable for adherence to standards and accountable to their 

peers’. The third o f Anderson’s categories speaks for itself -  evaluation of school and 

teacher performance -  and is ‘based upon results with results defined in terms of student 

learning’. Anderson sees this third category as one which is growing and becoming 

more widespread due to ‘increasing political involvement in education’. She
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summarises this third category as, ‘educators are accountable for student learning and 

accountable to the general public’.

However, as in the case of the two previous models o f school evaluation that has been 

described above, those o f MacBeath and Meuret/Morlaix, Anderson’s model is, 

arguably too rigid. Indeed, she somewhat acknowledges this herself when she remarks 

that ‘educators often find themselves responding to all three systems attempting to 

balance the requirements of each’. In fact, in the researchers view, the borderlines 

between Anderson’s categories are so fluid that they are hard to justify as separate 

categories. For example, the compliance’ system Anderson (2005) cites has in fact a 

very heavy emphasis on hard data, particularly pupil results, and thus could as easily fit 

into her third category. Equally, most professional norms have grown over time out of 

compliance systems, such as, for example, the regulation o f teacher training 

requirements or fitness to practice criteria laid down by state teacher registration 

authorities or professional associations and therefore the border between these 

categories is also fluid.

There is in fact a remarkable range of other evaluation models suggested by various 

writers. For example, Scheerens (2002), in a summary paper on the area, places all 

these models of school evaluation into four broad categories which he describes as the 

human relations model, the internal process model, the open system model and the 

rational goal model. It would be pointless to attempt to analyse all these models in 

detail. Suffice it to say that they all suffer from a similar problem namely that of over- 

rigid theoretical categorisation which breaks down when the systems categorised are 

examined in their implementation.

In essence, therefore, the more these proposed models and categories of school 

evaluation were examined, the more convinced the researcher became that the best way 

of conceptualising the different approaches is as a spectrum rather than as distinct 

categories. In the following section, it is proposed that such a spectrum or perhaps a 

number o f related parallel spectra o f subtly graduated approaches is the best way of both 

conceptualising and visualising the field o f school evaluation.
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The Spectrum of School Evaluation

This conceptualisation of school evaluation is reinforced by the work o f another highly 

influential theorist and practitioner in the area, David Nevo. N evo’s (2002) recent work 

brings together essays from ten countries (six in Europe, Israel, the US and Canada) 

around the theme of approaches to school evaluation and self-evaluation in each. As 

Nevo remarks in his introduction, ‘these case studies...represent actual experience with 

school based evaluation in various educational and social contexts with a wide range of 

local constraints and reflecting multiple evaluation perspectives’. What emerges clearly 

represents a very broad range of different approaches with varying degrees o f similarity 

and difference. For example, the essay on Canada (entitled ‘School based evaluation 

and the neo-liberal agenda’ (McLean 2002) argues that there is, in effect, no school 

evaluation remaining in Canada, as it has been destroyed by budget cuts and more and 

more external testing. In contrast, at the other end of the scale lies Germany where 

systematic evaluation or self-evaluation o f schools is only now being seriously 

considered (ironically in the aftermath of national recriminations over the country’s 

poor performance in the PISA international comparative achievement tests). Even 

within the examples drawn from Europe, the range o f evaluation and self-evaluation 

methodologies is remarkably broad, extending from England with the imposition of 

formal external inspection (even if, as we have seen, increasingly tempered by an 

emphasis on systematic self-evaluation) to most of Scandinavia where there is even less 

tradition o f systematic external or self-evaluation than in Germany (although, as 

Johannsson et al (2002: 12) argue, the ‘‘mania o f evaluation’ is fast spreading in 

Scandinavia also, a point supported by recent publications o f the Finnish National 

Board o f Education (1999).

Based on these trends, it is proposed that the following is the case:

1. School evaluation mechanisms are being further refined or newly 

constituted in virtually every country

2. These mechanisms range from very ‘hard-edged’ evaluations, largely 

based on a student results model (mostly in North America) to a norms 

based approach founded on teacher compliance with general regulation 

and the ‘norms o f teacher professionalism’ (as laid down through teacher 

training requirements or state regulation). The latter mode involves little 

or no systematic conduct o f evaluation or self-evaluation and was
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common in many parts o f Europe particularly Scandinavia until very 

recently.

3. It is suggested that both models are in fact in decline and are being 

replaced by a standards-based model. This involves the definition of 

standards or performance indicators or themes for evaluation and self- 

evaluation. This is done either by schools themselves or by an external 

authority or a combination of the two. The standards are then enforced 

through a mixture o f external inspection and internal self-evaluation 

based on the systematic collection of a range of data including but not 

confined to student attainment. The main variation within this model as 

increasingly applied in different jurisdictions is the relation ship between 

external monitoring and self-evaluation. This might be most usefully 

seen as a spectrum. The spectrum being proposed would look something 

like the following:

External Inspection Inspection / Self -  Evaluation/ Inspection
Self evaluation Inspection

It is argued that there is significant evidence that slowly and tentatively a convergence is 

emerging towards one area of the above spectrum namely around self-evaluation with a 

light-touch external inspection component.

To further understand the direction that school evaluation is taking, it is suggested that 

two further parallel spectra to the one above need to be defined and explored. Since it is 

the view of this study that the consensus emerging as described above is closely 

connected to the shifting purposes for which school evaluation is being utilised, the first 

o f these parallel spectra is called the accountability -  teacher/school professional 

development spectrum. This ranges from the purpose of enforcing accountability at the
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one end to the encouragement of school and teacher professional development and 

autonomy at the other.

Accountability Accountability / Professional Development Profess.
Professional Development Accountability Development

The second parallel spectrum refers to data and evidence and ranges from systems 

where there is little or no systematic data collection for evaluation purposes to systems 

where the only data regarded as of value is pupil achievement scores.

Quantitative Quantiative/ Qualitative/ No Data
Data Qualitative Quantitative

When we put these three spectra together, the range of options, as it were, for school 

evaluation systems becomes clearer. In practice, since it is argued that these three 

spectra are linked, it is not simply a matter of choice for policy makers to choose 

different elements from each spectrum and combine them into one system. In fact the 

evidence indicates that choosing an approach on the first spectrum above effectively 

implies a parallel position on the other two. That is to say, that as self-evaluation 

becomes increasingly dominant it follows that on the accountability -  professional 

development spectrum, the emphasis increasingly lies with professional development 

with limited concerns around accountability. Equally it follows that in terms of 

data/evidence the emphasis will increasingly be on mixed methodologies including 

qualitative data and stressing internal collection and analysis of evidence.

Given that much o f this recent concern with school and teacher evaluation is alleged to 

be an outcome of neo-liberalism and the new public management, it may seem strange 

that such a consensual approach is emerging. However, it should be borne in mind that
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in countries where the neo-liberal agenda is strongest, as in Bush era America, there are 

only limited, localised signs of this development. On the other hand, as Boyle points 

out, large swathes o f Europe, including Ireland, have not been hugely influenced at all 

by neo-liberalist theory. Moreover, the EU, a driving force in the direction of 

standardisation, competencies, evaluation and so on, and as such often accused of being 

focussed on the neo-liberal agenda, has increasingly emphasised that its concern is 

essentially with compatibility o f systems to facilitate the free market rather that as hard- 

nosed evaluation as such. In consequence, as we shall see, the theory and practice of 

quality assurance mechanisms including evaluation, which is emerging from 

developments in the EU, for example in the field o f higher education, is very much in 

line with the moderate, cautious, consensus-driven self-evaluation model outlined 

above.

Even in England, where the neo-liberal agenda was strong, a move towards the centre of 

our proposed school evaluation spectrum is evident. A number o f factors are 

influencing this trend. Firstly, evidence has emerged that ‘robust’ school evaluation 

policies, whatever their merits, have major downsides in terms o f school and teacher 

morale and are very costly to implement and maintain. Moreover, it has become clear 

that schools like pupils can be ‘coached to the test’ and that therefore very widely 

spaced ‘snapshots’ o f school or teacher performance may in fact tell us little about the 

day to day reality (MacBeath 2006). Undoubtedly the influence o f seminal theorists of 

school and teacher evaluation, particularly John MacBeath, taken together with the 

apparently successful collaborative approach his work has bequeathed to Scotland, may 

have given pause for thought. At all events, and for whatever reasons, the OFSTED 

system in England has steadily inched across our spectrum, moving towards a greater 

concern with school and teacher self-evaluation and the associated elements of 

professional and organisational development and mixed methodology evaluative 

research techniques. A cursory glance at the school self-evaluation instruments 

developed and now widely used by OFSTED, confirms this trend.

This trend towards what one might call mixed theory and mixed method evaluation was 

predicted and even regarded as inevitable by Nevo (2002). Stating the dilemma that 

‘everyone seems to hate external evaluation but nobody trusts internal evaluation’

(2002: 182). Nevo suggests that each is indispensable to the other.
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Educational officials ask me sometimes “we believe in external 
evaluation and are spending a lot o f money on implementing our national 
school evaluation system. Why should we waste money on internal 
evaluation” and my answer is: “if  you can overcome the resistance to 
external evaluation and if you think that it is useful and being used don’t 
waste a penny on internal evaluation. But deep in your heart you know 
this is not the case”. And schoolteachers often ask me “we know that 
you are a strong believer in teacher professionalisation, in school 
autonomy and in self evaluation and reflection, then why do you agree 
with external self evaluation”, and my answer is “if  you won’t respect 
the responsibility and authority o f the ministry o f education, and the right 
o f parents to know about the schools their children go to, don’t expect 
them to respect your right for autonomy and reflection and to trust your 
judgement as a professional teacher.” (ibid 183)

In summary, then, it is argued in this chapter that as most school systems are in effect 

seeking a working compromise between external and internal evaluation and between 

school and teacher accountability and a reasonable degree o f professional autonomy, a 

consensus around a particular approach to school evaluation is slowly but surely 

emerging, certainly in Europe. The framework of a model attempting to balance these 

seemingly irreconcilable objectives is becoming clearer. This model represents a series 

o f compromises. Self-evaluation is prioritised but with a degree o f external monitoring. 

School and teacher autonomy and professional development is emphasised but the 

system is also expected to provide a level o f accountability. A wide range of data both 

quantitative and qualitative is to be used to generate evidence to support self-evaluation 

judgements and to justify these judgements to external stakeholders.

As a contribution to this development, Part two of this study analyses the emerging 

model o f school evaluation in Ireland. This is not to suggest that this model could or 

should be applied in its entirety anywhere else, indeed there is a strong counter 

argument to be made. The main reason that school evaluation systems are best 

represented as a spectrum is that contextual and cultural conditions are central to the 

evaluation of schools and teachers and thus are not the same in any two places. Rather 

it is to place the emerging system in Ireland within the theoretical framework outlined 

in this chapter and to suggest ways in which shortfalls both in theory and emerging 

practice might be made good. This it is hoped will contribute not only to the further
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it is developing in other systems.
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Part Two: Introduction

Schools and teachers in Ireland have a long history of being evaluated by a centralised 

inspectorate, a division o f the Department of Education and Science. However, by the 

early 1990s this system had broken down to a significant degree. The inspection of 

primary schools had become sporadic and rather idiosyncratic but still existed. In 

secondary schools inspection had largely ceased entirely and in fact the largest teacher 

union supported its members in refusing to teach in front of an inspector. The reasons 

for this decline in inspection are varied and need not detain us here. What is interesting 

is that the impetus for a new approach to inspection and school evaluation in the mid 

1990s came from external sources rather than from any pressing domestic demand.

This is made clear in the source policy documents prepared by the Department of 

Education and Science to introduce the first Whole School Evaluation pilot project in 

1996. For example, the introduction justifies the development of the WSE pilot scheme 

by noting ‘across the European Union a wide range of approaches is evident to the 

assessment and evaluation o f schools’ (1999: 8). On page nine we read that ‘there is 

now a growing tendency across Europe to see external and internal school evaluation 

processes as being inextricably linked’. Later on the same page it is suggested that 

‘there is an increasing effort to encourage schools to review their own progress in a 

formal w ay ... to engage in their own development planning’.

The external influences made explicit in the above quotes show clearly that, as Boyle 

argues, EU policy in the direction o f new public management systems such as strategic 

planning and systematic evaluation have been a key driver o f change in the Irish 

context. As Boyle (1997, 2002) suggests, it was not so much any domestic policy or 

ideology that drove this process, but rather a migration o f EU evaluation policy, 

together with a strong sense that, as these developments appeared to be happening 

everywhere else, it was potentially dangerous to lag behind. It is no coincidence that in 

other areas o f education, particularly vocational, adult and higher education, health and 

other social services, and indeed across the public sector as a whole, that the late 1990s 

and early years o f this century have witnessed similar developments to those described 

in the following three chapters.

However, as Boyle also points out, the implementation of these initiatives in Ireland has 

been strongly governed by the corporatist tradition o f political and social partnership on
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the one hand, and the lack o f any significant ideological commitment on the other. 

These factors, combined with other contextual restraints, notably the strength o f the 

trade unions, have strongly influenced the consensus approach to evaluation in general 

and particularly to school and teacher evaluation which have emerged in practice. The 

following three chapters chart these developments and analyse the strengths and 

weaknesses o f the system of evaluation now operational in all Irish schools. In chapter 

five, the early development o f a school development planning and whole school 

evaluation approach is described and analysed. This took the form of a pilot project 

which ran from 1996 to 1999. In chapter six, the outcome o f this experimental work in 

the form of a framework for school and teacher evaluation entitled Looking A t Our 

School, which now forms the basis o f a national system of school evaluation, is 

considered in detail. Finally in part two, chapter seven reports on research case studies 

conducted in 2005/06 in twenty-four schools from among the first cohort to undergo 

whole school evaluation.
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Chapter Five: A Toe in the W ater -  ‘The W hole-School Evaluation Project’ 

Starting from Scratch -  Developing a School Planning and Evaluation Framework

This chapter analyses important interrelated developments in school development 

planning (SDP) and whole-school evaluation (WSE) in Ireland in the past decade. In 

particular, it examines the outcomes of a pilot project on whole-school evaluation 

conducted by the Department of Education and Science (DES). This project 

subsequently became the foundation for the national system of school and teacher 

evaluation which has emerged in Ireland since 2003. The chapter also is concerned to an 

extent with the school development planning framework which has emerged 

contemporaneously with WSE. This is because the DES sees both processes as closely 

linked forming between them a system of quality assurance for schools and teachers.

Traditionally, schools in the Irish education system and the teachers within them have 

not tended to engage in collaborative planning or evaluation processes (Lynch and 

O ’Riordan, 1996). Moreover the implementation of these processes in other systems, or 

at least the way in which these experiences are often characterised, has resulted in 

considerable reluctance to engage in anything that smacks o f appraisal, planning, target- 

setting, benchmarking and so on (O’Hara and McNamara, 1999).

In recent times, however, the trend towards openness and accountability in all public 

institutions and the increasing acceptance among educationalists that whole-school 

planning and evaluation are purposeful means o f promoting school effectiveness and 

development (Hargreaves, 1994) have started to have an effect. In order to encourage 

these developments, the DES designed a WSE pilot project involving some 35 schools 

throughout Ireland. The project ran from 1996 to 1999. To evaluate this project, data 

of both a qualitative and quantitative nature were collected from each school in the 

project by the DES and used as the basis of a substantial government report (DES, 

1999a).

At the same time, the DES has in recent years actively encouraged all schools to 

develop a school plan through a process of school development planning. In fact, the 

Education Act of 1998 made the development o f such a plan compulsory. The 

Education Act (section 21) (1998) requires the following:
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21. ( 1 ) A board shall, as soon as may be after it appointment, make
arrangements for the preparation o f a plan (in this section referred to as 
‘the school plan’) and shall ensure that the plan is regularly reviewed 
and updated.

(2) The school plan shall state the objectives of the school relating to 
equality o f access to and participation in the school by students with 
disabilities or who have other special educational needs.

(3) The school plan shall be prepared in accordance with such directions, 
including directions relating to consultation with the parents, the 
patron, staff and students o f the school, as may be given from time to 
time by the Minister in relation to school plans.

(4) A board shall make arrangements for the circulation o f copies of the 
school plan to the patrons, parents, teachers and other staff o f the 
school.

Interestingly, all 35 schools in the WSE project had a school plan or were developing 

one, although this was not a requirement for inclusion. The results o f the WSE project 

therefore allow us to examine the relationship between the process o f evaluation as 

conceived and conducted in this project and the process o f school development 

planning. The DES expresses the view in the WSE Report (DES 1999a: 16) that the 

two processes are inseparable, ‘two sides of the same coin, complementing each other’. 

Yet while there is evidence that in some ways the relationship is a positive one, some of 

the project data appear to indicate that pressures and tensions also exist.

To appreciate the complexity of the whole-school evaluation/school development 

planning relationship it is necessary to see how these processes have been 

conceptualised in the Irish education context. This is particularly the case with WSE 

since the approach adopted in Ireland has been defined as ‘consultative evolutionary 

evaluation’ (McNamara and O ’Hara, 2001:101) and is, to put it mildly, less threatening 

and intrusive than approaches taken elsewhere. This chapter therefore continues with a 

brief description of the emergence o f the policy and practice of school development 

planning in the Irish context. It proceeds to look in more detail at the WSE pilot project 

and, finally, it attempts to isolate the positive and negative elements o f the relationship 

between the two processes. The overall purpose is to contextualise how policy has 

developed as WSE and SDP have subsequently been ‘mainstreamed’ in tandem.
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School Developm ent Planning: A Key Reform Policy

Isolationism in schools, the egg crate structure as described by Lortie (1975), has been 

particularly prevalent in Ireland (Lynch and O ’Riordan, 1996). These authors suggest a 

number of possible reasons for this; the willingness (or determination, depending on 

your point of view) o f the members of religious orders to take upon themselves the 

management of schools (including middle management roles) and the resultant lack of 

opportunity for teachers to manage, plan and collaborate being probably the most 

convincing.

At all events, rapid change in the Irish education system, and influential research at 

home and abroad, have moved school development planning and school and teacher 

evaluation from the periphery to the centre of education policy in a veiy short time. As 

indicated above, the Education Act o f 1998 in effect makes SDP and WSE compulsory, 

and very detailed frameworks and guidelines for conducting both procedures in schools 

have been issued by the DES (DES, 1999b; DES, 1999). The rationale underpinning 

SDP offered in these framework documents makes reference to the domestic and 

international research on the topic.

Particularly influential has been research in Ireland by Hannan et al. (1996), Devine and 

Swan (1997) and more recently by Smyth (1999), highlighting the importance of school 

climate in determining pupil outcomes including both academic and personal 

development. Variables identified in this regard include:

• The creation of an orderly learning environment for pupils along with the clear 

and consistent application and enforcement of school rules

• The quality o f teacher-pupil relationships

• High expectations of pupils and staff

• A positive, caring culture which values, challenges and supports pupils, teachers 

and the school community

• A commitment to developing pupils’ personal and social development (in 

addition to their academic development) and providing the necessary supports 

for pupils with special learning need

• A shared collaborative approach to school development.
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Devine and Swan (1997) in their research, as part of a larger international school 

effectiveness research project, suggest that the care exhibited in the formulation of the 

school plan was a characteristic o f effectiveness in the case-study schools.

Equally the international literature on the subject suggests that a school climate which 

encourages discussion, review and revision is less likely to suffer the ravages of group 

think (Fullan, 1993) or what MacBeath (1999) calls the ostrich mentality, seeing 

problems as out here and hiding in the hope that they go away! A positive climate is 

often cited as a major feature o f effective schools (Mortimore et al., 1988; Teddie and 

Springfield, 1993).

In line with this research the framework documents stress that collaboration is the key 

to effective SDP and WSE and emphasise that the planning and evaluation process is of 

more importance than the product. The view o f Hargreaves and Hopkins (1993: 57) 

that ‘internal conditions’ are paramount in enabling effective change management in 

schools is fully endorsed.

The research on ‘effective schools’, both in the UK (Mortimore et al, 1988) and in the 

USA (Purkey and Smith, 1983), has found that certain internal conditions are typical in 

schools that achieve higher levels of outcomes for their students.

The ‘internal conditions’ referred to revolve around the capacity o f each school to 

harness its own resources in the effective management o f change. This in turn requires 

the ‘empowerment’ o f the staff through shared ‘ownership’ o f change and innovation in 

a framework enabling each staff member to take a much fuller role in self-evaluation, 

strategic planning and professional decision-making. The goal is to improve schools 

from within by employing teachers as active agents o f change within their own 

organisations.

The emphasis on SDP as an entirely internal process centring on the school community 

and its stakeholders is fully followed through in defining the nature o f the plan which it 

is hoped will emerge. The SDP framework envisages that the school plan, as a written 

document (the ‘product which emanates from a shared collaborative process’ (DES, 

1999b: 6)), will primarily aim to facilitate coordinated development within the entire
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school community. The school plan, it is suggested, should not be unwieldy tome of

rules and procedures but,

rather, it should be flexible, responsive framework for collaborative activity and a 
powerful tool for the management of change. Such a document can only be 
arrived at by collaboration and dialogue within the school community.

(DES 1999b: 16).

So far so good, in the sense that SDP is clearly seen as an internal school process, which 

although a requirement does not demand particular goals, targets or outcomes and 

recognises that schools ‘know their own strengths and the aspects o f school life which 

require further development’ (DES, 1999a: 13).

However, at the same time, the DES introduced the WSE pilot project and proposed like 

SDP to extend it to all schools eventually. Despite the conciliatory language of 

consultative evaluation referred to previously, evaluation by any reasonable definition 

suggests some form of measurement against objectives, aims, goals and targets and a 

concern with quality assurance and organisational and individual performance. It is 

clear immediately that there is a possibility for tensions between these two processes. 

Therefore an important question arises as to whether the relationship between 

collaborative planning in schools and evaluation designed to provide some degree of 

fuller accountability can be as uncomplicated and unproblematic as the DES suggest.

W hole-School Evaluation Irish Style

The potentially difficult relationship between planning and evaluation has been the

subject o f some comment in other countries. Hopkins and Lagerweij (1996: 83)

summarise the emerging concept o f school development planning and its relationship to

evaluation as follows:

It (planning) provides a generic and paradigmatic process, combining as it does 
selected curriculum change with modifications to the school’s management 
arrangements or organisation. As compared with school review, where evaluation 
is the initial step in the cycle, development planning emphasises evaluation 
occurring, often in different forms throughout the process.

As these approaches to change management have become more dominant, certain 

tensions have emerged. For example, there are contradictory pressures for centralised 

government control over policy and curricula on the one hand and decentralised
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responsibility for implementation, resource management and evaluation at local level on

the other. According to Hopkins et al. (1994: 68),

the key challenge, as a recent OECD report makes clear, is to find a balance 
between the increasing demands for centrally determined policy initiatives and 
quality control and the encouragement of locally developed school improvement 
efforts.

However, the rhetoric-reality gap between policy and practice is particularly hard to 

break down in relation to school planning when accompanied by evaluation. Teachers 

in Ireland, particularly second level teachers, have little or no experience of being 

evaluated or inspected. In fact, since the teacher unions effectively prohibited members 

from teaching in front o f an inspector, most second level teachers proceeded through 

their careers without ever having experienced an externally controlled evaluation of 

their teaching. Moreover teachers continue to be suspicious of imposed or ‘contrived’ 

collegiality, particularly when accompanied by targets, performance criteria and 

appraisal systems. For example, research by Sugrue (1997), which sought the opinions 

o f primary school principals and teachers on inspection and planning, found that most 

perceive it as a process over which teachers have little control, despite the rhetoric of 

collaboration. In this climate o f suspicion the WSE project was designed with 

enormous care and the language used was designed to allay any suspicions that 

judgements were to be made or the work o f individual teachers criticised.

WSE was developed by the DES as ‘a developmental model to serve the Trinitarian 

purposes o f school improvement, school development and school effectiveness’ (DES, 

1999a: 17). The model stressed that schools were at various stages on a continuum of 

effectiveness and that schools are ’more’ or ‘less’ effective on the continuum, as 

opposed to being ‘effective’ or ‘ineffective’ in absolute terms. Considerable attention 

was given to developing an acceptable cultural and contextual language in which the 

model and its outcomes would be couched. Original documentation referred to the 

model as a ‘whole school inspection (WSI)’ using ‘performance indicators (Pis)’ with a 

specific focus on evaluating ‘the quality o f teaching and learning’. Subsequent wide- 

ranging consultation with the various ‘education partners’ (e.g. teacher unions, school 

governing body authorities and national parents’ associations) yielded ‘valuable 

insights’ which contributed to ‘useful amendments’ to the original model. As 

implemented, WSI became known as whole-school evaluation (WSE), using evaluation
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criteria (as opposed to performance indicators) to evaluate aspects o f school life, 

including the quality of learning and teaching (as opposed to teaching and learning) 

(ibid. pl7-18).

The WSE Pilot project reported on three features o f life in the 35 schools:

• The quality o f school planning

• The quality of learning and teaching

• The quality o f school management.

At post-primary level, the pilot project examined the quality o f learning and teaching in 

a selected number of subjects in each school while at primary level all teachers in the 

school were evaluated. The final phase o f the planning work involved an exhaustive 

series of meetings between the ‘education partners’, beginning with a consultative 

conference attended by delegates from 19 organisations representing teachers, parents, 

management and trustees and the DES. Subsequent to the conference, which agreed in 

principle that a professional evaluation o f schools was necessary (O ’Dalaigh, 2000), 

long and tedious negotiations took place over the detail of implementation, and 

particularly the language of the evaluation criteria.

Eventually the general framework agreed stressed that the emphasis of the evaluation 

would be on the work o f the school as a whole and that individual teachers would not be 

identified in the WSE reports. It was agreed that the data obtained during the WSE 

project (or elsewhere) would not be used to compare schools locally or nationally or to 

construct league tables o f schools. As indicated above, great care was taken to develop 

non-threatening language in the design o f the criteria to be used in evaluating each of 

the areas chosen. Finally it was agreed that the process would take into account the 

unique contextual factors of each school, specifically those factors relating to the socio

economic background o f pupils, range o f pupil ability and level o f resources.

However, despite these concessions, WSE did maintain many of the key elements of the 

original proposal and resisted attempts to make the process one of entirely internal self

review or self-evaluation. The original concept had been that the evaluation process 

would be an, external validation of internal evaluation and was likened to holding up a
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m inor to the life of a school (O’Dalaigh, 2000). It was envisaged that this would 

involve external evaluation conducted by the inspectorate. Surprisingly this version of 

WSE was largely agreed, as was, to the amazement o f many observers, the proposal that 

the visiting inspectors could observe post primary teachers teaching and examine their 

students on their work. In the context o f the Irish post-primary sector this represented a 

very major development (McNamara and O ’Hara, 2001).

The bulk o f the evaluation work took place in 1999 and the process used was as follows 

(DES, 2000a).

1. An initial meeting took place between the school principal and the relevant 

inspector. A second meeting was held with all staff members, followed by 

meetings with the teachers in the areas of the curriculum to be evaluated. A 

separate meeting was held with representatives o f the board of management.

2. Following these meetings the WSE team of inspectors visited the school.

The evaluation first focused on planning and management and these areas 

were discussed with relevant personnel and related documentation (such as 

the School Plan) was examined. Classroom visits by inspectors dealing with 

a particular subject area focused on evaluating the quality o f learning and 

teaching in the context o f the relevant curriculum. The inspectors observed 

the nature o f teacher-pupil interactions and engaged with the class in a 

variety o f ways, such as asking questions, giving a short written assignment, 

listening to oral reports of work completed or reviewing a sample of 

copybooks. When the inspector visit was completed, oral feedback and 

advice were given privately to each teacher concerned.

3. Shortly after the evaluation visits had been completed, post-evaluation 

meetings were arranged between the designated reporting inspector and the 

principal, the whole school staff and the staff members directly involved in 

the evaluation. The work of the school was discussed and the findings of the 

evaluation outlined. Strengths and areas for further development were also 

discussed. In most schools, a separate meeting was also held with 

representatives of the board of management at which findings of the 

evaluation were outlined.
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4. Finally a whole-school evaluation report was given to each school. The

reports completed by the inspectors discussed the operation o f management 

and planning and the learning and teaching that was seen to take place. They 

focused on the work of the whole school and not on the work of individuals. 

There was particular emphasis on affirming positive elements of the school’s 

work and suggesting lines for further curricular, managerial and 

organisational development. Since all aspects of the reports had been 

discussed previously at the post-evaluation meeting, the reports themselves 

were intended to act as a summary o f findings of the evaluation in the school 

and as a basis for further in-school development planning.

Evaluating W SE

Information on how the WSE pilot project developed in practice was obtained from a 

series o f questionnaires sent to all participating schools (principals and teachers) and to 

inspectors who conducted the evaluation in those schools. In addition, approximately 

one-third o f the schools involved were chosen at random for a follow-up contact, during 

which principals were asked about their views on the process and its outcomes in their 

school.

In general the data indicate that WSE as a process in its own right and in tandem with 

SDP was seen in a largely positive light by principals, teachers, inspectors (although 

significantly more so by principals than teachers). Negative outcomes and possible 

seeds for future problems were also identified, but first the positive findings will be 

mentioned.

The evaluation report (DES, 1999a: 47) on the WSE pilot project concludes that WSE is 

a ‘viable and effective approach to evaluating the functioning of schools’ and was 

perceived positively by the schools and other parties involved. Unquestionably, the 

‘consultative evolutionary development o f the model’ paid valuable dividends 

(McNamara and O ’Hara, 2001:104). A partnership approach, transparent and 

negotiable, was adopted by the DES at the very outset of the project. More importantly, 

consultation and discussion with the stakeholders (schools, managerial/governing 

authorities, religious denominational and other interest groups, parents and teacher
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unions) were maintained throughout the various stages of the process (and indeed since 

the end of the pilot project).

The data also suggest that the WSE project succeeded to a considerable extent in 

generating a whole-school/wider community culture o f quality assurance, shared by the 

key stakeholders (McNamara and O ’Hara, 2001). This took much time, resources and 

an enormous investment o f human commitment and goodwill. The buoyant economic 

climate has enabled a more substantial capital flow into education. In this context, the 

WSE pilot project was timely. Resources, both human and financial, necessary for its 

implementation and subsequent development, were not spared. This understandably 

served to bolster goodwill among members o f the inspectorate, teacher unions and 

teachers but also raised major questions as to whether such an intensive and time- 

consuming initiative could in reality be spread across the entire school system.

Another positive outcome was the sense in which an interlinked process o f planning and 

evaluation gained a foothold in the education system. It would seem that a more 

strategic, enlightened eye (Eisner, 1999) view of external school evaluation was 

potentially now in place in Ireland and that in tandem schools would at last be supported 

and ‘scaffolded’ following inspection in order to ensure improvement and development 

(Sugrue, 1997). School inspection was now clearly linked to capacity-building, 

enabling schools to identify their own needs, draft their own development/action plan, 

target their resources, and ultimately build a positive, reflective and collaborative 

culture o f school self-review and consensus. The building o f high consensus 

(Rosenholtz, 1989) schools in which there is an educative climate and agreement on 

institutional goals and strategies to realise these goals is the core to school improvement 

and development. Taken together these positive outcomes represent a considerable 

success. However, less encouraging outcomes can also be identified.

On the negative side it can be argued (as in a very critical Irish Times piece by 

columnist Fintan O ’Toole) that the WSE project by the very nature of its collaborative 

and non-threatening posture lacked much credibility as an evaluation (as the term is 

widely understood). As such, O ’Toole (2000) suggested, it did little service to any of 

the stakeholders and indicated a closed and defensive mentality among teachers. There 

is no doubt that, in making the process acceptable to teachers, the concerns o f other
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stakeholders were downplayed. For example, the concentration on whole school rather 

than individual teacher performance placed question marks over the future direction and 

credibility of WSE.

As a result one o f the greatest challenges facing the adoption o f WSE as a national 

model was the manner in which the evaluation criteria employed might be used in 

schools as a self-evaluation tool, tailored to meet the individual school’s needs while at 

the same time meeting external expectations concerning accountability.

In addition, the absence of evaluation criteria for each specific curricular subject in the 

original WSE model needed to be addressed, if  change was to be effective at classroom 

level. An increasing body o f evidence (Scheerens and Bosker, 1997; Taylor Fitz- 

Gibbon, 1996) suggests that differential effectiveness exists in schools and that 

significant variance among pupils’ achievements can be attributed more to differences 

at classroom rather than whole-school level. Furthermore there is a body of evidence 

from the school effectiveness research which suggests that students’ performance may 

be high in one subject and low in another (Smyth 1999). How might a model such as 

WSE, dedicated to improving learning processes and outcomes at school level, 

accommodate the inherent challenge posed by such research? With its overriding 

emphasis on overall school performance, could WSE develop strategies to deal with 

ineffective subject departments and ineffective classroom teaching, particularly at 

second level?

A further issue arising from the WSE pilot project (which also relates to teacher 

sensitivities) concerned the commitment to the promotion of a democratic, inclusive 

approach to evaluation at school level. The views of pupils, as primary consumers of 

the teaching-learning process, were not sought during the pilot project. A token gesture 

o f involvement was offered to the parent body (parent representatives on the school’s 

governing body met with the inspectors) during the pilot project. What is worth 

fighting for in quality assurance? In a democratic, socially inclusive society as Ireland 

would purport to be, a widely held view is that schools must be enabled to speak for 

themselves (MacBeath: 1996, 1999). Accordingly, negotiating an appropriate role for 

the various stakeholders in WSE emerged as a thorny issue in the side of policy-makers, 

bearing in mind the volatile teacher union context. At the conclusion o f the WSE project
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it appeared certain, however, that national parent organisations, who have gained 

increased power in recent years, would demand that parents must play a more proactive 

role in national evaluation matters, including WSE. Equally, it seemed likely that 

increasing consciousness of their potential role would encourage students to seek a 

much greater voice in issues concerning their own education.

Another issue which emerged was unhappiness with the allegedly ‘softly softly’ 

approach. This is veiy clear from the research with principals and inspectors. Many 

principals pointedly noted that the WSE framework as tested in the pilot allowed for a 

detailed evaluation of school management planning, etc., but not for the evaluation of 

individual teachers. For this reason it is felt that the process was ‘largely an evaluation 

of management’ and that most critically, even where teacher weaknesses were 

identified, the existing situation where it is possible to do next to nothing about them 

remained unchallenged. In the words of one principal speaking for many, ‘WSE can 

make recommendations but in itself won’t cure weaknesses in any school’ (DES 1999a:

Similar frustrations were echoed by many of the inspectors involved. Several remarked 

that, due to lack of regular testing in both primary and post primary education in 

Ireland, the ‘hard data’ on which to base ‘real’ judgements are not available -  ‘access is 

required to better organised in-school data on pupil performance’ and the WSE process 

‘should involve the collection of hard data’ (ibid. p 20). It became clear that key data 

which schools in theory possess such as drop-out rates, absenteeism and so on was not 

available in a usable accessible format. Likewise individual teachers or subject 

departments had little in the way of collected or collated information on pupil results, 

aptitudes or attitudes. In short no process that could be remotely be regarded as 

systematic evidence-based self-evaluation was occurring in schools. Since self- 

evaluation and the presentation o f evidence to support judgements was in theory a 

foundation stone of WSE this outcome represented a major problem with the proposed 

system. The lack o f usable data whether provided by the schools and teachers or by 

some other mechanism emerged clearly as a key weakness o f WSE which would have 

to be addressed before the process was mainstream.
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‘Political sensitivities’ to be respected in writing the final reports also irritated the 

inspectors and involved them in a workload which would be ‘untenable if the project 

was mainstreamed’ and resulted in reports which, in the caustic works of one inspector, 

‘invariably tended towards superficiality’ (ibid. p 21).

Despite these reservations it must be noted that the data indicate an overwhelmingly 

positive response to WSE from both principals and inspectors. Moreover it also 

emerged that the care taken to allay fears paid dividends in that teachers ranked the 

improvement of the quality of their relationship with the inspectorate as the most 

positive outcome o f the project. This is in stark contrast to the hostility to inspection 

that has characterised previous debate around the issue o f evaluation.

Principals and inspectors were particularly positive about the relationship between SDP 

and WSE, suggesting in the words o f one principal that both procedures combined 

‘served as a focal point through which we re-structured all our professional efforts in the 

school’ (ibid. p 6). Moreover all categories o f respondents tended to see SDP as a 

natural corollary o f WSE in the sense of providing a vehicle through which change and 

improvement could be implemented when the ‘snapshot’ of WSE was completed.

A final positive and indeed remarkable outcome was that teachers agreed to be 

evaluated at all and moreover were then positive (if not as positive as other respondents) 

in their evaluations o f the process. Here again there appears to be a clear link between 

SDP and WSE in the sense that the data suggest the experience o f the former made 

teachers rather more confident and less defensive about the latter (McNamara and 

O ’Hara, 2001).

After W SE - The W ay Forward

Despite the reservations noted, the first efforts at both SDP and WSE must be regarded

as a success, even if  a somewhat surprising and unexpected success. The DES (2000b:

3) itself saw the WSE process being mainstreamed with the following improvements.

Feedback from participating stakeholders highlighted a number o f lacunae in the 
pilot project model and illuminated a more inclusive, contextually sensitive model. 
Building on this feedback, the proposed WSE model for mainstreaming shortly 
will incorporate an evaluation of additional areas o f school like, i.e. curriculum 
provision, school ethos and support for students. Upholding the principle of
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transparency, evaluation criteria will be available to schools and all interested 
parties. School context variables which impact on learning will be taken into 
account during WSE e.g. pupil background factors, pupil ability levels and 
existing resources. Reporting on evaluation in schools will be based on fair, 
reliable evidence as opposed to impressionistic reportage. The primary focus of 
WSE will be on the functioning o f the school as a whole. In accordance with 
national legislation the comparative performance o f schools in the form of league 
tables will not be compiled.

The DES (2000b: 3) defined the future relationship between WSE and SDP as a ‘twin 

track developmental approach which will be central to educational policy’. Alongside 

the conduct o f external review by the inspectorate, schools it was envisaged would be 

increasingly encouraged to use the evaluation criteria as a tool for school self- 

evaluation. School improvement and quality assurance policy in Ireland was henceforth 

to be founded on a ‘twin-track’ approach with school self-evaluation running parallel to 

whole-school evaluation conducted by the inspectorate. This represented a degree of 

clarity about future directions which was certainly a new departure.

In addition, the DES suggested WSE would provide a ‘stream o f high quality data’ for 

making policy decisions, and offer a ‘feedback loop at system level on the overall 

quality of school provision in the country’ (1999b: 12). These data would enable ‘like 

to be compared with like allowing valid, full and reliable judgements in relation to 

quality assurance’.

At its completion in 1999 the WSE project had achieved a significant breakthrough. It 

had tested a functioning system o f school and teacher evaluation which had by and large 

been positively received in the pilot schools and had aroused no serious opposition 

among the key stakeholders. On the other hand, fundamental problems with the 

proposed system had also emerged. Chief among these were a lack o f data and 

evidence on which to base judgements and a very limited role for key stakeholders, 

particularly parents and pupils. However, these shortcomings were acknowledged in 

the WSE final project evaluation report and it was therefore reasonable to expect that 

they would be addressed in the context o f the wider expansion o f WSE to all schools.

In the next chapter, we will examine the model o f school evaluation that followed the 

pilot with a view not only to examining the impact o f the WSE model on the final

65



framework but also to see in particular how the critical issues raised by stakeholders 
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Chapter Six: Looking at Our Schools -  an em erging evaluation framework  

Policy Context

In common with most European countries, Ireland has been attempting for some years 

to develop a system of school evaluation which balances external monitoring and 

inspection with internal autonomy and accountability (CERI, 1995; Nevo, 2002). The 

first iteration of this process was described in chapter five. It was a pilot project in 

thirty-five schools entitled Whole School Evaluation (WSE) was undertaken in the late 

1990s and completed in 1999 (DES, 1999a; McNamara, O ’Hara andN i Aingleis, 2002). 

However, a series o f rancorous industrial disputes rendered impossible any further 

mention of evaluation and inspection until 2003. In that year, a new framework for 

school evaluation building upon WSE entitled, Looking at Our School (LAOS), was 

published by the Department o f Education and Science (DES, 2003). The first 

evaluations o f schools under this framework took place in 2004. The LAOS framework 

documents, which set out the new national process o f school and teacher evaluation are 

analysed in this chapter. The implementation of the new evaluation scheme will be 

considered in the next chapter.

This chapter analyses the context o f the evaluation framework which emerged into a 

difficult educational environment. Key interests, particularly teachers, are strongly 

resistant to what they perceive to be reductionist managerialist interference in their 

professional autonomy. Additionally, the current economic success o f the country has 

been based on cooperation and negotiation between the social partners, a model which 

is perceived to preclude invasive inspection or appraisal o f professionals in their 

workplace, and requires all change to proceed only after the achievement of consensus. 

However, other stakeholders, the EU, OECD, and, nearer home, parents, business 

interests and elements in the media are increasingly vocal in demanding that hard data 

about the performance o f teachers and schools be made available in a transparent 

fashion. Likewise it is perceived that maintaining international competitiveness and 

attracting overseas investment requires evidence that the schools are as effective or 

more so than in competing countries (Sugrue, 2004). Moreover, it is clear that in one 

form or another, and whether for bureaucratic and managerialist reasons, or to enhance 

autonomy and decentralisation, most EU countries are seeking to implement a school 

evaluation system (Haug and Schwandt, 2003; Nevo, 2002; Scheerens et al, 1999;
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Schollaert, 2000). Into this fraught scenario, a model o f school evaluation (LAOS), 

based on the pilot project described in the last chapter, was introduced reluctantly and 

with great caution by the DES.

This chapter begins with a brief overview o f the educational policy context designed to 

make clear the sensitivities around introducing new approaches to evaluation. It 

continues with an analysis o f the LAOS documentation which identifies the key 

elements o f the framework and analyses some o f its strengths and weaknesses. This 

analysis is conducted with particular regard to the extent to which the problems 

identified in the evaluation o f the WSE pilot project are addressed in LAOS.

In May 2003, the DES in Ireland published twin documents entitled Looking At Our 

School, an aid to se lf evaluation in primary schools and Looking A t Our School, an aid 

to se lf evaluation in post primary schools (DES, 2003) (these documents, although 

designed for different levels o f the education system, are so similar in content that they 

can be treated as one in this paper and are referred to hereafter as LAOS). The 

publications contain a very detailed framework for the inspection and evaluation of 

schools and teachers, including one hundred and forty three ‘themes for self-evaluation’ 

which schools and teachers are invited to consider in preparation for an external 

evaluation by the inspectorate. The LAOS framework is built upon the outcomes the 

WSE pilot project which, as was discussed in the previous chapter, had concluded some 

three years earlier (DES, 1999a). WSE represented a first experiment, a toe in the water 

o f school evaluation, in a system in which evaluation, inspection and appraisal are 

regarded as deeply controversial, especially by the powerful teacher unions.

The WSE project is described in chapter five, but in short it was designed with an 

emphasis on cooperation and partnership rather than monitoring and accountability. As 

we have seen this softly, softly approach was probably necessary in the context of a 

system in which the experience of external inspection had been very limited in the 

previous three decades. In the case of post primary schools, inspection had been 

virtually non-existent; while in primary schools, though inspection was more 

widespread, it was conducted in a very benign, irregular and idiosyncratic manner 

(Sanders and Greaney, 1986; Sugrue, 1999). This tradition of inspection, such as it was, 

left a legacy whereby most principals and teachers either had no experience at all of
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evaluation or perceived it to be something external, done to them, rather than something 

which is part o f their professional responsibility. Moreover this lack o f experience of 

inspection and evaluation had been compounded by other factors tending to increase 

unease and resistance. These included the substantial power exercised by teacher 

unions, negative reports o f school evaluation in other systems, particularly OFSTED in 

England, and the partnership framework through which public sector change must be 

negotiated and paid for (Boyle, 1993; Cullingford, 1999; Earley, 1998; Norton Grubb, 

1999; OFSTED, 1998; Stoll and Fink, 1996). For all these reasons, despite promises to 

the contrary, there was little evident appetite to ‘mainstream’ the WSE pilot project 

which ended in 1999.

Despite a commitment in 2002 at the end of the pilot project to mainstream WSE, no 

further mention of inspection or evaluation took place until mid-2003. During this time, 

a rancorous and lengthy series of industrial disputes was perceived to have soured the 

climate in schools, particularly post primary schools. Such was the depth of animosity 

engendered by these disputes that it was widely felt that whole-school evaluation, or 

indeed any form of school evaluation or inspection, was a dead letter. Thus, an 

announcement rather out o f the blue in late 2002 by the then Minister for Education and 

Science, to the effect that work on school evaluation was proceeding, and that he 

expected to see it operational in all schools in the near future, caused considerable 

surprise. Nonetheless the framework was published in 2003 (DES, 2003) and the first 

round of school evaluations began in late 2004.

Looking at Our Schools (LAOS)

In the LAOS  documents an elaborate system of evaluation themes is outlined as the 

basis on which school management and staff can make ‘professional judgements 

regarding the operation o f the school’ (DES, 2003, ix). The evaluation themes in LAOS 

are structured into ‘areas’ which are in turn made up o f a number of ‘aspects’ each of 

which have a series o f ‘components’ which in their turn have a series of ‘themes for 

self-evaluation’ attached to them (DES, 2003). It may be noteworthy that these terms, 

area, aspect and component, replace terms such as ‘evaluation criteria’ used in the WSE 

project - an indication perhaps o f the immense sensitivity to anything smacking of 

evaluation in any form in the Irish education system. There are five ‘areas’ in total:

• Quality o f learning and teaching in subjects
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• Quality o f support for students

• Quality o f school management

• Quality o f school planning

• Quality o f curriculum provision

Each area has a number of aspects attached, each o f which in turn has a number of 

components, for example:

Area: Quality o f learning and teaching in subjects

Aspects: Planning and Preparation, Teaching and Learning and Assessment and 

Achievement

Components (of, for example, Planning and Preparation): Planning o f Work and 

Planning of Resources.

Each o f the ‘components’ has in turn attached to it a set o f ‘themes for self-evaluation’ 

which the document suggests ‘can be used by the school as a guide in judging or 

measuring its own performance’. For example the ‘themes for self-evaluation’ for the 

component ‘planning o f work’ are as follows:

Component: Planning of Work 

Themes for self-evaluation:

1. Long term planning for the teaching o f the subject and its consistency with the 

school plan

2. The extent to which planning documents describe the work to be completed 

within the subject

3. The degree to which planning is in line with syllabus requirements and 

guidelines

4. The degree which planning provides for differential approaches to curriculum 

coverage in accordance with the spectrum of student ability, needs and interests

5. The extent to which provision for corrective action for learning problems or 

difficulties is an integral part o f the planning o f work in the subject.

6. Evidence o f cross-curriculum planning and integration.

7. The provision for monitoring, review and evaluation o f the planning o f work in 

the subject.
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The methodology suggested for using these themes ‘while engaging in a self-evaluation

exercise’ is described as follows:

A school may decide to focus on an area, an aspect or a component. The school 
will gather information in relation to the theme or themes under evaluation. 
Having engaged in a process o f collecting and analysing this information and 
evidence, the school will be in a position to make a statement or statements 
indicating its own performance in the relevant component, aspect or area (ibid. p 
x).

The type o f statement regarding each area, aspect or component evaluated which 

schools are invited to make is described as ‘a continuum consisting o f a number of 

reference points representing stages of development in the improvement process’ (ibid p 

x).

This continuum is to be represented for each item by describing the situation discovered 

by the self-evaluation as one o f the following:

• Significant strengths (uniformly strong

• Strengths outweigh weaknesses (more strengths than weaknesses)

• Weaknesses outweigh strengths (more weaknesses than strengths)

• Significant major weaknesses (uniformly weak)

This four level scale it is suggested will identify strengths but also the areas in which 

improvement is necessary.

In essence, four o f the five ‘areas’ above are, as it were, concerned with whole school 

evaluation, while the fifth, ‘quality of learning and teaching in subjects’ represents the 

structure under which individual teachers and subject departments are to self evaluate 

and be inspected. The process o f inspection o f teachers and subjects as outlined in 

LAOS was further developed in a subsequent publication, A Guide to Subject Inspection 

at Second Level, (DES, 2004), supplemented by a series o f leaflets on each individual 

subject area which are gradually appearing. However, as we shall see in chapter seven, 

lack o f clarity regarding expectations o f teachers and subject departments, and the 

process o f providing feedback to them on their performance as perceived by the 

inspectors, represents a significant weakness in the system.
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LAOS: A Docum entary Analysis

At first glance the two LAOS documents maintain that rather uneasy co-existence of 

external evaluation by the Inspectorate and internal school self-evaluation which 

characterised the original WSE pilot project. For example in the joint foreword to the 

two documents, the Chief Inspector sets out the relationship as perceived by the DES 

between school development planning, school self-evaluation and external inspection 

(DES, 2003: v),

The School Development Planning Initiative provides support to 
schools in the process o f internal review and in formulating their 
school plans. This set o f themes for self-evaluation has been prepared by the 
Inspectorate to further assist school communities in fulfilling their quality 
assurance obligations. It will also provide a clear framework within which 
external evaluation of schools and centres o f education by the Inspectorate will 
be carried out.

However as the two documents progress it is noticeable how the emphasis on internal

self-evaluation looms increasingly larger and the role o f the Inspectorate and external

evaluation diminishes. In fact the documents only refer on one further occasion to

external inspection (ibid. p viii),

Ireland is adopting a model o f quality assurance that emphasises 
school development planning through internal school-review and 
self-evaluation, with the support o f external evaluation earned 
out by the Inspectorate.

In contrast the emphasis on school development planning through internal school

review and self-evaluation grows stronger throughout the documents - for example:

The centrality o f the school's role with regard to evaluation and 
development is clear.

Schools themselves have the key role in the task o f identifying existing good 
practice as well as areas for further development.

This document presents a set of themes through which a school may undertake a 
review and self-evaluation o f its own performance.

These evaluation themes will be continually updated so as to be of 
assistance and relevance to schools in their review and self-evaluation activities 
as part o f the school development and school improvement process.

(ibid, iii-x).
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Analysing these documents, it seems reasonable to argue that the evolution of school 

evaluation in Ireland from WSE to LAOS  features a degree o f movement along the 

evaluation spectrum described in chapter four from external monitoring to internal 

review and self-evaluation. LAOS  produces a template for schools undertaking self- 

evaluation and the role of external inspection in this process is significantly down 

played. The model which emerges is remarkably similar to the idea of MacBeath that 

the role o f external evaluation and inspection is merely to ensure that internal systems 

o f evaluation and self review are implemented effectively, ‘a model in which external 

evaluation focuses primarily on the school’s own approach to self-evaluation’ 

(MacBeath, 1999: 152).

Insofar as evidence exists, it can be argued that the emerging approach is close to that 

favoured by Irish school principals. Five Irish second level schools took part in a 

European Union Pilot Project entitled Evaluating Quality in School Education at Second 

Level (1998-2000) (DES, 2000a). This project ran contemporaneously with the official 

Department o f Education and Science pilot project, Whole-School Evaluation. The 

European project was very influenced by the work of John MacBeath and Michael 

Schratz and was strongly committed to internal self-evaluation (European Commission, 

1997; MacBeath et al, 1999). The WSE project, while extremely cautious and non- 

confrontational, was nonetheless concerned to a greater extent with outside 

involvement, specifically the evaluation role o f the Inspectorate. Two schools took part 

in both projects and in subsequent interviews with the present author the principals of 

both were significantly more supportive o f the EU project than o f WSE.

In both cases the principals expressed the view that any form of external evaluation was 

by its nature superficial, a snapshot, underestimated the achievements o f schools other 

than academic success and tended to raise deep concerns among teachers. In contrast, 

self-evaluation with no external mandate or monitoring (as in the form o f the EU 

project) was perceived as a major success. One principal stated that ‘unlike evaluation 

by outside individuals, including Department o f Education Inspectors, teachers were 

comfortable with the format and used it constructively’. The other principal expressed a 

very similar view, ‘teachers are prepared to be self-critical and to ask themselves 

questions they might resent from others’ (2000a: 5). In general therefore in the climate
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prevailing in Ireland it may well be that the strong emphasis on self-evaluation in the 

emerging policy is perhaps the only realistic and achievable approach.

In most other aspects LAOS follows the pattern of the WSE pilot. This may be 

understandable since WSE was, to an extent, perceived to have been a success primarily 

because it raised no outright opposition from powerful vested interests. However as we 

have seen, major weaknesses in the WSE pilot were pinpointed in the final evaluation 

report o f that project. Very significantly, LAOS  does not refer to any of these issues.

As a result a comparison of LAOS  to the evaluation report o f WSE shows continuity in 

the aspects that were successful but also no discernible attempt to address the significant 

reservations raised in the WSE evaluation.

In analysing LAOS, we will begin with the ways it builds on the successes o f WSE. In 

many ways the evaluation o f WSE was, as we have seen, very positive. The project was 

endorsed by principals, teachers and inspectors and there was a general perception that 

the process was workable for the future. Inspectors reported a high level of co

operation from the schools involved, principals saw WSE ‘making a significant 

contribution to the planning processes in their schools’ and teachers while significantly 

less enthusiastic than the other respondents found the process ‘supportive and 

affirming’. Moreover potentially difficult developments such as inspector observation 

o f post-primary teachers teaching and subsequent interaction with the pupils were 

successfully implemented. Final reports were well received with principals by and large 

o f the view that they were ‘a fair and objective picture o f their school’s key strengths 

and the aspects o f its work requiring further development’. Finally each category of 

respondent felt that WSE had increased the feeling of ‘ownership by the staff of the 

school o f its provision and of responsibility for improving on that provision’ (DES, 

1999a: 25-30). In the light of these positives, the evaluation philosophy and framework 

outlined in LAOS  is very much a continuation of that tested in the WSE pilot project.

Despite the positive evaluation findings outlined above serious flaws were also 

identified. The inspectors involved pointed out that the quality o f data available in 

schools was very poor and that for ‘political’ reasons the reports they had ended up 

writing had been very general, ‘tending towards superficiality’. Many principals 

involved felt that the emphasis on ‘whole school’ meant ‘that it was the management
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that was evaluated and that while the process might uncover certain issues and problems 

it did nothing to help schools deal with those problems’. It was also felt that the 

framework developed was too extensive and detailed to be easily used by schools, the 

workload imposed on schools and particularly on the inspectors was unrealistic and 

unsustainable and that key stakeholders particularly students and parents had largely 

been excluded. Finally the status and ownership of the inspectors’ reports was unclear - 

it was left entirely to the schools to decide whether or not to make them available to 

parents and the public at large (ibid. pp 4(M18). An analysis o f the LAOS  documents, it 

is argued, indicates very little attempt to remedy these deficiencies. The following 

sections illustrate this point.

W hat Data?

We have already quoted extensively from the LAOS framework documents describing

how the process o f self-evaluation is to work. Schools will ‘engage in a process of

collecting and analysing information’ and on this evidence’ ‘statements’ will be made

(DES, 2003: x). This sounds impressive until one realises firstly that these bland

assertions ignore the fact that very little data is available about any facet o f the

operation o f schools in Ireland, and secondly, no attempt is made to suggest who should

‘collect and analyse’ this information or how they should go about it.

This criticism of the original WSE project was flagged clearly in the evaluation report

o f that project (DES, 1999a). Inspectors involved noted the lack of ‘hard data’ on

which to base reasonable judgements, ‘schools need to present us with evidence oral

and written in respect o f their operations’ and again ‘access is needed to better

organised in-school data on pupil performance’ (ibid. p 28). The final section of this

report suggested that these points had been taken seriously by the Department. Under

the heading ‘moving forward ’(ibid. pp 47-48) we read about the need for better

quantitative information:

both individual schools and the inspectors carrying out whole-school evaluation 
would derive considerable benefit from having access to a range o f quantitative 
information, including statistical and other information, on patterns o f early 
school leaving and pupil participation and on the catchment area from which the 
school draws its pupils. Information o f this kind would greatly enrich the WSE 
process for the school and should form part o f the preparation for the future 
whole school evaluation.
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This section goes on to promise that WSE when fully implemented would yield ‘ a 

stream of high quality data which will allow valid, full and reflective judgements in 

relation to quality assurance’ (ibid. p 45).

Interestingly, in the strict context o f self-evaluation and for internal use only the 

gathering of potentially contentious data proved acceptable in the EU project, 

Evaluating Quality in School Education at Second Level, mentioned previously (DES, 

2000). One o f the self-evaluation instruments developed by schools in the project 

included a teacher self-evaluation toolbox including self-administered questionnaires.

In this the teacher graded as satisfactory or unsatisfactory his or her performance in 

areas such as ‘lesson preparation, delivery, class control and responding to pupil 

difficulties’ on a purely self-evaluation basis. This and similar approaches were widely 

and it seems beneficially used in the work o f the project.

Nonetheless despite the clear recommendations in the WSE project and again in the EU 

quality project, and despite what seems to be a clear commitment in the final sections of 

the WSE evaluation report, the LAOS documents are notable for the lack of any 

suggestions as to how schools should collect the data on which the effectiveness and 

credibility of the whole system must rest. Why is this? It certainly cannot be that the 

DES is ignorant o f the fact that the education system as a whole, and individual schools 

in particular, produce extraordinarily little data. This is acknowledged in the quotation 

from the WSE project report given above in which the necessity for such data is 

emphasised.

Equally it cannot be that the ‘areas’, ‘aspects’ and ‘components’ in the new evaluation 

documents do not require significant data to enable sensible judgements to be made in 

relation to them. For example, component four, ‘overall student achievement in 

subject’, in aspect C ‘assessment and achievement’ has the following ‘themes for self- 

evaluation’.

Component: Overall student achievement in subject 
Themes for Self-Evaluation:

1. The extent to which students’ results in regular assessments and/or examinations 
in the subject reflect levels o f achievement commensurate with ability and 
general expectation

2. The extent to which student achievement in the subject is regularly evaluated in 
comparison with National norms (DES, 2003: 28)
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Clearly any kind of sensible and useful judgements in these areas require data that in the 

present system simply does not exist. There is no data regarding the ‘ability and general 

expectations of pupils’, still less any ‘national norms’ o f achievement with which 

comparisons can be made. In the latter case it might be argued that results o f state 

examinations provide ‘national norms’. However, a comparison with these results is 

useless to individual schools since it provides no evidence of the particular performance 

o f a school in ‘adding value’ to pupil achievement. This is because there is no baseline 

data and the intake of schools differs enormously. This point is made by Smyth (1999: 

208),

a particular school’s average performance in “raw” data terms 
tells us little about the difference the school actually makes to 
its pupils. An above average ranking in these terms may merely 
reflect a selective pupil intake. In contrast another school may 
have lower exam results but its pupils may have made considerable 
academic progress relative to their initial ability levels.

Research instruments and tools which would allow schools to gather and analyse the 

required data exist. Smyth, mentioned' above, used a variety of instruments to gather 

data for her influential work Do schools differ? and the EU project, Evaluating Quality 

in School Education at Second Level, already referred to, also developed a series of 

research instruments which schools could use in the process of self-evaluation.

However none of this work is referred to in the bland statements in LAOS nor is it 

suggested how ‘gathering and analysing information’ across the very wide range of 

aspects, areas and components is to be done in practice.

An alternative strategy, still centred on school self-evaluation but yet enabling schools 

to generate the data necessary to make such evaluations more than merely 

impressionistic and unreliable guesswork, certainly exists. For example Smyth (1999: 

226) concludes that ‘schools could monitor their own attendance and dropout rates etc’ 

but ‘information collected at the school level is likely to be o f limited utility without 

comparable information on the National context.. .providing value added analysis to 

schools would be worthwhile’. Such an approach would require information on pupil 

ability at the point o f entry and additional information (through surveys for example) on 

pupil background. This information could be used by the school itself in setting targets 

for improvement and in monitoring the introduction o f new programmes or teaching
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methods.

Clearly without something along the lines suggested by Smyth there is no way in which 

schools can hope to obtain any significant data on current performance and therefore 

ways of improving. Equally nothing short of this can really be considered to be 

evaluation by any reasonable definition o f the term. Evaluation whether external or 

internal, mandated or self-driven requires at a minimum the collection and analysis of 

real data on which firm conclusions can be based. There is no danger in this for schools 

and teachers, so long as the data is confidential to the schools, not permitted to be used 

for advertising and is concerned with school and teacher self-improvement and 

professional development.

Several schemes for school self-evaluation using teams o f trained teachers to develop 

research instruments and collect and analyse data are reported in the literature (Nevo, 

1999; Scheerens et al 1999; Simons, 2002). A somewhat different approach involving 

self-evaluation but with external collection and analysis o f data is administered by the 

CEM centre at the University of Durham and attracts large numbers o f schools in the 

UK on a volunteer basis (Tymms and Coe, 2003). Similar initiatives are underway in 

New Zealand, Australia, Hong Kong and Estonia. In Estonia, it is the national Ministry 

o f Education itself rather than a private agency which gathers data and feeds it to 

schools in a usable format for self-evaluation (Anton, 2005). In describing this system, 

Anton (a senior official o f the Estonian education ministry) acknowledges a point that is 

often avoided, namely that in-depth external evaluation across an entire education 

system is logistically and in terms of resources likely to be impractical. Therefore, self- 

evaluation, but based on quality data, is the only realistic answer: ‘in Estonia our strong 

emphasis on school self-evaluation as the way to improve is also in part to reduce 

expensive external evaluation’. These varying approaches to supporting self-evaluation 

through systematic research are considered in greater detail in Part Three o f this study.

For the moment, it is worth noting two key concepts which appear particularly 

appropriate to the Irish context that underpin the work o f these initiatives. The first of 

these is the concept o f ‘distributed research’ meaning that the recipients o f the feedback, 

namely schools and teachers, are themselves active partners in the process, analysing 

and interpreting the data, rather than simply passive participants (Tymms and Coe,

78



Chapter Six Looking at Our Schools

2003: 639). Related to the concept o f distributed research is the very important 

distinction made by Tymms (1999: 85) between ‘professional monitoring systems’ in 

which the data are used by the workers themselves and ‘official accountability systems’ 

in which the data are used to hold those workers to account. Tymms stresses the role of 

the former in helping to find and solve problems in a climate free from fear.

Whether such a system might or might not prove ideal for the Irish context is as yet 

uncertain, although Part Three o f this study describes the early stages of an initiative 

designed to enable self-evaluation in Irish schools. One thing that is certain however is 

that individual teachers, principals and schools cannot be expected to collect and 

analyse the data necessary to implement the evaluation system currently being 

suggested without a structured and well supported approach to self-evaluation being 

designed and implemented.

W hose Report and W ho Is To Act on the Findings?

A second set of issues raised in the WSE evaluation but not tackled in LAOS concerns 

the ownership and use o f the final inspection reports and the responsibility for 

improving shortcomings identified. In the case o f the latter point principals involved in 

the WSE pilot were sceptical that change would follow the identification o f problems -  

the following was a representative response, ‘WSE can make recommendations but in 

itself won’t cure weaknesses in any school’ (DES, 1999a: 27). This issue is not referred 

to in LAOS but in a revealing response to a question at a conference o f principals the 

Chief Inspector made it clear that as schools were self governing and self evaluating 

institutions it was a matter for themselves to address weaknesses identified during 

inspections. Since, as it was forcibly pointed out to the Chief Inspector, schools have 

little or no control over resourcing or over teacher tenure (subsequent to appointment) 

or conditions, it was clear that principals were less than satisfied with this position.

A related issue o f vital importance to the accountability role o f the new evaluation 

system is access to the final report. As indicated previously, some o f the inspectors 

involved in the WSE project felt that due to the sensitivities involved the school reports 

tended to be rather bland. The DES position was that these reports were owned by the 

schools and it was left to them to decide whether to make them public or not. Once
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again, in LAOS, no reference is made to this issue. However, the DES refused requests 

from the media for access to the first school reports carried out under the LAOS 

framework on the grounds that it was prohibited from publishing such reports by the 

section o f the 1998 Education Act which prohibits providing information which could 

be used to compile league tables o f schools. This decision was overturned by the 

Information Commissioner but was subsequently appealed by the principal of a primary 

school with the support o f the primary teachers’ union. A recent Supreme Court 

judgement (Sheedy v the Information Commissioner, 2005) upheld the school’s 

position and it then appeared to be entirely a matter for school management to decide 

whether to release none, some or all o f the inspection report. However, the Minister for 

Education and Science caused some surprise by announcing in late 2005 that, despite 

this judgement, she proposed to place completed evaluation reports on the DES website. 

Regardless of some union opposition she proceeded to do so, and since April 2006 

whole school evaluation reports are available on the DES website. This development 

took place during the period of the research in schools reported on in the next chapter, 

and the evaluation reports, together with the early impact o f their publication, is 

considered then.

Complexity and Resources

The WSE evaluation (DES, 1999a: 28) suggested that the evaluation framework piloted 

by that project was perhaps overly extensive and very wasteful of resources, particularly 

school and inspector time. However, as previously mentioned the LAOS framework 

was considerably more extensive than WSE, with some 143 themes for self-evaluation. 

Although it is proposed to employ a considerable number o f new inspectors to speed up 

the process, and this has begun to happen, it would seem that the complexity o f the 

system as it stands will limit evaluations to once every five years at best, and probably 

to longer intervals. This is perhaps another reason why the emphasis on self-evaluation 

in schools is stronger in LAOS than it was in WSE. Significantly, two later documents 

issued in 2006, A Guide to Whole School Evaluation in Post Primary Schools and A 

Guide to Whole School Evaluation in Primary Schools attempt to substantially 

streamline and clarify the inspection process. The long lists o f ‘themes for self- 

evaluation’ o f the LAOS documents are subsumed into a short paragraph under each of 

the five ‘areas’. In addition, the evidence which schools were supposed to provide 

under LA OS to support their self-evaluative judgements become simply a required list

80



Chapter Six Looking at Our Schools

of school plans, policies and other similar documents. The overall effect appears to be a 

recognition that the original LAOS  framework was over elaborate and more importantly 

that schools don’t have and can’t generate ‘hard data’ on their own performance. These 

new documents were issued during the school research phase o f this work and their 

impact on the actual practice o f school evaluation is considered in the next chapter.

Parents and Pupils

A final issue raised in the WSE project evaluation (DES, 1999a: 48) but not confronted 

in LAOS is the appropriate role o f parents and teachers in the process. During the WSE 

pilot the inspectors did meet with parents (usually the parent representatives on the 

Board o f Management) and with pupils (either from the school council where one 

existed or more usually chosen by the principal). This approach is endorsed in LAOS 

which makes no concessions to suggestions in the WSE evaluation that the views of 

parents and pupils should be ascertained in a formal and representative way through the 

use o f questionnaires and interviews.

Conclusion

The above analysis o f both the strengths and weaknesses o f the new school evaluation 

system as it is outlined in the documentation was used to generate an interview schedule 

for research with a number o f school principals and teachers whose institutions were 

among the first to be evaluated under the LAOS  framework. It is to this research that we 

now turn our attention.

81



Chapter Seven Looking at Our Schools

Chapter Seven: Looking at Our Schools -  Stakeholders Respond  

W hole School Evaluation: Processes and Procedures

The key framework document for whole school evaluation in Ireland, Looking at Our 

Schools (DES, 2003), provided, as we have seen in the previous chapter, an extensive 

set o f themes for self-evaluation, divided into five categories: management, planning, 

curriculum provision, teaching and learning, and student support. This framework, 

while designed to ‘facilitate self-evaluation as a central component o f the continuous 

planning process’ was also to be utilised ‘by the inspectorate in conducting whole 

school evaluations and as a basis for other external evaluation o f the work of schools’ 

(DES 2003:ii).

As indicated in the previous chapter, it was always unlikely that such a detailed 

framework could in fact be clearly followed for either o f the above purposes and in fact 

a series of more manageable documents designed to clarify and streamline the process 

o f whole school evaluation have been produced by the DES in the meantime. These 

begin with The Professional Code o f  Practice on Evaluation and Reporting fo r  the 

Inspectorate (DES, 2003), Procedures fo r  Review o f  Inspections on Schools and 

Teachers under Section 13 (9) o f  the Education Act 1998 (DES, 2003) and Publication 

o f  School Inspection Reports, Guidelines (DES, 2006).

The most significant o f this series of documents however are A Guide to Whole School 

Evaluation in Post-Primary Schools (DES, 2006) and A Guide to Whole School 

Evaluation in Primary Schools (DES, 2006). As with the original LAOS documents, 

these two publications are so similar that they can be considered as a single entity and 

they will be referred to hereafter as Guide. The Guide, although referring to LAOS as 

the key framework document, actually represents a considerable change of focus and 

policy. It appears to have been produced to meet criticisms that the inspection process, 

as outlined in LAOS, was over complex and did not make clear enough what was 

expected of schools and teachers. In consequence, in the Guide, the list o f themes for 

self-evaluation under each o f the five category areas is reduced to a very general 

paragraph, and there is no longer any mention o f the school making judgements on its 

own performance in each area on a four point rating scale as suggested in LAOS. These 

changes would appear from this research in schools simply to reflect the reality o f the
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inspection process as it is being implemented. Even before the Guide was published in 

2006, inspectors were not requiring schools to respond under all the themes laid down 

in LAOS, nor indeed do you come across a single instance where the rating scale is even 

mentioned. The Guide also clarifies (2006: 5) ‘the WSE procedures and processes in 

considerable detail’ (an omission from LAOS) and also very significantly spells out the 

policy documents and other information which schools (but not teachers) are required to 

present before and during WSE. This consists o f a list o f plans and policies which 

schools will be obliged to have prepared under various legislation and a ‘WSE: School 

Information Form’ which seeks basic information on pupil numbers, staffing etc and 

short, self-evaluatory comments under headings such as ‘progress so far and future 

priorities for school development planning’, and ‘the supports provided for the inclusion 

o f students from minority and disadvantaged groups’.

Although not specifically asking for evidence to support any claims or statements made, 

the Guide is in other respects not dissimilar to the ‘Self Evaluation Form’ used by 

OFSTED in England and may therefore represent a small beginning towards a more 

evidence based approach to evaluation.

This notion is reinforced by the inclusion in the Guide o f the information that the 

inspection team will seek examination results for the school for the past four years from 

the State Examinations Commission, and that these may be discussed with school 

management and staff, although ‘not presented in the WSE report’ (ibid. p 25). Despite 

these developments, however, this research indicates that as yet there is very little 

indication that the inspection process is obliging schools to adopt more systematic 

forms of self evaluation or evidence based practice.

The Guide does not set out to clarify what is expected from individual teachers, both in 

terms of preparation in advance and during inspection. This is left to a series o f guides 

to inspection in each subject area which are gradually being prepared and published by 

the DES. However, this research indicates that teachers, as opposed to subject 

departments where things are clearer, still perceive a very considerable lack of clarity 

regarding what is expected o f them and the problems in this regard are among the chief 

issues with WSE discussed later in this chapter.
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The Guide was issued in early 2006 in the middle o f a series o f school visits being 

undertaken by the researcher. It quickly became apparent that schools recognised and 

welcomed the simplification and clarification of the structures and processes of WSE 

and that the Guide, rather than LAOS, has effectively become the source document used 

by schools to prepare for inspection. Before examining the research case studies in the 

schools, we will briefly consider the research methodology employed.

Research M ethodology

As indicated earlier LAOS has only begun to be implemented in schools relatively 

recently. There are more than 3000 primary schools and over 700 post primary schools 

in Ireland, but by mid 2006 only around 300 schools had been evaluated and, of these, 

around 170 had undergone single subject inspections rather than full evaluations. 

However despite the small number of schools evaluated to date, the researcher set out to 

investigate the implementation o f the new evaluation system on the ground.

In designing this study, the researcher decided to focus primarily on what appeared to 

him to be the key emerging issue, namely the extent to which schools and teachers are 

producing or indeed capable o f producing systematic research data to underpin self- 

evaluation or external evaluation judgements. This, after all, is the rationale on which 

the evaluation scheme is supposedly based. This does not mean that other issues were 

not considered in the research but only that priority was given to the research capacity 

available in schools since this, or the lack o f it, is central to the credibility of school and 

teacher evaluation.

The research reported in this chapter, therefore, emphasises the extent to which the new 

evaluation system is both requiring and supporting schools and teachers in developing 

systematic self-evaluation research methodologies. It is for this reason that the school 

case studies reported here confine themselves to teachers and school leaders (principals 

and deputy principals) and did not include other key stakeholders such as parents, 

pupils, members of boards of management or indeed the inspectorate, or indeed the 

general public.

The chief methodology used in this phase o f the research was semi-structured 

interviews. Based on the analysis of the LAOS framework documents reported in
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chapter six, two interview schedules were developed. These were piloted with the 

principal and a teacher in each of two schools; one primary and one post primary. The 

interview schedules were revised slightly in light o f the pilot, and were then used in 

case studies o f some 24 schools, 12 primary and 12 post primary. The schools were 

situated in the greater Dublin area and throughout the rest o f Leinster and were chosen 

from among those which had already had undergone a full whole school evaluation.

The sample was not stratified since there was no indication that size, location, gender or 

other variables would influence the response to whole-school evaluation. However the 

pilot did indicate that schools classed as disadvantaged might have a different 

perspective on WSE and five such schools were included in the case studies.

The interviews were semi-structured in the sense that the same question schedule was 

followed in each case (see Appendix M) but supplementary questions were asked as and 

when interesting responses could be further explored. In the 24 schools studied a total 

of 28 school leaders were interviewed since in some cases although either was sufficient 

for the research both principal and deputy principal volunteered to take part. It had been 

hoped to interview at least one recently inspected teacher in each school but in five 

schools this was not possible for various reasons. In all 20 interviews with teachers 

were conducted drawn from 18 schools, two schools each providing two interviews and 

the reminder one each.

The interviews were conducted in the schools except for four interviews with principals 

held in the University and three teacher interviews conducted by phone. The question 

list was sent to all respondents in advance and all interviews were recorded. The 

interviews ranged in duration from 15 to 90 minutes with the average interview lasting 

35 minutes. All interviews were transcribed and analysed using the NVIVO data 

analysis package.

Two other significant sources were also used in this phase o f the research. The first is 

the final evaluation reports o f the schools case studied. The second is a piece of 

research conducted by MORI Ireland for the DES on schools responses to whole-school 

evaluation (DES, 2005). This work, hereafter referred to as ‘Customer Survey’, 

involved a questionnaire sent to some 150 schools which had undergone WSE.
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W hole-School Evaluation: Research Findings

The findings which emerged from this research, are explored below in the following 

sections:

• Whole School Evaluation: Processes and Procedures

• Whole School Evaluation: Positive Responses

1. H appy‘Customers’

2. Comprehensive

3. Collegiality

4. Impact on Improvement

5. ‘Worth Doing’

• Whole School Evaluation: Negative Responses

1. “Evidence-Free Evaluation’

2. Feedback to Schools and Teachers

3. Evaluation Reports, ‘From Effusive to Merely Positive’

4. The Role of Stakeholders

W hole School Evaluation: Processes and Procedures

Schools report that the Guide (DES, 2006) sets out very clearly the processes and 

procedures of WSE from ‘notification o f inspection’ through to ‘publication of the 

report and school response’. The process as outlined is divided into three distinct 

phases, pre-evaluation, in-school evaluation and post-evaluation. In each phase the 

steps involved are clearly described and this research confirms the findings of the DES 

Customer Survey (2005) with regard to the positive view o f these procedures taken by 

schools. For example, more than 83% of those polled in Customer Survey (2005:14) 

agreed or strongly agreed that ‘appropriate notice was given of the general inspection 

visit and all the meetings were agreed in advance’. A small number o f these interviews 

did throw up criticisms o f aspects o f the procedures, for example, a short lead-in time, 

compelling schools (usually the principal) to ‘bum the midnight oil’, getting ‘the 

mountain o f documents’ required into readiness. A more common criticism referred to, 

sometimes prolonged periods between the in-school phase and the final report. 

Comments here included ‘the enthusiasm which had built up was allowed to dissipate’, 

or more prosaically, ‘ people had long forgotten the whole thing’. In general, however, 

it appears that the administrative and procedural elements o f WSE are widely regarded

86



Chapter Seven Looking at Our Schools

as satisfactory.

W hole School Evaluation: Positive Responses

1. Happy ‘Custom ers’

It will be remembered that the analysis o f LAOS documents outlined in the previous 

chapter suggested that the process in action might display both positive and negative 

aspects. On the positive side it was suggested that the framework developed as it was 

through long and detailed negotiations with the stakeholders and stressing the centrality 

o f school improvement through self-evaluation, would be received positively by schools 

and teachers. The research evidence bears out this expectation.

All the respondents indicated in one way or another that despite considerable fear and 

trepidation in advance (schools researched received on average about three weeks notice 

o f the inspection) their schools found the process to be ‘positive, affirming and 

renewing’. The professional, collegial and non-threatening approach o f the inspectors 

was stressed time and time again. The initial phase o f the inspection involves 

preparatory meetings between the inspection team and school management. The next 

phase involves the team of inspectors (in most cases three or four but in one large post 

primary school five) conducting the evaluation (over a three or four day period). The 

inspection itself breaks down into two almost separate processes: whole-school and 

department/subject inspection. The latter consists o f meetings with subject teachers, 

examination o f plans and schemes of work, classroom observation, and looking at pupil 

work. In the case of the primary schools all or most teachers received classroom visits 

from inspectors while in the post primary schools three (or in one case four) subjects 

were evaluated. With regard to whole school evaluation, the process is primarily one of 

meetings with the board o f management, senior management, middle management, all 

staff and particular groups of teachers such as special needs, guidance and so on and 

meetings with pupil and parent representatives. These meetings are described as largely 

being about the school producing and explaining policy documents which it is required 

to have in relation to such areas as admissions, guidance, discipline, bullying and so 

forth. The final phase of the process involves discussion between the leading inspector 

and the principal about the content o f the final report, a draft of which is given to the 

school for comment before issue o f the final version. Almost without exception the 

respondents indicated that the inspection teams managed this potentially fraught process
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in such a way that their schools while relieved to have it over regarded it as a positive 

and worthwhile experience. This interpretation is confirmed by the Customer Survey 

(2006: 12), which reports overwhelmingly positive responses from both teachers and 

principals to statements about WSE such as ‘inspectors adopted a professional approach 

in their interactions with me’ and ‘inspectors were courteous and respectful of my 

professionalism’. Overall, all the evidence suggests that the schools evaluated to date 

can be regarded as happy customers.

2. Com prehensive

The majority o f schools also felt that the framework, by covering such a wide set of 

‘themes for self-evaluation’ was able to obtain a comprehensive picture of all the 

schools’ activities and not just academic outcomes, ‘the framework is very broad, 

reflecting the wide role of schools and this is as it should be as schooling is about more 

than skills’ was a typical comment. This point was particularly stressed by respondents 

from the schools designated disadvantaged who felt very strongly that the ‘affirmation 

o f good practice’ provided by the inspectors was of ‘extraordinary importance to 

teachers in disadvantaged schools who rarely feel valued or supported’. These schools 

stated that the final reports did manage to capture, ‘the context and the problems in 

which these schools and teachers work’. This finding is again confirmed by the 

Customer Survey (2006: 14) which reports that close to ninety per cent o f teachers 

supported or strongly supported the view that ‘inspectors took account o f school/class 

context factors during the evaluation process’. Likewise it was felt by many 

respondents that as the framework was so extensive it could be used as a ‘scaffolding’ 

for improvement strategies. One principal suggested that WSE creates ‘a template 

under so many headings o f where we are trying to go’ and is ‘an excellent start, heading 

in the right direction’. However, the very extensive nature of the evaluation framework 

also drew criticism which will be reported later in the chapter.

3. Collegiality

Respondents also repeatedly stated that the WSE process brought staff together to 

prepare and gave them a new sense of focus and collegiality. Comments here included 

‘a lot o f staff learned what others are actually doing’, ‘the big advantage is it gets 

teachers to cooperate’ and ‘the focus o f the entire school was on getting ready, it really 

brought us together’. In each of the post primary schools only perhaps three or four
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specific subject areas were included. Principals remarked on how the rest of the staff 

rallied around to help the ‘unfortunate ones’. Interestingly one principal claimed that so 

‘positive’ and ‘affirming’ and ‘helpful’ were the subject inspections that by the end of 

the process those who had ‘escaped’ were sorry not to be included! Similarly with the 

‘whole-school’ aspects of the evaluation respondents were grateful and indeed a little 

surprised that more junior staff gave a great deal o f help in preparing the ‘mountain of 

paperwork’ required. Several respondents suggested that by far the greatest benefit for 

the school o f LAOS  was the way in which it tended to get the staff working together, 

although there were suggestions that for various reasons this might be a short term gain, 

‘but in the long term it is unrealistic because there is so little time available’.

4. Impact on Im provem ent

Although, as we shall see, both teachers and school leaders tended to be sceptical about 

the longer term impact of WSE, nonetheless many instances o f positive change, at least 

in the short term, resulting from the process were mentioned. Particularly interesting is 

the perception o f many respondents that these improvements were connected to an 

‘agenda’, being ‘pushed’ by the inspectors, to which schools and teachers felt 

constrained to respond. For example, planning at subject department level was high on 

this alleged agenda and thus, one school reported, ‘we now have a lot o f subject 

meetings, common exam papers and sharing o f resources’, and another stated that 

‘subject teachers are now meeting more regularly and we are now big on collaborative 

work in subjects’. One principal summarised it as ‘it certainly helps you to get the 

teachers to plan -  some have not really thought about what they do for twenty or twenty 

five years’.

More use o f IT was also seen as being high on the inspectorial wish list and the 

purchase and use o f laptops and data projectors seems to have moved up the agenda of 

many schools as a result. Predictably, perhaps, this also brought criticism of the fact 

that limited resources, both in terms of the timetabling of meetings and the purchase of 

IT equipment, were conveniently ignored in the inspection reports.

Somewhat more controversially, many schools felt that the inspectors’ agenda was 

opposed to banding and streaming and in favour o f mixed ability teaching, and that 

WSE was being used to push this policy. Comments here included, ‘they were against
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our banding system and we now have a task group looking at it’ and they were very 

concerned about ethos, how the kids are treated and pro mixed ability teaching, we may 

have to change but it will be a big culture shock for staff and parents. Another principal 

remarked that, like the inspectors, she was against the streaming system in her school 

but would not have raised it but for WSE, ‘the report gives you the authority to do 

things’.

Other examples o f the alleged agenda being pursued by the inspectorate which came up 

regularly were concern about adequate provision in the related areas of pastoral care, 

guidance, and social, personal and health education. Schools were questioned closely 

on these areas, and a number were warned to increase timetable provision which was 

judged to be below required levels in these areas.

Pursuing these issues through the WSE process may in time prove increasingly 

controversial since several o f them relate to key issues o f ‘ethos’ which schools regard 

as primarily internal.

5. ‘W orth D oing’

To sum up, the consensus was that the LAOS framework as implemented by the 

inspectors, was ‘worth doing’, had ‘affirmed teachers and schools’, dispelled fear of 

evaluation and convinced school staffs that ‘this is the way to do it’. At times, 

endorsement was rather lukewarm, ‘every so often it is good to have a spring clean’ 

(teacher) and ‘no harm to get policies up to date’ (principal), but on the whole more 

fulsome complements were common, ‘made us totally think through all our priorities’. 

This had been achieved, it was by and large agreed, by taking a softly, softly approach 

and by downplaying inspection and up-playing school self-evaluation. Predictably 

therefore perhaps, given the care and caution of its construction and execution, LAOS, in 

the opening iteration, has been positively received, regarded (to an extent, as we shall 

see) as worthwhile and become, at least so far, an accepted addition to school life. The 

latter alone is a considerable achievement in an educational community deeply 

suspicious of evaluation, inspection and appraisal.
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W hole-School Evaluation -  Negative Responses

1. ‘Evidence-free Evaluation’

A particularly interesting outcome of this research was the extent to which the 

respondents alluded to LAOS as a once-off event to be prepared for and gotten over. It 

became very clear that the central idea o f the LAOS framework, namely that self- 

evaluation would be an ongoing process between inspections, had failed to take hold. 

Questions about plans to continue the process of self-evaluation after LAOS were met 

with puzzlement. Further probing elicited the clear perception that insofar as it had 

been considered at all it was assumed that the school development planning process 

(SDP), which is also a statutory requirement o f schools, would be the vehicle for 

ongoing development/improvement work (DES, 1999b). The clear implication here is 

that significant reconsideration may have to be given to the relationship between SDP, 

ongoing self-evaluation and evaluation by the Inspectorate. It may well be that these 

frameworks are far too extensive (the SDP framework is as complex as LAOS) and 

similar to exist side by side (O’Dalaigh, 2000; Simons, 2002). Moreover the two 

frameworks show the same strengths and weaknesses in that both contain 

comprehensive definitions of the areas- to be planned or evaluated but little in the way of 

criteria against which to make judgments or research methodology to gather evidence. 

Based on this small sample, a strong case for the rationalisation and integration of these 

two processes appears to exist, although rationalisation in itself is unlikely to encourage 

evidence-based practice.

Like the response to the questions concerning ongoing self-evaluation, those asked 

about data collected and evidence generated in preparation for LAOS  largely evoked 

puzzlement. It became clear that although ‘endless meetings’ were held and a 

‘mountain o f paperwork’ was prepared for both subject and whole-school evaluation, 

this consisted almost entirely o f bringing together and updating existing planning and 

policy documents -  class plans, homework policy, school plan, discipline code, 

admittance procedures and so on. The only exception to this was some additional 

material in the form o f class tests in some subjects and pupil copybooks. The concept 

that the success or failure of, for example, the discipline code might be evaluated 

through some process o f  data collection and analysis was completely alien. Further 

probing in this area resulted in some interesting new thinking. One principal remarked
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‘I suppose when you think about it, it is not evaluation really, it is just impressionistic’. 

Another stated: ‘we do have lots o f data -  absence and late lists and so on -  but is never 

analysed and used -  it would be a big jo b ’. In the same vein another principal remarked 

that ‘schools have evidence yes, but it is not joined-up evidence’ and went on, ‘I 

suppose what this really is, is evidence-free evaluation’. A theme that emerged in these 

responses was that such data might well be useful and desirable but schools were not 

equipped, nor staff trained to do it. ‘Is the balance correct? The LAOS framework is 

good but we need training to make it w ork’ and, again, ‘we are not good at knowing 

how we are doing, we concentrate on inputs’.

A minority view, very negative about any idea that evaluation needed to be based on 

more systematic research, was also evident -  ‘in teaching much of what we do is not 

measurable, giving pupils a sense of belief, hope, helping emotional needs, social work, 

and we should not try to measure it’. On the other hand, there were examples of schools 

which were engaging in more systematic forms o f self-evaluation and evidence 

collection. These respondents were very critical o f the WSE process and the inspection 

teams, alleging that, not only were schools not encouraged to rigorously self-evaluate, 

but where they had done so, no interest was shown in the evidence produced. One 

principal remarked that ‘they (the inspectors) were afraid to make use o f it, they only 

judged the structures, no evaluation of implementation or outcomes’. In another school 

the principal said that the literacy scheme for less able pupils was not achieving its 

targets but, ‘we got a glowing report because we have a team and regular meetings, but 

we have huge problems -  they did not want to know.’ Another principal remarked:

‘how well are you evaluating yourself, they say, but they do not want to see any 

evidence, all they want to see is the processes we have in place for homework or 

discipline or whatever -  nothing re outputs’.

Several teachers expressed a similar viewpoint, saying that no internalisation or 

adoption of the process was taking place, and this was at least partly because there was 

so little inspectorial interest in evidence or self-evaluation data. Comments here 

included, ‘no interest in the teacher-researcher idea’ and ‘they never ask for evidence if 

they wanted to they could say ‘what is your evidence for doing it that w ay’, but they 

never do’.
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Evidence from another source which supports the notion that a lack o f school-based

research is a major issue at the heart o f school planning and evaluation. The DES

recently published An Evaluation o f  Planning in Thirty Primary Schools and noted that

only 20% of schools could be considered ‘good’ in the area of using evidence to track

improved school attainment. The few schools that showed good practice in this area are

described in the following terms:

A comprehensive policy on assessment, measuring attainment systematically, 
devising formats for plotting progress and monitoring improvements in 
attendance.. .evidence of change o f pupils’ behaviour and improved attendance. 
(2006: 73)

What is interesting here is two-fold. Firstly, this research shows that, where the schools 

and teachers studied had gathered evidence, little interest was shown by the inspectors, 

and moreover schools and teachers are not aware that such evidence gathering is 

required, expected or even welcomed. At the same time, it seems clear from the above 

quote that the DES wishes schools to gather systematic data and evidence but yet has 

done absolutely nothing to support, encourage or train schools and teachers to respond. 

Somehow, the 20% o f good practice mentioned above has emerged as it were o f its own 

accord, but this research implies that this is a rare phenomenon. It seems clear, 

therefore, that the empowerment o f schools and teachers to self-evaluate will have to 

come from sources other than the DES, and the research reported in Section Three of 

this study is one effort to begin that process.

2. Feedback

The second major negative finding in this research can be summarised as ‘poor 

feedback’, and was a common theme in the interviews with both principals, deputy 

principals and teachers.

Principals tended to have two major criticisms concerning feedback, one being the 

general and/or impractical nature o f advice given and the second more strident, the lack 

o f any mechanism or indeed responsibility being provided by the DES to follow up 

problems identified during WSE.

In the case o f the former, there was considerable annoyance along the following lines 

‘they put in recommendations when they know there are no resources to do the things
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suggested’ or, again, ‘they said a bigger library and more IT, but we have no money, so 

it’s all just forgotten about now’. Other suggestions made in inspection reports were 

regarded with open cynicism, particularly relating to posts o f responsibility, a subject 

which came up regularly, ‘they feel they have to say that but they know reorganising 

posts of responsibility is a very touchy IR issue which is not really on’. Equally, with 

regard to another regular recommendation, more subject team meetings, many school 

leaders made clear the difficulties involved. The following was a common response, 

‘they know I cannot timetable meetings as most teachers are on full hours, so it’s just 

goodwill, and that will not last’.

Ironically, in light o f the above, even greater annoyance was caused by things not said 

in the final reports. By far the most common complaint from school leaders in the 

course of these interviews refers to ‘the elephant in the room’, dealing with poor 

teaching and under performing teachers. This topic, alleged many principals, is 

‘avoided like the plague’ since ‘despite WSE, there is still no mechanism to deal with a 

weak teacher’. One principal remarked, ‘if  this system is about accountability at all, it 

is about management accountability, certainly not teacher accountability’.

This attitude among principals seems at odds with evidence mentioned in previous 

chapters, that Irish school leaders favour internal evaluation over external inspection. 

What may be happening here, though, is that, given that such a resource intensive 

system of evaluation has been put in place, principals feel that it should, in order to 

justify itself, be able to deliver tangible results on key issues such as increased resource 

allocation and tackling poor teaching. With regard to feedback, a somewhat similar 

view can be traced in the interviews with teachers.

Similar to the interviews with principals, a high level o f dissatisfaction with the level 

and quality o f the feedback received after inspection was uncovered. It must be 

acknowledged that this finding is at odds with the Customer Survey (2003:15), which 

found that 77.4% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement ‘inspectors 

provided opportunities for me to discuss their observations and listen to my viewpoint’ 

(it may be significant that over 21% disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement, 

by far the highest negative response in the Customer Survey). At all events, in the 

interviews, teachers reported feeling ‘demeaned’, ‘upset’ and ‘amazed’ at the haphazard
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nature o f the subject inspections and feedback. Among the comments made were the 

following:

Very badly informed in advance

No clear indication what they wanted to see

Advice very general, o f no real use

Nothing given in writing

Wrote all the time in my class on green and red sheets - 1 suppose green good 

and red bad, but did not show them to me or refer to them afterwards

Ten minutes in the corridor after the class, very unprofessional

A key issue o f regret expressed regularly by teachers was that no reference was made by 

inspectors to good practice or ideas from elsewhere, ‘no real advice on methods and no 

sense o f telling you that there is good practice elsewhere and bringing it to you’.

Another teacher remarked, ‘ not worth it -  nothing new, exciting or challenging’. 

Overall, the sense that comes across from teacher interviews on this area is that, while 

the process is very stressful, ‘no other profession would put up with it’, it might still be 

regarded as ‘worth it’ if  the quality o f feedback were higher. In summary, the findings 

in relation to teacher feedback in WSE are as follows:

• A need for more time for class teachers to have discussions with 

inspectors

• A need for more specific recommendations, whether criticisms were 

offered or not.

A final point relating to feedback made by both principals and teachers was that what 

they perceived to be the determination of the inspectors to stick to a ‘very rigid’, ‘very
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inflexible’ approach to their work inhibited any spontaneity which might have helped to 

improve the quality of advice and support.

Would not deviate from the structure laid down for them

Would not go into other areas

Had to do eveiything in a certain order at a certain time, in order, they said, to be

the same everywhere -  why, when no comparisons are made?

3. Evaluation Reports: ‘From Effusive to M erely Positive’

Another recurring theme in the interviews conducted is the nature of the reports 

produced by the team o f inspectors after the external phase o f the evaluation and the 

follow up of issues and problems identified. A document outlining the reporting 

process which was called Publication o f  School Inspection Reports, Guidelines, was 

published in 2006 (DES, 2006). Under these Guidelines, a draft version of the final 

evaluation report is sent to the schools for comment before it is finally issued. School 

leaders found this re-assuring and amongst the schools researched there was a 

unanimous view that the draft report (positive in each case) was a fair reflection of the 

evaluation and indeed o f the work of the school. (This is not, however, always the case 

in that is it understood that a number o f schools evaluated to date have used the 

mechanism of appeal to the Chief Inspector against the report, which is part of the 

process.) On the other hand among those interviewed for this research there was a clear 

sense o f doubt and scepticism that the evaluation report would ever be critical 

regardless of the reality o f the situation,‘we do not have a concept of positive criticism 

here and it is just as well the report is very softly, softly’. Or again ‘there is no sign that 

we will get any help (from the DES) to deal with under performing teachers so it is just 

as well that these reports don’t go down that route’. This last point, the question of 

pursuing issues raised by LAOS, is, as has already been indicated, another theme that 

continually recurs. Among comments here were the following: ‘if problems are 

identified schools will be left to their own devices’, or, again, ‘no one believes the DES 

will intervene and o f course schools can’t solve all problems themselves in-house, that 

is a fiction’.

As previously explained, the question of the right o f access to the inspection reports was
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before the Courts when this research commenced. Most o f the early respondents felt 

that the decision on what groups should have access to the reports should be left to each 

individual school although all but one claimed that they would favour full publication of 

the report on their own school when it arrived. Although the Courts found in favour of 

schools themselves deciding on the question o f publication, the Minister for Education 

and Science decided that all evaluation reports should be published on the DES website, 

and this has been the case since April, 2006 (DES 2006)

As part o f this research, an analysis o f these reports pertaining to the schools studied 

was undertaken. It is hard to disagree with one principal who remarked that the reports 

seemed to ‘from effusive to merely positive’, even perhaps with the response in the 

national newspapers, well represented by the heading and sub heading in the Evening 

Herald (22 June, 2006), ‘Whitewash -  Sea Views, Praise for Science Classes, But 

Where Are the Hard Facts, Minister?’ More nuanced was the Irish Times (23 June, 

2006), which headed its piece, ‘Minister denies reports are bland’ and carried a column 

by Ombudsman Emily O ’Reilly which, under the heading, ‘A first small step in the 

right direction’, speaks o f ‘beginning to peel back the curtain o f secrecy in education’.

These negative views o f the utility o f final evaluation reports was widely echoed in the 

research interviews:

‘ Nothing dynamic to enthuse and challenge’

‘ Written in a way that the ordinary person would and could read’

‘ Recommendations very superficial,

‘ Pretty predictable stuff-all very general, superficial, following a formula,

However some perceptive critics suggested that on closer scrutiny there might be more 

to the reports than meets the eye:

‘ Very little criticism -  but you have to leam how to read them’

‘ Very bland but because of that any specifics are noticeable’

This notion o f ‘learning to read’ the reports or ‘reading between the lines’ became clear 

to the researcher as more reports were analysed. Bit by bit in a sea of supportive 

affirmation nuggets o f critical advice emerged in a small number of the reports studied. 

For example in one school a particular subject department was told that ‘ some students
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get good feedback and correction’. In another school the level o f absenteeism was 

commented on unfavourably while other schools and departments were gently chided 

on a lack o f planning, limited use o f varied methodologies, lack o f student work 

displayed on the walls and so on.

Overall it seems fair to say that despite the publication of the inspection reports, those, 

particularly in the media demanding accountability, clear definitive judgements and the 

‘outing o f weak teachers’ are doomed to disappointment. However, this, as has 

essentially been argued throughout this study, is likely to be a good thing rather than the 

reverse. These rather gentle, rambling reports may not set the pulses racing, but they 

may form the basis for some improvements and reforms and, more importantly, are 

unlikely in their present form to damage school and teacher morale. Nonetheless, given 

the resources committed to WSE, it may well be that better school based research, 

improved feedback and more substantive reports could all contribute to getting 

substantially more developmental gain out o f the system without damaging its essential 

character.

4. The Role o f Stakeholders and the Question o f Resources

Finally it is worth referring briefly to a number o f other issues which arose in the course 

of this research. Firstly, it was suggested in the analysis of the LAOS framework that 

the vast number o f ‘aspects’, ‘components’ and ‘themes’ was unrealistic and that no 

school or inspection team could deal with them all. In fact this seems to have been 

recognised in practice and the schools researched report that the inspection team tackled 

the various areas ‘generally’ and made no attempt to ‘checklist’ or ‘tick o ff  each theme 

for self-evaluation. As has previously t>een noted, this de facto situation was recognised 

by the DES when it issued the greatly simplified Guide (DES, 2006). This outcome 

seems to have satisfied the schools but in effect it renders the apparent 

comprehensiveness and exactitude of the LAOS framework fairly meaningless and 

surely supports the argument that a much reduced and more focused framework would 

be more conducive to a meaningful evaluation.

The second area defined as one o f potential difficulty, but which only emerges 

fleetingly in this research is the role o f parents and students in the evaluation process. 

The final report of the WSE pilot project (DES, 1999a) suggested that more account
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would have to be taken of the rights o f key stakeholders such as parents and pupils to an 

input into the school evaluation. However, there was no reference to these stakeholders 

in the LAOS documents, in fact if  anything the emphasis was greater than ever on 

management and staff. However, none of the interviewees in the present research 

reported any issues raised by parents or students and neither the parent or student 

representative bodies nationally have made any statements in relation to LAOS. In the 

interviews conducted for this work it was reported that the evaluating inspectors did 

‘speak to parents’ (usually the representatives on the Board o f Management) and 

‘students on an ad hoc basis’. No question o f any structured research to ascertain the 

views o f the broad body o f parents or students appears to have arisen.

A third issue, that of resources, particularly time implications for schools, did arise but 

not as strongly as might have been expected. What emerged here and has been noted 

earlier, was the tendency to see WSE as a once-off chore, to be prepared for and gotten 

through. Both principals and teachers spoke o f many meetings and long nights updating 

documents, plans and policies. One principal described this period as ‘us against them, 

working together to defeat the invader’. However, when asked in general terms if  WSE 

was worth the expenditure o f effort and resources, responses ranged from ‘definitely’ to 

‘I suppose so’, or ‘just about’, with the majority in the middle somewhere. Perhaps 

tellingly, however, when the question was more specific, such as, ‘would you spend the 

resources going into WSE on it or on, for example, more money for special needs or 

ICT, none o f the respondents opted for WSE.

Filling the Gaps in W SE

As we have see, the LAOS framework for school evaluation and self-evaluation was 

developed, in theory at least, with the insights generated by the original WSE pilot at 

the forefront o f everyone’s mind. Despite, or perhaps because o f this, the LAOS 

document is very long and detailed containing five areas o f evaluation, sub-divided into 

143 themes for self-evaluation. As has been discussed, the emphasis in the framework 

is very much on self-evaluation. Schools are required in theory to gather evidence and 

then to make judgments about their own performance on a four part rating scale in 

respect o f each theme for self-evaluation. This process o f self-evaluation is then to 

inform the work of a visiting team of inspectors which would carry out a whole-school 

evaluation at unspecified intervals, probably not less than every five years.
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Chapter six set out to analyse the LAOS  framework in the context o f the outcomes of the 

WSE pilot project which proceeded it. The researcher suggests that LAOS places 

greater emphasis on school self-evaluation than did WSE and significantly down plays 

the external inspectorial evaluation. It is also suggested that the language of LAOS, for 

example replacing the ‘evaluation criteria’ o f WSE with ‘themes for self-evaluation’ 

further demonstrates that the acceptability o f the process to schools and teachers is the 

central concern of the DES.

For similar reasons the researcher also suggests that weaknesses identified in the WSE 

report are not tackled to any degree in LAOS. Key among these issues are: the un

realistic extent o f the framework itself (subsequently simplified by the publication of 

the Guide in 2006); the lack o f required data collection and evidence generation to 

support schools’ statements about their strengths and weaknesses; lack of quality and 

depth in feedback both to schools and to individual teachers, and related concerns about 

the insubstantial nature o f the final reports; lack o f clarity about responsibility for 

following up issues identified; and, finally, the role o f the key stakeholders particularly 

parents and students in the process. In order to examine the implementation of the new 

evaluation framework, in practice case study interviews with school leaders and 

teachers were conducted in twenty-four schools.

The outcome of this research indicates a mixed response to the WSE system. The 

experience o f the schools is described as extremely positive, affirming and supportive. 

Senior staff reports that the process provided a focus for schools as they prepared for it 

and had benefits in terms of increased cohesion and collegiality. The work of the 

inspection teams is invariably described as professional and supportive and the draft 

final reports were well received (to an extent) and perceived as fair and somewhat 

helpful. No negative feeling (rather than pre-evaluation nerves) or reservations is 

reported.

As against these positives several negatives also emerge. It is clear that the wide- 

ranging nature o f the framework means that a great deal is not specifically considered 

during the evaluation. It is also evident that the concept of ongoing self-evaluation has 

not taken hold in schools and that there is a great deal o f overlap between the LAOS 

framework and that o f school development planning. An integration and rationalisation
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of these two policies will need to be considered urgently. It also emerges that there is 

no concept in schools o f collecting and analysing data to build evidence on which to 

base evaluation judgments. Most of what counted as evidence in the schools visited 

consisted o f professional judgments by staff and inspectors largely using existing 

paperwork such as school policies and plans (this is not to say that such judgments do 

not count as valuable evidence, only that they are but one o f many possible sources of 

evidence (McNamara and O’Hara, 2004; Thomas and Pring, 2004). The lack of any 

guidelines in LAOS as to criteria or research methods that might inform judgments has 

led to what amounts to ‘data free evaluation’ in practice. Moreover it is clear that 

without such guidelines and the provision o f training and research support for schools, 

the situation is not likely to change.

A second key problem identified in the research was the quality and usefulness of the 

advice and feedback given by the inspectors during and after WSE. By and large, both 

principals and teachers felt that the feedback was either somewhat cynical (suggesting 

things that could not be done, whether for resource or ‘political’ reasons, or bland and 

superficial). In particular, teachers appeared hungry for good advice and ideas. This, as 

Winch (2001) points out, is a key marker o f a good inspection/evaluation system -  the 

extent to which developmental, professional gains outweigh the negatives inherent in all 

such systems, including teacher stress and damage to autonomy and morale. High 

quality feedback is the key to this and the current research indicates major shortcomings 

in this area.

In the case o f both these negative outcomes, low levels o f school and teacher internal

research and self-evaluation, and poor feedback, it seems to us that significant

improvements could be made to WSE without impairing its widespread acceptance. In

fact, it seems clear to us from this research that greater clarity and support in both these

areas would be welcomed by schools and teachers. Moreover, since as this chapter

demonstrates vividly, many principals and teachers are sceptical, or at least not fully

convinced o f the benefits o f WSE, overcoming these feelings would be crucial to the

future o f the process. As Leithwood et al (2004, 4) put it,

the chance o f any reform improving student learning is remote 
unless.. .schoolteachers agree with its purpose and appreciate what is required to 
make it work. Local leaders must, for example, be able to help their colleagues 
understand how the externally initiated reform might be integrated into local
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improvement efforts, provide the necessary support for those whose practices 
must change, and must win the cooperation and support o f parents and others in 
the local community.

Other negatives also emerge from this research, but are perhaps not as problematic as 

the above, in that they could, arguably, be tackled in the context of increasing the self- 

evaluation capacity o f schools, including generating more and better evidence from a 

wide variety of sources. For example, the very limited role for parents and students 

contained in the LAOS framework has not as yet resulted in much negative comment 

and a greater role for key stakeholders would surely emerge in the context of more 

systematic school self-evaluation. Equally, among the schools researched there is deep 

scepticism regarding the extent o f any remedial action being taken by the DES in cases 

where the evaluation indicates problems, and final evaluation reports are regarded as 

positive but superficial. Again, however, it could hardly be otherwise when there is so 

little research data available in schools on which to base more in-depth reporting and 

recommend credible remedial interventions.

This research indicates that LAOS is very much a process still developing and evolving. 

It is clear that the first priority of the DES is to establish it as an acceptable part of the 

system by proceeding with extreme caution and stressing the co-operation, partnership 

and self-evaluation aspects. Whether, as time goes by, the rigour and quality o f the 

research underpinning the process can be raised to a level where the judgments made 

are regarded as robust enough to support follow-up remediation remains to be seen. 

What does seem beyond doubt is that schools, to paraphrase John MacBeath, are not in 

a position to speak for themselves in that there is little evidence o f any self-evaluation 

capacity in the system. Unless the situation can be improved, it is hard to see how WSE 

can deliver on its very considerable potential as a tool to enhance school and teacher 

development. There is consequently a significant danger that external forces may use 

this lack o f internal capacity to impose, narrow and reductionist forms of evaluation and 

appraisal on schools and teachers. It seems, therefore, a priority to work towards the 

development o f teachers and schools with the self-evaluative mindset and the skills 

necessary to undertake internal evaluation. Part Three o f this work will concern itself 

with developing an approach to this difficult task.
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Part Three: Introduction

In the opening two sections of this work, an overview of the international and domestic 

origins and current operation of the Irish school evaluation system was presented. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, given the extensive consultation that took place prior to its introduction, 

many of the trends that emerge in the international research on the area of school and 

teacher evaluation have been replicated within the Irish system. One of the most interesting 

of these themes is the ongoing debate as to whether it is possible for an externally 

mandated, accountability focused and inspectorate led system of school evaluation to 

successfully engage with and indeed nurture a culture of internally mandated, improvement 

focused and teacher led self-evaluation? It has been suggested that internationally 

reconciling these imperatives has become the goal of most school evaluation systems with 

what degree of success it is perhaps too early to say. In the Irish context what has become 

clear is that in theory at least, this is precisely the type of system that the Department of 

Education and Science is seeking to champion.

However what the research in schools demonstrates is that, as yet, the concept of the school 

and teacher as self-evaluating agents has failed to take hold. This cannot be regarded as 

surprising since other than rhetoric and exhortation little or no support or guidance has been 

given to empower such a development. Given that the whole WSE process is effectively 

built on this foundation it seems timely to engage with the concept of the self-evaluating 

teacher and school.

In this section an account will be given of how an Education Department in an Irish 

University sought to design a programme that would prepare a diverse group of teachers at 

various stages of their professional careers to engage with this emerging system of 

evaluation in Irish schools. Because, at a rhetorical level at least, the Irish approach to 

school evaluation seeks to build on evaluation work supposedly already being undertaken 

by school communities the programme developed had to prepare teachers to actively 

undertake this work. This meant not only providing them with the essential research skills 

to engage in a self-evaluation process but also to putting in place the structural support 

necessary to allow them continue this engagement over an extended period of time. This
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was particularly important for the teachers taking part in this study for, unlike many of the 

groups mentioned in the international literature, these teachers do not come from one or 

even a related cluster of individual school communities (Neil et al 2001; Leimu 1998; 

Simons 2002). Therefore rather than having the school group as the locus of the self 

evaluation training process in this study the individual teacher working with a broader 

community of likeminded professionals becomes the centre of the training.

A further complicating factor was the reality that the system of evaluation being proposed 

for Ireland was only being rolled out piecemeal at the time that this research was being 

conducted. This meant that while there was some clarity at a documentary level as to what 

was expected from teachers engaging with the system, little information was available as to 

the practical requirements imposed on teachers and schools undergoing inspection. For this 

reason it was decided to design the training programme in an iterative fashion, 

experimenting with different elements over a three year cycle with a view to producing a 

final programme that was culturally and systemically relevant.

The section begins with an in-depth analysis of how the focus of evaluation systems has 

changed in recent years and explores in some detail how other education systems have 

supported the development of self-evaluation skills at a range of levels. It continues with 

an analysis of how the insights generated by this work were used to design the programme 

of training under discussion. An outline of the different stages of the programme 

developed is then provided with a discussion as to the reasons for the inclusion of different 

aspects. It then goes on to provide a detailed analysis of the data generated in the course of 

the implementation of the training programme paying particular attention to its success as a 

method for helping professional educators develop self-evaluation skills. The section 

finally concludes by providing and overview of the study and some suggestions as to 

possible future developments in Irish school and teacher evaluation.
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Chapter Eight: Supporting Educational Self-Evaluation -  the European Experience

Quite an amount of time has been spent in this study charting the journey of the concept of 

the self-evaluating teacher from the periphery of systems of educational evaluation to their 

centre. This chapter continues this analysis and takes it one stage further, examining not 

only the increasing acceptance of self-evaluation at an official level but also exploring what 

this means in practice in a range of educational settings. The chapter begins with an 

analysis of the reasons behind the increased acceptance of the notion of self-evaluation, 

concentrating on a series of robust models generated in the late 1990’s by a number of 

European researchers. It goes on to explore the practical implications of this acceptance at 

both a general European level and also at a local systems level in a number of EU countries. 

Considerable attention is paid to the way in which individual education systems have 

sought to support the development of a culture of self-evaluation and in particular a detailed 

analysis of the recent English experience is provided. The chapter concludes with a 

detailed examination o f a trans-European evaluation training project which, somewhat 

unusually, focused on the development of a network of committed individuals as the chosen 

method for ensuring the spread of self-evaluation skills in a range of educational settings.

The Triumph of the Self-Evaluation?

In a recent work on school evaluation, Professor John MacBeath states that, ‘self-evaluation 

is now seen as a matter of priority in most economically advanced countries of the world’ 

(2003:2). Given MacBeath’s championing of the concept of self-evaluation over a number 

of decades, it might be possible to dismiss this statement as the analysis of a partisan voice 

in an increasingly passionate debate. However MacBeath’s statement has been echoed by a 

range of commentators from all sides of the school evaluation debate. At a European level, 

the Recommendation of the European Parliament and Council on European Cooperation in 

Quality Evaluation in School Education (2001) clearly argues that improvements in 

European school evaluation provision are dependent on the enhancement of schools 

abilities to evaluate themselves. Specifically the Recommendation calls on Member States 

of the EU to ‘encourage school self-evaluation as a method of creating learning and 

improving schools’ (2001). This analysis is echoed in the recent highly influential OECD
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report on the future of the teaching profession, Teachers Matter (2005). This report sees 

the development of self-evaluation skills within the education system as being a critical 

component of the drive to improve educational provision within the OECD region.

Perhaps most surprisingly of all, the system of school evaluation most often associated with

externally imposed, low trust accountability, the Office for Standards in Education

(OFSTED) in England has recently decided to make school self-evaluation a central plank

of its approach to monitoring educational quality. So radical has the change been, in a

recent article MacBeath speaks of, ‘The New Relationship in England’ (2006:5). Official

documents now state that ‘self evaluation evidence (is) at the heart of inspection’

(Milliband 2004 cited in Swaffield and MacBeath 2005:6). The newly produced Self-

Evaluation Form is to be considered ‘the most crucial piece of evidence available to the

inspection team’ (OFSTED 2004: 24). Indeed the British government minister with

responsibility for the area, David Milliband, publicly celebrated the emergence of a new

‘simplified school improvement focus, where every school uses robust self-evaluation to

drive improvement’ (Milliband 2004:3). Official OFSTED documents now state that,

Intelligent accountability should be founded on the school’s own views of how well 
it is serving its pupils and its priorities for improvement. This is what is meant by 
school self-evaluation. (OFSTED 2004: 7)

To get a sense of the radical shift in emphasis these statements represent one need only 

refer back to public statements by the former Chief Inspector of English schools who 

attacked a number of teacher unions for ‘promoting something as subversive as self- 

evaluation’ (McAvoy, 2004: 19).

So, are we now entering into the era of self-evaluation where divisive, intrusive and 

ultimately destructive forms of externally imposed accountability are a thing of the past? 

Perhaps not. While the rhetoric of school evaluation now officially celebrates the role of 

self-evaluation this is nearly always presented within a context where an external, 

inspectorate led accountability structure is still in place. This can perhaps be best seen by 

continuing the quotations provided above. After celebrating the triumph of self-evaluation 

in economically advanced countries MacBeath goes on to say that, ‘In most of these
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countries there is a concern to align it more closely with external inspection’ (MacBeath 

2003: 2). The European parliament goes on to argue in Recommendation le  that Member 

States must ‘clarify the purpose and the conditions for school self-evaluation, and to ensure 

that the approach to self-evaluation is consistent with other forms of regulation’ (2001: 

Recommendation le). Finally, Milliband having celebrated the centrality of self-evaluation 

argues that it should be seen as being part of ‘an accountability framework, which puts a 

premium on ensuring effective and ongoing self-evaluation in every school combined with 

more focused external inspection’ (Milliband 2004:11).

It is arguable that what we have seen emerge in recent years, as exemplified by the above 

quotations, is a re-framing of the debate surrounding the relationship between internal 

modes of school improvement and external forms of accountability. There is, to quote 

Nevo (1995), a growing realisation that the relationship between school communities and 

inspectorates should be based on ‘dialogue’ rather than conflict. Of course the concept of 

dialogue is a little nebulous in itself. Questions as to who participates in the dialogue, their 

relationship, the format that the dialogue is to take and the hoped for results are often posed 

(Nevo 1995, 2002, 2006). Notwithstanding these caveats, the move towards 

acknowledging the centrality of self-evaluation is an important one and it has led to a 

number of attempts to develop a comprehensive framework of school evaluation that 

includes all elements of the emerging dialogue in a structure that demonstrates their 

relationship. Perhaps the most detailed of these frameworks is the one developed by 

MacBeath in collaboration with Schratz and others over the past decade (1999, 2000, 2003) 

and it is to this that we will now turn.

Allowing Schools to Speak

Initially produced as part of the, ‘Schools Must Speak for Themselves’ and ‘Evaluating 

Quality in School Education’ research projects, MacBeath et al designed a model which 

sought to provide a multi dimensional view of school development and evaluation.

The framework developed was entitled ‘The Cube Model of Evaluation’ (MacBeath and 

Schratz et al 2000: 93). A simpler version of the model, drawing from the work of Schratz 

and Austrian colleagues, was published in 1999 (see Figure 8.1).
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It suggests that there are three dimensions involved in school evaluation, the top down/

bottom up, the external/ internal and the support/ pressure. The explanations o f these

dimensions are fairly self-evident. The internal/ external dimension ‘represents a

continuum from self-evaluation to evaluation from an outside source’ (MacBeath and

Schratz 1999: 2). The pressure/ support dimension relates to individuals or schools

perception o f the amount o f assistance or coercion they experience in the course o f the

evaluation. The top down/ bottom up axis,

represents how a system sees and implements change. At one extreme it is 
delivered from above, by dictat, by legislation, by national structures. Alternatively 
it can come entirely from below, from class teachers, from pupils and parents, 
building on day-to-day school and classroom practice.

(MacBeath and Schratz 1999: 3)

Representation: How a system sees and implements change

Top Down

Source: MacBeath & Schratz 1999:3 

Figure 8.1: The initial cube model o f  evaluation

The model was updated somewhat in 2000 with the addition o f references to internal and 

external evaluation, self-evaluation and development and accountability (see Figure 8.2).
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Update on MacBeath & Schatz Model

Figure 8.2: The Updated Cube Model o f  Evaluation

In essence what the revised model argues is that within the three dimensions outlined that 

there is a ‘particular point that defines the nature and describes the process o f evaluation’ 

(MacBeath et al 2000: 93). Naturally identifying this point is a difficult process, as each of 

the ‘comers’ of the cube model identified seek to exert influence and pull the focus of the 

evaluation in their particular direction.

However what is o f equal importance in this model is the emphasis on the dynamic 

relationship between all o f the elements included. Altering one element of the model will 

have an impact on all other elements and it will change the location o f that ‘particular 

point’ mentioned above.

This conceptualisation o f the interconnectedness of a number o f elements in school 

evaluation systems is an interesting one and MacBeath et al seek to tease them out. They 

argue that if  we accept this way o f looking at evaluation then we must be willing to 

acknowledge that ‘top-down approaches need bottom up responses. External expectations
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have to meet internal needs, and pressure will not work without the push of some internal 

direction or vision’ (2000:93).

Thus a system of evaluation that now seeks to emphasise the importance of self-evaluation 

will have to consider, amongst other things, how:

• The internal priorities of the school community engaging in an evaluative process 

can be matched with the external requirements of a publicly accountable 

inspectorate system?

• A culture of school improvement which seeks to emphasise reflection, development 

and trust can interact with a system of school accountability which seeks to 

prioritise measurement, standards and at times sanction?

• The need for objective ‘snapshot’ of the quality of work being undertaken by a 

school can be met by the data produced by the school community themselves?

These and similar questions have been posed with increasing frequency at number of 

different levels within European education systems in recent years. While the focus of 

many of the answers has been at a systemic level, for example the re-structuring of the 

OFSTED system in England and the development of the Looking at Our Schools (LAOS) 

system in Ireland, some of the other interventions have sought to tease out the implications 

of the questions at a schools level. The schools based research reported in the previous 

section seems to support the absolute necessity of focusing on school and teacher self- 

evaluation if systemic refonns are to have any chance of succeeding in practice. It is to this 

group of interventions that we will now turn and in particular to the range of initiatives that 

have tried to enhance the ability of individual teachers and school communities to engage in 

the oft cited ‘dialogue’ that is considered to be at the heart of successful self-evaluation on 

a more or less equal footing with other key stakeholders (Nevo 2002).

Supporting the Self-Evaluating Teacher: The Broader European Experience

The year 2004 saw the publication of perhaps the most comprehensive comparative study 

of evaluation systems within the European Union (EU). Entitled Evaluation of Schools 

providing Compulsory Education in Europe and published by Eurydice under the auspices
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of the Directorate-General for Education and Culture, the report sought to provide a 

comprehensive analysis of the multifaceted ‘approaches to the evaluation of schools 

providing compulsory education’ within the EU (2004:9). In the context of this study, one 

o f the most interesting sections of the report is that dealing with so-called ‘supporting 

measures’ (2004:122) provided for internal evaluators of schools. The following table, 

taken from the report, provides some indication of the comprehensive nature of these 

supporting measures available at the time that the primary research for the work was 

undertaken in 2001 (see Table 8.1). Given the growth in interest in self-evaluation 

methodologies outlined earlier in this chapter, it is safe to assume that the range of supports 

now available to the self-evaluating school within the European Union have been 

significantly enhanced.

Even the most cursory glance at the table below indicates that while very few EU countries 

have all of the supports offered nearly all have some support built into their system of 

evaluation. In terms of popularity, the provision of training and resource persons are the 

most popular interventions across the countries surveyed closely followed by the 

production of evaluation frameworks and indicators. In commenting on this hierarchy in 

popularity of support measures the reports writers suggest that, ‘turning to support and 

training personnel .. .reflects a long-term investment’ (2004:126). This is an interesting 

insight as it suggests that the creation of genuinely self-evaluating schools is not something 

that can be done overnight. Rather, there should be a concentration on enhancing the skills 

of the school communities seeking to engage in evaluation over an extended period of time. 

This process will require governments, education departments and other support agencies to 

offer ‘human, financial and (and) material resources’ (Eurydice 2004:126) if it is to 

succeed. It is to a range of these resources that we will now turn with a view to explaining 

the type of support that has emerged for the self-evaluating school and teacher in recent 

years.
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C X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X

D X X X X X X X X X

E X X X X X X X

F X X X X X X X X X

G X X X X X X X X

H X X X X X X X X

I X X X X X X

J X X X

K X X X X X

Table 8.1: Supporting Measures Available to Internal Evaluation o f  Schools, Compulsory Education 2001-

2002

A= Training
B= Evaluation Framework and Models 
C= Resource Person
D= Indicators on the education system (including results)
E= Research and other publications on evaluation 
F= Guidelines and Manuals 
G= Website
H= Criteria, indicators and procedures used in external evaluation 
1= Exchange of Experience / sharing good practice 
J = EFQM Good practice model 
K = Financial support

(Eurydice 2004: 124)
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Supporting the Self-Evaluating Teacher: Models of Best Practice

The last number of years have seen a range of resources produced at local, national and 

trans-national levels aimed at supporting schools and individual teachers who wish to 

engage in a process of self-evaluation. While it would be impractical to provide a 

comprehensive list of all of these interventions, it is possible to take a representative sample 

of the support mechanisms available and provide some contextual information that could 

throw some light on the type of evaluation system within which they are designed to 

operate. At the risk of over simplification, it is possible to categorise the support 

mechanisms under three broad headings:

1. Supports designed to facilitate the collection of information for centrally mandated 

self-evaluation systems.

2. Supports designed to engage teachers with the theory and practice of school 

evaluation theory with a view to their developing their own contextually sensitive 

models of evaluation.

3. Supports designed to collect and analyse data independently for schools

As with all attempts to categorise discrete interventions the above classification is 

somewhat crude however it does serve to highlight some of the fault lines that exist in 

terms of the culture of school evaluation that currently exists in Europe. As an interesting 

aside, it is possible to draw up an alternative classification based on the work of Alvik 

(1996) as cited by Swaffield and MacBeath (2005). He sought to define the relationship 

between models of self-evaluation and external evaluation at a policy level. He argues that 

there are three broad types of interaction between external evaluation and self-evaluation. 

They are:

1. Parallel: in which the two systems run side by side each with their own criteria and 

protocols

2. Sequential: in which external bodies follow on from a school’s own evaluation and 

use that as a focus of their quality assurance system.
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3. Cooperative: in which external agencies cooperate with schools to develop a 

common approach to evaluation (2005:240).

When trying to classify support mechanisms, it is possible to view them through the lens of 

the policy context in which they work and as such the work of Alvik is comparatively 

useful as a classification system. Having said that, there is sufficient diversity within the 

types of support offered to warrant an original division of type and for this reason it is 

proposed to adopt the initial classification detailed above.

Supports Designed to Facilitate the Collection of Information for Centrally Mandated 

Self-Evaluation Systems

As we have already seen in the earlier part of this chapter, one of the more interesting

recent developments in school evaluation has been the extent to which systems that

traditionally had concentrated on emphasising the centrality of ‘objective’ external

evaluation have now begun to trumpet the necessity of internal or self-evaluation in any

comprehensive system for measuring quality in schools. Some authors, most notably

MacBeath (2003, 2005) Simons (2002) and Scheerens (2002) would question whether

centrally mandated self-evaluation can properly be identified with the developmental,

improvement focused forms of self-evaluation. However at a rhetorical level at least there

is a strong commitment to,

introducing a new inspection system which puts more onus on a school to 
demonstrate that it can diagnose where its strengths and weaknesses are and do 
something about improving and developing them (OFSTED 2005: 1).

Without seeking to distance ourselves too much from the debate regarding the reasons for 

the emergence of this commitment to self-evaluation, the fact that it has happened in the 

UK has resulted in an interesting range of support mechanisms emerging. The next section 

of this chapter will deal specifically with the innovations of this sort that have been 

developed in English settings. This is not to suggest that this is the only system that is 

attempting to grapple with the implications of changing approaches to school evaluation. 

Rather it is an acknowledgment of the high degree of innovation that has been engendered
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by the comparatively rapid change over from a centralised approach to school evaluation to 

a more localised, teacher centred approach. This alteration in focus allows us witness the 

practical implications of systemic change at a micro as well as a macro level and as such 

the English experience has implications and practical applications across the EU. In a later 

part of this chapter some if these implications will be teased out in the context of trans

national research programmes undertaken within the broader EU educational community.

Centrally Mandated Self-Evaluation: The Revised OFSTED Approach and the Self- 
Evaluation Form

We have dealt in some detail in an earlier sections of this work with the transformation of

the English approach to school evaluation. At the centre of this change in focus is

promotion of the use of the Self-Evaluation Form (SEF) (Appendix A). Its champions in

OFSTED claim that using the SEF can enable it to,

focus its inspections on your evaluation of your strengths and weaknesses which 
helps to make inspection sharper and more helpful while still providing evaluations 
against a national framework. At the same time, we can lighten the burden of 
inspection on you (OFSTED 2005:1).

There is now a commitment at all levels of OFSTED to use the SEF to encourage schools 

‘to develop their own process of self-evaluation and to fit the completion of the SEF into 

their core systems as best suits them’ (OFSTED 2004:7). This is an interesting approach to 

mandated self-evaluation. The central authority does not provide a prescribed methodology 

for producing data on which judgments will be made but it does insist that all data 

produced must fit into a template designed externally to the schools. In addition, OFSTED 

is clear about the elements that make up an effective evaluation. According to their 

publications, there are six acid tests of effective self-evaluation:

• It asks the most important questions about pupils’ learning, achievements and 

development

• It uses a range of telling evidence to answer these questions

• It benchmarks the school’s and pupils’ performance against the best comparable 

schools

• It involves staff, pupils, parents and governors at all level
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• It is integral to the school’s central systems for assessing and developing pupils 

and for managing and developing staff

• It leads to action (OFSTED 2004: 7)

What this means in practice is that the SEF asks schools:

• To evaluate their progress against an inspection schedule

• To set out the main evidence on which this evaluation is based

• To identify strengths and weaknesses

• To explain the action the school is taking to remedy the weaknesses and develop the 

strengths (OFSTED 2005: 1)

The form seeks to provide contextual information on the school, cover all relevant aspects

of the schools work and perhaps most importantly to fulfil statutory requirements. It is

envisaged that the SEF be filled out prior to the beginning of the school inspection and used

as a basis for that inspection although it is not compulsory for schools to use it. This latter

point is emphasised throughout the document and there is considerable pressure put on

schools to view this as a critically important document. The instructions on the form make

this quite explicit when it states,

The SEF is intended to record the outcomes of your self-evaluation. As such, it 
should be an accurate diagnostic document with all conclusions fully supported by 
the evidence. It should indicate key strengths and weaknesses, and what needs to be 
tackled to effect improvement. Inspectors will make considerable use of the SEF 
when discussing their arrangements for inspection. The impact of your self- 
evaluation in helping to bring about improvement will be a major factor in their 
judgments about the effectiveness of your leadership and management and your 
capacity to improve in the future. (OFSTED 2006: 3)

It is unlikely that any school community reading this would misunderstand the extreme 

importance placed on the accurate completion of this document by the English inspectorate.

The form itself is approximately 37 pages long and is divided into three sections:

• Part A dealing with self-evaluation

• Part B dealing with factual information about the school
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• Part C dealing with information about compliance with statutory requirements 

(Appendix A)

It is designed to provide a set of indicators which seek to assess the quality of the school 

under a range of headings which include the following (see Table 8.2).

The Whole School 

Teaching and Learning 

Pupil Guidance and support 

Leadership and management 

Pupil Achievement 

Curriculum 

The school in the community

Table 8.2: SEF Headings

Staff are expected to rate the school on a four point scale:

• Inadequate

• Satisfactory

• Good

• Outstanding

One of the innovative aspects of the SEF is the facility provided by OFSTED that allows 

schools to enter the material online and provides a range of reporting and editing functions 

that should, in theory at least, enable the school awaiting inspection to tailor their data to 

the requirements of the visiting team.

There is some lack of clarity as to whether this is actually a form to encourage self- 

evaluation or whether it is simply a summary of existing data (MacBeath 2003). Also, 

because of the central importance of the SEF to the overall judgement made about
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individual schools there are serious questions as to whether schools will actually include all 

relevant information as is recommended in improvement focused self-evaluation (Hofman, 

Dukstra and Hofman 2005) or whether the useful information will be cherry picked and 

included in an attempt to present the school in the best possible light. To a number of 

writers, MacBeath being the most vocal, this type of evaluation is more accurately 

described as ‘self-inspection’ rather than proper self-evaluation insofar as it could be 

argued that it is ‘simply doing the inspectors job for them' (2004: 4). This reality is further 

emphasised by the inspectorate’s maintenance of their position as the ultimate arbiters of 

quality in the school. While they might ‘take into account’ the schools own analysis of its 

work, the final decision still rests with them. As MacBeath points out, ‘there is no pretence 

that this is an equal partnership’ (2006: 7).

Whatever about its actual status as a instigator of valid self-evaluation, its very complexity 

has resulted in the development of a series of support materials, both on paper and online, 

which seek to enhance the usage made by schools of the document. These support 

materials can be divided into two main types, those which seek to explain the SEF and 

assist in its completion and those which seek to complement the SEF and offer 

‘complementary processes which schools can use on an ongoing basis rather than simply 

for review’ (MacBeath 2005:2).

Explaining the Self-Evaluation Form

When faced with the requirement to complete a 37 page long, complex and vitally 

important document that could have a profound influence on the future of their school, 

many Principals asked for help. Indeed OFSTED themselves explicitly acknowledge the 

need for this help when engaging in this type of high stakes reporting when they state that 

they are encouraging a number of external stakeholders ‘to develop a range of tools, aids 

and training in self-evaluation which schools can pick and choose from’ (OFSTED 2004: 

7).
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Among the most common types of help offered is that provided by Bristol Children and 

Young People’s Services (Appendix B). This type of support consists of an explanatory 

document that seeks to provide advice and suggestions for the completion of each part of 

the SEF. The document emphasises that these suggestions ‘are not part of the SEF and 

have been drawn together as an aid’ (Bristol Guide, 2005). What is interesting about this is 

not only the fact that a local authority feels the need to provide such a guide but also that 

quite subtly it is beginning to influence the manner in which the SEF is completed. The 

provision of ‘suggestions that are not part of the SEF’ while not binding, is naturally going 

to influence what is included in the final report. Many other Local Education Authorities 

(see for example Hertfordshire, Sheffield) have developed similar tools and models to act 

as evidence gathering templates for schools.

This type of editorialising is even more explicit in the second part of the Bristol document 

where schools are provided with detailed information on how to rate their organisation 

using the four-point scale provided. What is fascinating about this section is the decision 

by the authors to enhance the schools understanding of the four point scale by providing 

detailed descriptors of two scale points, those of outstanding and satisfactory, which were 

not present in the August 2005 version of the guide to inspection. While these are provided 

‘as an aid and are not part of the new Inspection Framework’ (2005: Bristol Guide) it does 

not take an enormous leap of the imagination to see how the information detailed here will 

have an impact on the type and quality of the judgments made by individual schools.

In practice, the guide offers a 29-page commentary on the completion of a 37-page form.

As can be seen from the examples below (Figures 8.3 and 8.4) the commentary provided is 

useful insofar as it points schools to the resources needed to successfully complete the 

different sections of the form. Given the complexity and range of sources cited in the 

commentary once again, it is possible to detect a guiding hand in a process that in theory at 

least is seeking to provide a school with an opportunity to tell its own story.
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PART A: SELF-EVALUATION 
1. CHARACTERISTICS OF YOUR SCHOOL 
What are the main characteristics of your school?

Drawing on Section B and C o f this form and other relevant data, write a brief
description
o f its features.

(Please note that this is an opportunity fo r  a brief summary o f  the main 
characteristics o f the school and it is not necessary to repeat tables o f data.) 
la Please outline the main characteristics of the learners, including:
- their attainment on entry and how you know this;
- their social and economic backgrounds, indicating the level of prosperity or 
deprivation.

Figure 8.3: Question 1 Part A SEFfor Secondary Schools

The guidance document from Bristol seeks to provide the necessary information on how to 

successfully answer in the above extract. At the level of a simple numerical analysis, one 

question results in ten prompts for possible answers. Here then we see an explanation and 

clarification document encouraging yet more complexity and the provision of more and 

more detailed information on the school (Figure 8.4)

Overall then what this type of support is seeking to do is to make it easier for schools to 

complete a high stakes document in such a way as to present the best possible face to the 

visiting team of inspectors. As a methodology for ensuring this, it is undoubtedly a useful 

one. Having said that, serious questions must be raised about whether this is actually an 

example of se lf  evaluation. It is arguable that it is more akin to what Davis and Rudd term 

‘a limited preliminary inspection process’ (2000:5) which prepares schools to face the more 

daunting external examination. We do not really see a ‘bottom-up’ approach in which the 

school seeks to tell its own story using its own words and highlighting its own concerns.
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PA R T A: SELF-EV A LU A TIO N  
1. C H A R A C TER ISTIC S OF Y O U R  SCH O O L 
W hat are the m ain characteristics o f  your school?

D raw ing  on Section B  and  C o f  this fo rm  and  other relevant data, write a b r ie f  description  
o f  its fea tures.

(P lease note that this is an opportunity f o r  a b r ie f  sum m ary o f  the m ain characteristics 
o f  the school and it is not necessary> to repeat tables o f  data.)

l a  P lease outline the m ain characteristics o f  the learners, including:
- their attainment on entry and how you know this;
- their social and economic backgrounds, indicating the level of prosperity or deprivation.

Advice and Prompts
>  R e f e r  t o  K S 2  a t t a i n m e n t  e v i d e n c e  a g a i n s t  n a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t  a t  K S 2  — s t a t e  w h i c h  a r e a s  a r e  

l o w e r / h i g h e r  -  w h a t  d o e s  t h i s  s a y  a b o u t  t h e  s t r e n g t h s  a n d  w e a k n e s s e s  o f  y o u r  p u p i l s  a n d  

i n d i c a t e  a n y  s i g n i f i c a n t  t r e n d s ?

>  R e f e r  t o  a n y  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  L e v e l  o f  S o c i a l  D e p r i v a t i o n ,  b a s e d  o n  t h e  W a r d  L e v e l  i n d i c e s  o f  

D e p r i v a t i o n  2 0 0 0 ,  S u r e  S t a r t  l o c a l  p r o g r a m m e s  d a t a  a n d  J a n u a r y  P L A S C  P o s t c o d e  D a t a  a n d  

P A N D A  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  c o m m e n t  o n

•  A  b r e a k d o w n  o f  t h e  w a r d s  w h e r e  p u p i l s  l i v e

•  E d u c a t i o n a l  b a c k g r o u n d  o f  p a r e n t s

•  E m p l o y m e n t  d o m a i n

>  C o m m e n t  o n  p a r e n t a l  a s p i r a t i o n s .

>  C o m m e n t  o n  n u m b e r  o f  f r e e  s c h o o l  m e a l s ,  f a l l i n g  o r  r i s i n g .

P  C o m m e n t  o n  n u m b e r s  o n  S E N  r e g i s t e r ,  f a l l i n g  o r  r i s i n g ,  n u m b e r s  o f  s t a t e m e n t s

>  C o m m e n t  o n  e t h n i c i t y  o f  p u p i l s  ( s e e  P L A S C ,  i n c l u d e  T r a v e l l e r  i n f o r m a t i o n  h e r e ) / E A L  

i n f o r m a t i o n / i n f o r m a t i o n  o n  a n y  A s y l u m  S e e k i n g  f a m i l i e s .

>  C o m m e n t  o n  L o o k e d  A f t e r  C h i l d r e n / c h i l d r e n  a t  r i s k  i f  a p p r o p r i a t e .

>  C o m m e n t  o n  p u p i l  m o b i l i t y  a n d  p a t t e r n s .

>  C o m m e n t  o n  s i g n i f i c a n t  c h a n g e s  a f f e c t i n g  t h e  s c h o o l  o r  i t s  l o c a l i t y  e . g .  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  

t e m p o r a r y  h o u s i n g  a n d  a c c o m m o d a t i o n  i n  l o c a l  a r e ,  c h a n g e s  i n  C o u n c i l  H o u s i n g  p a t t e r n s .  

C o m m e n t  o n  p r o g r e s s i o n  p o s t  1 6  a n d  p o s t  1 8  w h e r e  a p p r o p r i a t e

Y o u  n e e d  t o  c o n v e y  c l e a r l y  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  t h e  a b o v e  o n  y o u r  s c h o o l ,  t h e  p r o v i s i o n  y o u  m a k e  a n d  p u p i l  

o u t c o m e s .  T h i s  i s  a l s o  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  t a l k  a b o u t  t h e  i n d i c a t o r s  p o s i t i v e l y ,  e x p r e s s i n g  h i g h  

e x p e c t a t i o n s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h o s e  i n d i c a t o r s  w h i c h  t h e  s c h o o l  h a s  t o  a d d r e s s  i n  o r d e r  t o  a c h i e v e  h i g h  

s t a n d a r d s .

Figure 8.4: Explaining the self-evaluation form

Rather we are presented with a mechanism that encourages a school to design a narrative, 

using documentation provided by an external agency, highlighting issues that may or may 

not be of interest to the school and using a format that might not adequately allow them to 

tell their story. As a method for producing an impressive, lengthy and detailed report this
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has much to recommend it. It is however arguable as to whether it is a methodology that 

actually allows schools tell the truth about themselves.

Moving Beyond the SEF - Self-Evaluation, Planning and Improvement

As the requirement to self-evaluate at a schools level has become more common within a 

range of European education systems, a number of support mechanisms designed to help 

the schools in question derive maximum benefit from the process have emerged. The 

‘conversion’ of the English system to self-evaluation has seen the rapid growth of these 

support mechanisms in recent years. Some, like the Bristol example discussed above seek 

to assist in the completion of critical pieces of paperwork such as the SEF. Other 

interventions, while recognising the centrality of self-evaluation to the growth of the 

school, seek to present it in a wider context. One of the most interesting of these 

interventions is the Matrix jointly designed by the National College for School Leadership 

(NCSL) in the UK and the British Educational Communications and Technology Agency 

(BECTA) (see Appendix C). Designed to support self-evaluation and action planning as 

well as offering access to online resources, this web based tool allows schools to assess 

their current position in a range of areas by asking them to review their practice against a 

set of levelled statements. Schools are subsequently provided with an action plan which 

draws from their own analysis of their current practice.

Somewhat confusingly for the novice user, the two sponsoring organisations use different 

sets of terminology when describing their processes of self-evaluation. The NCSL choose 

to use the term Matrix to define the individual areas for self-evaluation. Each of these 

matrices has three levels, a Matrix, a category and an aspect. BECTA in contrast chooses 

to speak of Frameworks which also have three levels, the element, the strand and the 

aspect. While there are undoubtedly valid reasons for choosing to engage in this 

terminological confusion, it seems a little redundant particularly as the process forjudging 

value in each of the cases is almost identical. In order to lessen the need for duplication, 

the rest of this section will deal with an example drawn from the NCSL Matrix.
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To begin the process, the user -  either an individual teacher, group o f teachers or 

management group - chooses to enter any one of thirteen individual areas (see Figure 8.5). 

Each o f these areas contains a number o f individual matrices. Users are asked to choose a 

matrix and to begin the process of assessing the quality o f their schools work in the 

particular area under discussion.
' NCSL a n il ü c c ld  M a tr ix  M ou illa  H rc fp x

E.le Ed* tfew  So fiootanarks loots tM p

^  *  f l  ' 1 _ 1 ©  j r o g f i  ra a frc b w r tlj ly « ™ /» **;  t. t fm /frw tm n - tz s

C w to iU ie L i*s  L l  FreeHotmai I I W W o m H a te to ta c t , W hd w s M ed »  L j V/rdows

F ist f ro  assisdance usrig the Meirix can be accessed by jatone (M avFrt 0800-2100) on »M S  M l  M 3?

H you hold a i  NCSL Learning G eieway /tak2teem  userrwne and password, you can now fc *  you- Matrix accotrt to this nccounl This w i  eJ o w  yuu to move between 
the Leornng Gateway end 1he Wstrtx w t h o i  the need to use flrtterert Icgn datais You w i  be asked if you wouU Ike to tank your a c c a rts  when you next log ri

.  ’ÉìfXl

v O go 'ci

Self evaluate ^  Benchm ark ^  Action plan

i l e a  »

■ lesdTOWWPlfeLt 
. Leariyiq&.aaiA

Section Ihree Chapters E ■ M rosoft Ofnre .. J  hrfpi//v«s»v.tea:heri..,

Forgotten  Paaaw otd?

|> Log In <!

Choose a m atrix:

Adult A Community Lenm lny

*  ACL e-Leammg P o s te ring  Tool - This matrix hes been designed by MACE, n  partnership w *h  the Centre lo r  E xcels rice r> 
Leadership (CEL) end th e  support o f EECTA, to help organis aborts that deliver or c o rross io n  community based adu* learning to  
identify their cu rre ri position m relation to  L T  Clrlormation and Learning Technology) and e- learning, and benchmark their pastion 
against o lher organisations h  com m ixdy based adult learning.

Assessment

» Assessment fo r Learning - This matrix akns to  promote the e f fe d lve  use o f assessment In schools to  enhance and support 
s tude rts ’ tearnhg.

•  fCT A & m w w t  y « l  R te & i l  Ksstfrs) -  Ties matrix is aimed s t schoo! leaders w ho  w ish  to revraw their procedures fo r assessm eri 
and record keeping

*  learnaeeirn o rth e  learning nseds assessment -  The first element o f NCSL'a Ieam2leam online programme

R n c t . A  v o l f - ic v t u w  l i i i t i i i i v v u ik

*  Bemenl 1. Leadership a id  Management - TNb element has been created n  partnership w lh th e  Ih t io n a l C o lleg e  f o r  Sct»ool 
L e a rte is h *»

•  Bemenl 2. Curriculum -  This element haa been crewed h  portnershp w ith the N ationa l S ti a ie g le s
•  E t*irw rt J  L i? « i r m / r r i  te a c h m  - This element Has been created by Becta

•  Bemenl A . Assessment -  This element has been created h  partnership w ith  the  Q ua lifica tio ns  and C u r  k iM u n t A u tJ to rlty
•  Element 5 . Professional Development -  T fts  element has been creeied r  partnership w ih  the T r a i i i i g  and D e ve lo p m e n t 

A g en cy

* Q r t iw il 0 . E ^ trn fln n  aotw lunrtfoit fa t ittflfttra i  - This element has been created by Becta
> Bement 7. Resources -  T he element has been created bv  Becta

*  Bemenl 8 Impact on dubII outcomes - IW a e 'iifcc rt t» 3  been creeted h  partnership w tth O fs te d

W liy  re g is le r?

Reÿsterto save and 

a a ta nfefl y o ir  action plans. 

BwfctorbBffii
H e lp  & s u p p o rt

ttesiiwfeÎA 
E& m nongjestions> 
Ask  Iho support team »

Individual
Matrices / 
Framework

Figure 8.5: NCSL/BECTA Matrix areas

Having entered into an individual matrix users are asked to make a judgment relating to the 

quality o f their schools work in this particular area against a series o f five levelled 

statements. The levels are labelled not applicable, pre-emergent, emergent, established and 

advanced. Given the non-intuitive titles given to the levels the fact that each of these 

statements has an explanation as to what that level actually means in practice printed beside 

it is to be welcomed. Users are asked to choose the one that most accurately describes the 

current reality o f their school in this area. An opportunity is also given for the user to enter
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independent comments and perhaps most importantly statements o f evidence (see figure 

8.6).

Comments
and
Evidence
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C le  torn ii e U rta  I j Free tto tm al I J W ndovw Maiketpiace | j Vrtndo**« M eda Windows

m m

M A T R I X
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I
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O  P ie -e m e iu e iit
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(□ lo w  an organised pattern, Puptis do not get lime to re lie d  on any feecbackthey receive.

See <m i e x a m p le  ■■

O  E n ie iy e i i t
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learning S «  M i  fix a m u le  »

O  E s ta b lis h e d
Feedback Is consistently given across the school Pupl3 begin to  rev iew  thel»’ ow n  progress age ing  s lrfed  

ob jectives.
See an e x a m p le  >»

O  A t lv a n c  e il
Feedback is univer sa ly  Yaked by pupfc and teachers a s  vitej a sp ed s  o f le a d in g  and learning, Pupis are 
systematically trarted 1o provide e llec tive  and la t  leedback to  each cither

|> Log in <|

H e lp  &  s u p p o r t

Need helo? »
Common questions » 

Ask the support team *

W h y  r e q is te r ?

Register to save and 
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Please enter no more lhan 500 characters

V

Done

I lS S ® f i r  Secbcn Three Chapters E 5 :• Microsoft O ifke .. *  h i t p : teacheis , *  !

Figure 8.6: NCSL Matrix Statements and Evidence

Having completed a rough average o f about twelve o f these sections the matrix is 

considered complete. The next stage is the automatic generation o f an action plan 

using the responses provided. This is accompanied by a series o f recommendations 

and advice as to how they might best be carried out. One of the key aspects of the 

action plan is that it can be edited and therefore can take account o f the priorities and 

insights o f the team or individual (see figure 8.7). Finally schools are led to specific 

online resources that might assist them in following through on the action plan decided.
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Figure 8.7 : NCSL Matrix Recommend Actions

What is particularly interesting about this methodology for supporting the self-evaluation 

process is that it clearly links the concept o f self-evaluation with that o f action planning and 

improvement. This latter point is critical in an organisations understanding o f the purpose 

o f self-evaluation. Nevo (2002) and Scheerens (2002) emphasise the need to clearly 

identify the concept o f self-evaluation in schools with that o f ongoing improvement rather 

than seeing its sole purpose as being one linked to an external accountability framework. In 

practice this is what seems to happen. Data provided on the BECTA site indicates that 67% 

o f respondents believed that use o f The Matrix would help them quite significantly to 

deliver continuous improvement in their schools (BECTA 2006). Other research reports 

discussing practical implementation case studies of the matrix describe its use as a focus for 

internal dialogue between different groupings within schools. One such report, produced
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by the University o f Southampton, suggest that a scenario be established which would 

encourage,

Staff and senior management to work through some of the matrices separately.
Then they could compare their assessments with the other group and discuss the
suggested action plans together (Hanlan et al 2006:4)

Here then is a clear example o f the use o f a support mechanism as a methodology for 

encouraging internal dialogue with a view to improving both the quality o f communication 

within a school as well as providing the school with the necessary data to base any 

improvement strategies on. The school is to a large extent responsible for the generation of 

the data as well as for the future steps taken as a result o f this process. The fact that much 

o f this data could also be useful when trying to complete the SEF is an incidental but 

welcome side effect.

The NCSL/ BECTA matrix is just one o f a number o f such support mechanisms that have 

emerged in recent years designed to enhance the quality o f evaluation taking place in 

schools. Others, such as the Transforming Learning programme developed by the Hay 

Group (2006) allows key stakeholders in schools to evaluate important aspects of the 

school and classroom environment. Based on research conducted by the Hay McBear 

group into teacher effectiveness, the online facility seeks to provide, amongst other things, 

‘anonymous aggregate data on classroom climate, indicating trends across the school’ (Hay 

Group 2006). The data is sourced from all levels o f the school organisation, including 

pupils, and is used to provide tailored advice and action plans for individual teachers, 

subject departments and schools as a whole.

A similar, though more OFSTED focused support system is provided by Cambridge 

Education (School Centre.net: 2006). In essence this is a compilation mechanism where 

schools are given an opportunity to produce a self-evaluation plan drawn from an evidence 

base that can be attached to the final document. Staff are encouraged to interact with the 

material being gathered with a view to developing ‘organic plans’ that evolve over time. 

Again these plans can be focused at a range o f levels from that o f the individual teacher
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through the school as a whole. At the whole school level, an explicit acknowledgement of 

the complexity o f even the new self-evaluation OFSTED focus is the fact that one of the 

key selling points o f this system is the fact that it includes the SEF form and submits it 

automatically to OFSTED for the school!

The examples provided above indicate that there has undoubtedly been a huge growth in 

the provision o f support mechanisms for schools in the English system who are seeking to 

move to a more self-evaluation focused approach to school accountability. What is 

interesting in the context o f the debate about the nature o f school evaluation discussed 

earlier in this chapter is the type o f support offered. Here, for the most part, with the 

exception o f CEM clients, schools and teachers are being offered methodologies for 

recording their own data and arenas for presenting their own evidence. However they are 

also being asked to use frameworks, formulae, matrices and forms designed by some other 

group, normally external consultants, to gather and present that data. For this reason, it is 

possible to argue that this is a form o f school evaluation that is being guided from outside 

rather than growing organically from within. Despite the many claims about organic 

growth, school led and improvement focused intervention, it is still somebody else who is 

guiding the process. In the next section we will look at systems that have emerged from the 

‘bottom up’ to facilitate schools telling their own story, using their own resources and 

developing their own mechanisms for drawing together and validating data.

Supports Designed to Engage Teachers with the Theory and Practice of School 

Evaluation Theory With a View to Their Developing Their own Contextually Sensitive 

Models of Evaluation

As we have seen in earlier sections of this work, the concept o f self-evaluation is one that 

has been discussed in educational literature for a number o f decades. The work of Elliot 

(1995) is a good example o f an earlier attempt to examine the implications o f transferring 

responsibility for the public presentation o f a narrative regarding the quality o f educational 

provision from a centralised bureaucracy to individual school units. While Elliot would 

argue that this effort to create a schools focused, self-evaluation culture was ultimately 

unsuccessful, his location of this emerging strand o f evaluation within the practitioner
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research movement is an interesting one. The primacy o f the needs and insights of the local 

over and above the demands and impositions o f the national is a constant theme throughout 

much practitioner research. This form o f research, far from disappearing from the late 

1970’s as its self-evaluation component seemed to, has emerged as one o f the strongest 

streams within educational discourse in the latter years o f the 2 0 th and first years o f the 2 1 st 

centuries (Schon 1983; Silverman 2004, 2005; Gorard with Taylor 2004). Given its 

increasing popularity and emerging strength it is perhaps inevitable that practitioner led 

research into the potential role to be played by self-evaluation in the future o f school 

evaluation systems would re-emerge.

In this section, we will examine two projects which were designed to draw on schools 

knowledge o f assessing quality with a view to producing a model for evaluating what 

happens in schools in a sensitive and realistic way. The first o f the projects, Schools Must 

Speak for Themselves, was a UK project which ran from the late 1990’s to the early 

2000’s. It sought, in the words o f one o f its sponsoring organisations, to provide a ‘bottom- 

up model for teachers and other school communities to gain information and a picture of 

their own schools which they could act on’ (McAvoy 2004: 19).

The second project under discussion is the School Self Evaluation Towards a European 

Dimension project funded by the EU as a Comenius project. Where the previous project 

was a macro level project seeking to investigate the role o f self-evaluation at a national 

level, this was very much a micro project which sought to examine different methodologies 

for training individuals to take part in self-evaluation in schools. To some extent these 

projects represent the two ends o f the scale o f ‘bottom u p ’ research in the area o f self- 

evaluation and for this reason it is valuable to examine them both in some detail.

Schools Must Speak for Themselves: Giving a Voice to the School Community

The research that was eventually to lead to the publication o f the highly influential Schools 

M ust Speak for Themselves in the year 2000 (MacBeath) began life in the mid 1990’s. In 

1994, the National Union o f Teachers (NUT) in Britain commissioned a study from 

Strathclyde University into self-evaluation in primary and secondary. This study resulted
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in an initial report entitled, ‘Schools Speak for Themselves’(MacBeath et al 1996) which 

was published in January 1996 and distributed to every primary and secondary school in 

England and Wales. A follow up study conducted by the same researchers on the impact of 

the initial report on school evaluation practices resulted in the 2 0 0 0  publication.

Although beginning life as a UK project, it has been highly influential not least in its 

contribution to the Evaluating Quality in School Education Socrates project which involved 

101 schools in 18 countries (MacBeath et al 2000). In addition, the methodology proposed 

by the project has been adapted and adopted by other European countries perhaps the most 

significant o f these being Greece which launched its own version o f it in 2001.

As a project it provides an interesting counterpoint to the type o f top down, imposed system

o f school evaluation that was being implemented in England and Wales during the period in

which the research was taking place. From the outset MacBeath was clear about the

reasons why he argues that schools must have a voice in the self-evaluation debate. He

opens the book by stating that,

Schools speak for themselves. They sometimes do so unconsciously, conveying 
implicit messages about their priorities and values. Some schools are able to speak 
for themselves with a higher degree o f self-awareness and self-assurance. They 
know their strengths and are secure enough to acknowledge their weaknesses

(MacBeath 1999:1)

Thus in M acBeath’s understanding o f evaluation, all schools have a voice in the debate as

to quality, accountability, judgment and value in education it is just that some are more able

or more aware o f how to use that voice. A critical element o f the research underpinning

this work is the idea that schools must be facilitated to find a way o f presenting their views

on all o f  the key questions relating to school evaluation to a wider public. MacBeath sees

this as being a critical aspect o f any workable system o f school evaluation. He argues that,

There is an emerging consensus and body o f wisdom about what a healthy system 
o f school evaluation looks like. Its primary goal is to help schools to maintain and 
improve through critical self-reflection. It is concerned to equip teachers with the 
know-how to evaluate the quality o f learning in their classrooms so that they do not 
have to rely on an external view, yet welcome such a perspective because it can 
enhance and strengthen good practice. (MacBeath 1999:1)
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Here then is a blueprint for what evaluation should entail. It should:

• Facilitate improvement through critical self-reflection

• Equip teachers to make judgments about quality and remove the need for reliance 

on an external view

• Develop a confidence in teachers to engage with and see the value in an external 

perspective on their work

While not revolutionary, these ideas flew in the face o f an educational establishment that, at 

the time at least, celebrated the primacy o f the external view o f the inspectorate over the 

internal opinion o f teachers and anecdotally at least perceived a system that sought to 

prioritise the views o f teachers working in the system as being in some way seditious 

(McAvoy 2004:19).

It is important to emphasise that what was produced both from the initial Schools Speak for 

Themselves report and the subsequent research that went into Schools Must Speak for 

Themselves was not a dry analysis o f the potential o f self-evaluation in schools. While 

there was undoubtedly a deal of advocacy for the principle o f self-evaluation, there was 

also a commitment to providing practical advice for schools and teachers seeking to engage 

in self-evaluation. Thus the initial 1995 research resulted in the production o f a 

Framework for self-evaluation which could be used by schools and authorities for quality 

assurance and school improvement (MacBeath 1999: 104). What is important about this 

framework is not just its existence but also the philosophy underpinning it. MacBeath 

(1999: 104) is able to state that ‘they are an end point rather than a starting point. They 

evolve from discrete parts into a coherent whole and it is this process o f evolution that 

gives them m eaning’.

By emphasising their iterative nature, he is explicitly acknowledging the critical role o f the 

individual teacher and school community in shaping and applying the framework for their 

own needs. W hat both publications provide then are, ‘guiding principles’ rather than ‘neat 

and tidy set(s) o f prescriptive steps’ (ibid. p 104). The initial publication is even clearer
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about the necessity o f  seeing the proposed framework as a flexible entity. The authors 

argue that while,

It would not make sense for every school to invent its own framework from scratch, 
neither would it be realistic to expect a single, national framework to be equally 
applicable to all schools across the country and across sectors. Research has 
consistently shown that ‘ownership’ o f the criteria and o f the process is crucial if 
lasting and sustainable improvement is to occur as a result o f such self-evaluation.

(MacBeath et al 1996: 72)

The challenge to researchers like MacBeath and his colleagues was to create a framework 

that makes their approach to self-evaluation based on empowerment, ownership and 

sustainability. The framework developed in the course o f the late 1990’s claims to be such 

an approach. In practice therefore the framework developed consists o f four key elements:

• An overarching philosophy

• Procedural guidelines

• A set of criteria or indicators

• A tool kit

Many o f these elements are common to other approaches to self-evaluation (Eurydice

2004). However what is interesting about this approach to developing capacity in teachers 

and schools is the order in which they are presented.

By choosing to begin with what is essentially an explanation o f the principles underpinning 

the framework Schools M ust Speak for Themselves clearly seeks to engage teachers from 

the outset. This is in keeping with a view of teachers and other stakeholders as active 

determinants o f the success or otherwise of any model o f school evaluation. Teachers must 

believe that their opinions are valued, that the methodology for making decisions about 

what happens in their school is relevant and that any framework for valuing the quality of 

work is based in the real world. If  this does not happen, the critical sense o f ownership 

mentioned in so much of the literature on self-evaluation is virtually impossible to achieve.

It is only when there is a level o f conceptual commitment to the idea o f self-evaluation that 

it is possible to establish procedures and practical steps that will allow the vision implicit in
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the approach to evaluation be realised. The initial framework suggests five key steps at this 

stage. They are:

1. Start with the end in mind -  be aware o f where the evaluation will lead and what it 

will achieve for all o f the key stakeholders

2. Create the climate- self-evaluation needs a climate o f trust, collegiality and 

openness to succeed. The creation o f climate, while potentially time consuming, is 

critical to the implementation o f the framework

3. Promise confidentiality -  because o f the perceived career challenging element to 

any form o f evaluation, it is critically important that participant’s feel free to be 

open when engaging with the framework. One way o f doing this is to promise 

confidentiality and non-disclosure o f identifying details when presenting data about 

the school.

4. Take a risk- engaging in self evaluation can be risky and this must be 

acknowledged. Stakeholders should be encouraged to assess these risks and to 

ensure that they fully understand that not all they discover in the course of the 

evaluation process may be to their liking, The critical factor o f course is to convince 

them that the end product will make the initial challenges and difficulties 

worthwhile.

5. Engage a critical friend- because o f the potentially threatening reality underpinning 

the honest analysis o f an organisation, it is advisable in the view o f MacBeath, to 

appoint an external person who can act as a sounding board, facilitator and 

supporter. Given the title o f ‘critical friend’ this individual is potentially critical to 

the success or otherwise o f the self-evaluation endeavour in any particular school.

The next stage o f the self-evaluation process suggested by this project is the establishment 

o f criteria, ‘the yardsticks for what self-evaluation measures’ (MacBeath 2003:5). There 

are two possible ways o f generating criteria:

1. Adapt the extensive range o f sources available for the particular context faced by 

the school
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2. Through a process o f dialogue and reflection within the organisation, develop a set 

o f criteria that accurately reflect the interests, abilities and concerns o f all 

stakeholders involved.

While the former might be viewed as a quicker and less resource intensive process, the 

latter is seen as guaranteeing a far greater sense o f ownership o f the final product. This in 

turn, it is suggested, will ultimately lead to a greater cohesion and commitment within the 

organisation. The original Schools Speak for Themselves research gives an example of the 

type o f criteria that might be developed by a school in the course o f a reflective dialogue in 

preparation for self-evaluation. These criteria, developed in the course o f the research, seek 

to provide an indication o f what is to be measured, the type o f evidence that might be 

amassed, and the methods for uncovering this evidence. The structure is simple, practical 

and accessible (see Figure 8 .8 ).

The final stage o f the model o f self-evaluation proposed by MacBeath and colleagues 

involves the design o f suitable tools for gathering useful and relevant data. A range of 

practical and realistic advice is offered, particularly when attempting to deal with what 

should be measured. The suggestion that it is ‘important not to be tempted into measuring 

only what is easily measurable’ is added to a warning that schools should ‘not yield to the 

temptation of using tools most immediately to hand’. Indeed schools are warned that, ‘the 

things that are most important to you are likely to be the hardest to measure’ (MacBeath 

1999:112).

School communities are encouraged to develop or use tools that will give them the 

information that they want. The key here is the provision o f usable, understandable data 

that will allow schools to examine their own performance.
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Indicator: There is a shared sense of teamwork among all 
staff

Quantitative evidence: Opportunities for joint staff working within the 
timetable. Participation in school committees and 
working parties. Incidence o f shared 
planning/teaching.

Qualitative evidence: Staff feel that their views are valued. Staff seek out 
colleagues for support. Staff feel ownership of 
policies. Staff value use o f INSET. Staff offer 
constructive criticism or advice.

Methods/Instruments: Survey o f uses o f staff time. Review o f school 
documentation. S taff feedback forms e.g. evaluation 
forms after INSET. Peer observation/feedback.

(MacBeath et al 1996: 98):

Figure 8.8: Sample Schools Speak for Themselves criteria

In line with this, there is a strong recommendation to be circumspect when choosing what 

to measure. Rather than attempting to measure everything schools are encouraged to 

concentrate on what is important to them at a particular time and measure that well.

Here then is the philosophy o f the approach to self-evaluation writ large. Instead of a quick 

fix methodology, which seeks to provide banks o f easily digestible data o f questionable 

value, there is a commitment to developing a philosophy o f evaluating that will become 

part o f the schools daily life. The approach to evaluation which seeks to convince of its 

value before even contemplating asking questions about what is to be examined is in direct 

contrast to the type o f top down approaches favoured by many governmental and non

governmental bodies at the time. There is also a subtle though significant critique o f the 

type o f support mechanisms discussed in the previous section o f this chapter. It is possible 

to argue that these methodologies are designed to explain rather to engender commitment,
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to provide a structure rather than helping schools to develop a structure and to encourage 

commitment to an external set o f values and criteria rather than encouraging schools to 

develop their own.

In the final analysis MacBeath is not afraid to explore the broader policy implications of 

this philosophy o f evaluation. He is fully prepared to acknowledge the challenge they pose 

not only to modes o f evaluation current in many EU and OECD countries but also to the 

very question o f how we value and judge education. In the final section of the 1999 

publication he argues that the public debate on education must, as a result o f this study, ask 

the following questions:

• W hat are schools for and who are they for?

• What counts as important and what makes for improvement?

• How should success and improvement be measured?

(MacBeath 1999: 150)

He suggests at the end o f the book that there are four key priorities that flow from this four- 

year study. They are:

• Self-evaluation should be central in any national approach to school 

improvement.

• Accountability and self-improvement should be seen as two strands o f a 

single interrelated strategy.

• Provision o f  time and resources has to feature as a key issue in school 

improvement.

• School inspection should continue to be a feature o f the drive towards 

school-improvement, but as part o f a collaborative strategy with schools and 

local authorities. (MacBeath 1999: 150)

As well as being significant in themselves what is interesting about the above list of 

priorities is how subsequently they have moved into the mainstream of most official and 

academic discourse about school evaluation. Even the most cursory review o f the material
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presented in the earlier parts o f this work will give a sense o f the how much of what 

MacBeath proposed has become accepted wisdom in many European education systems.

It would o f course be incorrect to ascribe the rise o f official acceptance o f self-evaluation in 

the broader EU educational community and beyond to the work o f one set o f writers and 

one series o f reports. Other writers such as McLaughlin (1991), Mueret and Morlaix 

(2003), Nevo (1995, 2002) and Scheerens (2002) to name but a few were making much the 

same arguments. However what is incontestable is the amount o f official notice taken of 

the outcomes o f this work. We have already seen that the Greek ministry for education 

chose to adapt it for use in their system, as has that o f Hong Kong. Perhaps more important 

is its general influence on the Evaluating Quality in School Education -  A European Pilot 

Project. This project is widely recognised as being one o f the most important to have been 

undertaken in the area o f school evaluation and its outcomes have been referenced in a 

number o f studies since its completion in 1999. One o f the most significant references to 

its importance came in the 2001 report written by Standaert on behalf of the Standing 

International Conference o f Central and General Inspectors in Education (SICI) which 

acknowledged that it was, to use Rudduck’s phrase “engaging and empowering” (1996:84). 

MacBeath, when seeking to assess the elements from the studies which had the most 

impact, suggests that they include:

• The central involvement o f the key stakeholders in the process

• Identifying what matters most to teachers and school leaders in evaluating school 

quality and effectiveness

• The support and challenge o f ‘critical friends’ chosen by, or in consultation with 

schools

• The dialogue which flowed from the different viewpoints and the press for 

supporting evidence

• The repertoire o f tools for use by teachers

• The simplicity and accessibility o f the framework

• The focus on learning and the support for teaching.

(2004:21)
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In the context o f this study then what is important about this rich seam o f research is the 

way it has impacted on how self-evaluation is viewed within the EU and many other 

countries. By choosing to emphasise the importance o f ownership, commitment, respect 

and value to a school community when examining evaluation processes MacBeath and 

colleagues have helped re-frame much o f the official dialogue about the role o f evaluation 

in schools. They were however successful in developing a workable, realistic and popular 

methodology o f self-evaluation that allowed schools amass information about what they 

felt was important in their everyday work. As such, they empowered schools and allowed 

them to see themselves as partners in the evaluation process rather than victims o f an over 

mighty inspectorate.

This research also demonstrates how insights generated in one education system, in this 

case that o f England, can have a significant impact in others. The transition o f this research 

from a publication by a sectoral stakeholder to a touchstone o f official reports on the future 

o f school evaluation is an interesting one. It might also be seen as serving as a model for 

other innovations in the field, including those discussed earlier in this section. This transfer 

o f ideas from the local to the national and transnational has the potential to become far 

more common in an era where the maintenance of standards and the assurance o f quality in 

education is increasingly being seen as a key factor in ensuring the economic health of 

existing nation states and trading blocks (OECD 2005, EC 2002).

It is precisely this transnational aspect o f the evaluation process that the second support 

methodology for evaluation to be investigated sought to enhance and we will now examine 

it in some detail.

School Self Evaluation Towards a European Dimension -  Training Individuals to Self- 

Evaluate

The School Self Evaluation Towards a European Dimension project was a Comenius 

funded research intervention which sought to examine the potential impact o f the emerging 

concentration on self-evaluation in a European context. Specifically, the project sought to 

design and implement a training programme for school leaders who had an interest in or
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experience o f self-evaluation. As such the project is o f particular interest to individuals or 

groups who are seeking to prepare networks o f teachers to begin the process of evaluating 

their own work prior to the adoption o f this methodology by a whole school community. 

This focus should be viewed in the context o f the projects discussed earlier in this chapter.

It is clear from the support mechanisms discussed that the majority assume the school to be 

the basic unit o f intervention when seeking to embed a culture o f self-evaluation. What the 

‘Towards a European Dimension’ project and indeed the research conducted in the course 

o f the study being reported in this publication suggests is that quite often it is the individual 

teacher or school leader who develops an early interest in self-evaluation. While there are a 

range o f reasons for the development o f this interest, including their own private study and 

formalised continuous professional development (CPD) interventions, what they have in 

common is a need for support in the early stages o f their development as self-evaluators.

One o f the key emphases o f the ‘Towards a European Dimension’ study was the creation of 

a transnational network o f practitioners willing to share experiences relating to self- 

evaluation. The chosen mechanism for achieving this was the design and delivery of an 

intensive twelve unit training programme on the principles and practical application o f self- 

evaluation in a European school setting. O f course, there was an awareness o f the fact that 

evaluation does not take place in a vacuum and even programmes designed to enhance the 

skills o f individuals have to be cognizant o f the context in which the evaluation will take 

place, namely the school. For this reason, the training programme developed in the course 

o f the project was specifically designed to provide participants with the tools to enable 

them initiate self-evaluation processes within their own schools.

From the outset o f the project, there was a clear focus on combining the practical with the 

theoretical with a view to producing something usable for school leaders from a range of 

educational settings. Thus the initial proposal set itself the task o f creating a CPD course 

that would:

a) Provide a European overview o f evaluation systems o f schools,

b) Encourage an exchange o f experiences,

c) Increase awareness o f self-evaluation techniques,
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d) Train participants in the use o f  self-evaluation instruments and

e) Design training materials and tools useful for future activities also through open 

and distance learning (ODL)

(ISOC: 2006)

By the time o f the projects completion, the co-coordinators chose to summarise the courses 

outcomes by stating that inputs were provided on:

• Context and principles influencing external evaluation and self-evaluation 

programmes in the European educational context;

• Origins o f school self evaluation, definitions, approaches, methods and 

implementation issues;

• The instruments used to gather information on school self-evaluation;

• The use o f the information gathered.

(Barzano 2002: 84)

While there is a great deal o f similarity between the two lists, it is interesting to note in the 

light o f the heavy use o f online support in later UK projects mentioned earlier that the 

commitment to using ODL to make training modules available seems to have disappeared.

The course itself was designed over a two-year period and was eventually presented to 

twenty-one head teachers from twelve different European countries. As has been 

mentioned earlier, the course was subdivided into twelve workshop units which were 

presented over the course o f a week. While many o f the workshop units were specific to 

the particular group undertaking the course there were a number o f core modules which 

could be seen as having wider application (see table 8.3).
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Unit 1: Introduction to course Unit 2: Self Evaluation and External 

Evaluation: an international perspective

Unit 3: School self-evaluation: origins, 

definitions, approaches, methods and 

implementation issues

Unit 4: Presentation o f a range o f 

instruments

Unit 5: Data analysis and introduction to 

group work

Unit 6 : Use o f information gathered

Unit 7: Presentation o f key elements of 

Italian education system

Unit 8 : Fieldwork in school visits

Unit 9: Preparation for final ‘consortium’ U nit 10: Course evaluation

Unit 11: Final Consortium Unit 12: Poster session

Table 8.3: Training Programme designed by The School Self Evaluation Towards a European Dimension

Project

In the course as outlined it could be argued that Units 2-6 would probably form the basis of 

any serious attempt to examine the role o f self-evaluation in any education system. It is 

also possible to make the case for the other units included, particularly those devoted to the 

creation o f a group dynamic and the encouragement o f the public communication o f ideas 

generated by groups. These latter tasks are centrally important to any attempt to create a 

wider network o f education professionals interested in embedding self-evaluation in their 

own particular organisations.
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As is the norm with Comenius projects, there was an extensive evaluation o f the course 

undertaken which was used to assess the participants’ opinions. In general there was a 

welcome for the course with particular attention being paid to,

• The quality o f the organisation

• The usefulness o f the experience -  particularly the mixture o f theory and 

practice

• The opportunities to share experiences with practitioners from other 

educational contexts

(Barzano 2002: 94-95)

The latter point was seen as being significant with an acknowledgement that sharing these 

experiences allowed individuals broaden ‘personal and national context(s) an providing 

suggestions for ‘possibly avoiding the pitfalls discovered by others’ (ibid. p 95).

Given the centrality o f the transnational networking aspect o f the research, it is not 

surprising that this specific aspect was evaluated. A number o f interesting findings 

emerged which emphasised the generally positive responses to the establishment o f this 

type o f network. In particular participants highlighted a number o f important aspects which 

allowed them develop a genuinely interactive network. They included:

• The development o f a common language when dealing with self-evaluation, 

which allowed them to transcend the terminological difficulties which almost 

inevitably emerge whenever individuals working in different educational 

settings begin to communicate.

• The intercultural aspect of the interactions. Individuals were introduced to the 

realities o f other approaches to self-evaluation which were influenced by 

specific national and regional contexts.

• The creation o f personal relationships and the development o f plans for future 

collaboration

• The enormous benefit to be derived from belonging to a dynamic, engaged and 

international group o f professionals with similar interests.

(ibid. p 95)
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There were of course some suggestions for improvement, which while being important for 

the particular group, tended to deal for the most part with organisational issues. However 

some o f the more widely focused suggestions included:

• Greater terminological clarity when discussing evaluation in an international 

context

• The need for a comprehensive framework when discussing self-evaluation in a 

transnational setting

Perhaps the greatest testament to the success o f this project as an instigator o f international 

partnerships was the decision o f a number o f key partners to continue their research 

relationship in a subsequent Comenius 3 project. Entitled, Developing European Schools 

into Learning Organisations (DESLO), this project sought to incorporate the insights 

generated during the ‘Towards a European Dimension’ study into a project with an 

organisation development focus. Specifically it sought ‘to develop and/or highlight within 

schools key approaches which contribute to the setting up o f a learning organisation such as 

self-evaluation’ (DESLO 2006)

In general terms what research interventions like the ‘Towards a European Dimension’ 

study represent are support mechanisms for the development o f self-evaluation that choose 

to focus on the enhancement o f the skills o f key individuals in school communities. The 

type o f programme developed, while similar in content to many other training programmes, 

has an additional aspect that is critical to the success o f interventions targeted at the 

individual. This aspect is the creation o f a network capable o f supporting, challenging, 

engaging and enabling the individual self-evaluator. This particular study is important in 

that its support network was transnational and involved the development o f relationships 

between educators that took them beyond the confines o f their own contexts. It is possible 

to see how a similar dynamic might be created between individuals working within the 

same national but different sectoral contexts with much the same results. What is important 

in the creation o f such networks is:
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1. The development o f a common language for explaining what actually happens in 

the course o f a self-evaluation process

2. The provision o f a safe, encouraging space for the development o f network 

relationships

3. Clear, focused and useful inputs designed to stimulate discussion and future work

4. The provision o f an opportunity to engage in practical activities related to self- 

evaluation in real educational settings.

While the creation o f the conditions outlined above is challenging it is not impossible and 

later sections o f this work will outline one particular attempt to do exactly that.

Supports designed to collect and analyse data independently for schools

In addition the two major models o f evaluation support discussed a third almost hybrid 

system has been pioneered by the Curriculum, Evaluation and Management Centre (CEM) 

at the University o f Durham .The CEM centre was mentioned briefly in chapter six o f this 

study and in particular its central concept o f ‘distributed research’ was investigated as a 

possible theoretical basis for the self-evaluation programme under discussion in the section. 

In practice what the CEM centre offers is a methodology o f self-evaluation whereby data is 

collected from schools by an external body, analysed and fed back to the school. What 

makes the model interesting is that at all times the data remains the property o f the 

education community from which it is drawn and they alone can decide what to do with it. 

At no stage does CEM offer the data to any external body and even goes so far as to forbid 

participating schools from using its information for comparative publicity purposes. In an 

attempt to summarise what CEM seeks to achieve, Coe and Tymms provide the following 

statement

The CEM Centre’s work seeks to improve the educational system within which it 
finds itself, rather than simply to research them from the outside... The CEM Centre 
has always sought to value evidence rather than authority, solve problems rather 
than blame, to generate high quality data and to promote randomized controlled 
trials and efficiency. (2003:639)
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The essential philosophy o f this type o f support system is summed up by the paragraph 

above. It is

• Located within the community

• Data led

• Organisationally empowering

• Solution not blame focused

As mentioned previously, CEM chose to use the term ‘distributed research’ (Fitz-Gibbon 

1996) to encapsulate this philosophy. Coe and Tymms suggest that at the core of this 

concept is the

idea that the recipients o f the feedback (i.e. teachers in schools and colleges) are 
themselves active researchers in the process, analysing and interpreting the data, 
rather than simply passive recipients. The research is seen as a collaborative process 
(2003:641)

The central argument is that CEM and the schools form a partnership to produce and 

analyse data which can be used to investigate key aspects o f the schools performance. 

While it is a partnership, it is a partnership with clearly defined roles. CEM records, 

produces and analyses the data while the school interprets and uses it in a way that it sees 

fit. This is a very particular type o f collaboration however it is one that CEM rightly points 

out provides a strong ‘evidence base’ (ibid. p 649) from which to make decisions.

The process o f generating the evidence that is at the heart o f the CEM approach relies

almost exclusively on the application o f a series o f ‘information systems’ (CEM:2006).

Each o f these systems covers a set period of schooling o f between one and four years in

length. The process begins with the collection o f a baseline assessment and finishes with

the recording o f an outcome measurement. (Table 8.4) The next stage involves

Residual gains (being) calculated between the two, allowing students’ achievements 
on the outcome measure to be compared with the achievements of a national sample 
o f  students who started from the same point

(Coe and Tymms 2004: 643)
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CEM Information Systems

System Age Range Description

ALIS -  A Level Information 

System

16-19 Measures value added at A-level using 

GCSE as baseline. Also gathers 

attitudinal data on teaching

YELLIS -  Year 11 

Information System

14-16 Baseline fro GCSE grades examining 

maths, vocabulary and perceptual 

reasoning

MidYIS -  Middle Years 

Information System

11-16 Curriculum free assessment to generate 

baseline for value added measures

PIPS- Performance indicators 

in primary schools

5-12, Infant and 

Junior

Baseline data generated at all stages of 

primary school. Also looks at attitudinal 

and self-esteem data

PIPS- Performance indicators 

in primary schools

4-5. On-entry 

baseline and 

follow up

Assesses baseline entry data for 

students

ASPECTS -  Assessment 

Profile on entry for Children 

and toddlers

3-4 Gathers information from home and 

pre-school to feed into schools and 

PIPS

Table 8.4: CEMMajor Information Systems

Alongside the statistical data other contextual and attitudinal material is collected which 

can add to the depth and quality o f the overall analysis provided.

What is immediately noticeable about the system is its comprehensive nature. Every stage 

o f a school child’s life, at least in the UK setting, is covered by a sophisticated and 

apparently contextually and chronologically appropriate instrument. This information is 

tailored in a majority o f cases to tie in with the state mandated measurement stages such as
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Key Stage tests and other national tests including GCSE and A-level (CEM 2006).In 

addition, there is a pronounced concentration on the measurement o f the individual student 

performance not only against a national norm but also against their own potential 

performance as indicated by their baseline scores. This latter measurement, known as the 

value added dimension, produces some useful and at times challenging data for parents, 

pupils and teachers (FitzGibbon 2000).

The CEM instruments can also be used as a methodology for evaluating the quality of date

being generated and used by external bodies such as Departments o f Education. Here the

independent nature o f the Centre becomes a vital part in the process. They have both the

ability and the standing to allow them take government data and critique it both

methodologically and conceptually. A recent research report commissioned by the English

National Association o f Head Teachers used the CEM expertise to critique the English Key

Stage approach to value added. As well as providing a comprehensive report, Tymms and

Dean were able to make the statement that

although value-added information is an essential tool for
professionals, the publishing o f value-added indicators in their current form is
misleading and should be discontinued.

(2004: 5)

Here we see an independent evaluation unit using their data generating and analysis 

reputation o f enter into the policy making arena in order to facilitate a genuine dialogue 

between schools and external stakeholders.

As well as specific examples such as the one above, Tymms and Coe (2004) suggest that 

the availability of independent data has resulted in significant strides being made by CEM 

in the area of evaluation research practice in general. Citing three research themes, they 

argue that CEM reports have provided a valuable national insight into the value o f practice 

and policy in the areas o f standards, the long term impact o f effective schools and the 

influence o f different homework policies (2003:649). While interesting in themselves, these 

reports are important in that they demonstrate how the process o f generating data can, over
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a period o f time, facilitate the dialogue that in theory at least exists at the heart of any 

successful evaluation system.

The CEM model is a fascinating one in the context o f developments in school evaluation 

systems and as such it deserves to be included in any analysis o f emerging support systems. 

It is quite different to the OFSTED type o f external supports discussed earlier in the chapter 

and closer to the ‘bottom up’ approaches championed by MacBeath, Barzano et al. 

However there is one major difference from the latter approach as there is no real attempt to 

develop teachers as knowledge generators. Rather than giving them ownership o f the 

process o f data production, CEM seeks to give them ownership o f a rich and detailed 

stream of data. This is a subtle though significant difference. Teachers now have the 

information on which to base the telling o f their story to any external body however they 

have been provided with this by someone else. The impact o f this on their own 

engagement with the data produced is difficult to assess. A site visit conducted by the 

researcher certainly demonstrated clearly that management in the schools which chose to 

use any o f the CEM instruments tended to be very pleased with the data it gave them. CEM 

newsletters also seem to suggest that the process provides interesting information for 

teachers to use in individual classes. However, there is no sense o f them taking charge of 

the data and making it their own in the way that many self-evaluation theorists would argue 

was essential for a genuinely engaged dialogue to take place.

A second issue o f debate surrounds the context within which CEM was developed. The 

UK, and in particular England, has a long tradition o f demanding statistically robust and 

high quality data from individual schools on a regular basis. For this reason, schools are 

used to the requirement to keep and communicate vital data. This is not the case in all 

countries and in particular, it is not the situation that exists in Ireland. Indeed it could be 

argued, as has been alluded to in an earlier chapter, that it is the very absence o f data and 

evidence that makes the Irish system so unique and places great obstacles in the way o f a 

supposedly data led school evaluation system.
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Overall, the CEM approach is an interesting one that may, in time, find its way into an Irish 

school setting. However the current structure o f the Irish system with its ambivalent 

attitude towards much statistical data would seem to suggest that this time could be an 

extended one. In any case, there seemed little chance o f a similar approach to school 

evaluation and indeed teacher self-evaluation being developed in Ireland in the lifetime of 

this study and therefore the type o f system represented by CEM was not considered 

appropriate for the study being designed.

Conclusion

Taking an overview o f the type o f support methodologies that have emerged in recent times 

in a European context it is possible to discern a number o f important themes. Firstly, self- 

evaluation is now a mainstream concept and education systems throughout Europe are to 

some extent scrambling to find ways o f integrating it into the every day lives o f schools. 

The sheer number o f initiatives and interventions being proposed by governments and 

transnational bodies give some indication o f the seriousness with which the development of 

self-evaluation capacity is being viewed. A second theme to emerge is the centrality of the 

school itself to the process o f developing that capacity. Virtually all methodologies 

proposed concentrate on enhancing the schools ability to gather data relevant to its own 

operation. Some choose to do this by forcefully guiding schools down a particular pathway 

using detailed frameworks and forms whereas others seek to give schools the opportunities 

to develop their own frameworks through which to tell their stories. While the school is 

undoubtedly the locus o f investigation when it comes to self-evaluation, there is a 

recognition o f the value o f establishing networks o f schools and indeed individual 

professionals who have an interest in augmenting their capacity to evaluate themselves. 

These networks are important in that they allow different perspectives emerge and 

challenge preconceived notions that are embedded in all school communities.

A third and final theme that has emerged is the contested nature o f what it means to engage 

in self-evaluation. While there is an apparent unanimity as to the desirability o f including 

self-evaluation as a part o f our methods for assessing quality in educational provision there
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is no real agreement as to how this should be done. The examples drawn from England 

presented earlier are a good example o f this. A seemingly monolithic model o f school 

evaluation based on external monitoring and accountability has been replaced by one that 

values self-evaluation at all levels. However many o f those who dealt with the previous 

iteration o f the system wonder whether the change has only taken place at the level of 

rhetoric and contend that the new model self-evaluation is little more than self-inspection. 

Whatever about the specifics o f the debate, the discussion as to the type o f relationship to 

be created between all stakeholders in school evaluation systems is a live one in England 

and throughout the EU. The position taken in this debate strongly colours how the different 

stakeholders involved seek to enhance the capacity o f schools to evaluate themselves. This 

type o f debate is not solely confined to the English system and has echoes in virtually all 

European attempts to come to terms with the emergence of self-evaluation as a concept to 

be considered.

The implications o f each o f these themes and some o f the more specific areas o f debate 

discussed earlier will be explored in later chapters. Particular attention will be paid to the 

context within which an Irish University Education Department sought to design and 

implement a training programme whose primary focus was to prepare participants self- 

evaluate as part o f the process o f engaging with the newly emerging system o f school 

evaluation in Ireland.
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Chapter Nine: Exploring the Terrain - Factors likely to influence the development of 

an evaluation training programme 

Introduction

M uch o f  the m aterial presented and discussed up to this point in this study has been 

concerned w ith providing an explanation o f  how the Irish education system has arrived at 

its current position on school evaluation. Trends in policy and practice from across the EU 

and OECD have been assessed, the experiences o f school communities undergoing the 

process o f  evaluation have been gathered, analysed and presented and in the last chapter, a 

summary o f  how other systems assist schools who are attempting to discover things about 

themselves in a formal and rigorous m anner was outlined. In this chapter, the focus o f the 

study will m ove from broader policy trends and general system wide experiences to a more 

targeted analysis o f  the factors that influenced the development o f  the particular self- 

evaluation training intervention under discussion. The chapter w ill begin w ith an 

exploration o f  the particular policy priorities that shaped the two discrete groups o f student 

teachers who undertook the training programm e designed. The policy analysis 

demonstrates how  a changing understanding o f  the nature and purpose o f  professional 

development studies in Irish education resulted in a situation where two apparently 

disparate groups o f  individuals could simultaneously take part in a process and produce 

date, reflections and insights that have value not only on their own but also as ways of 

shining light on each other. It continues w ith an in-depth analysis o f  the nature and 

function o f  the learning com m unity in any professional development process in education. 

An im portant sub-them e investigated here is the nature o f  com m unity formation and the 

potential o f  Inform ation and Communications Technology (ICT) to act as a catalyst for 

such a process. The chapter concludes with an exploration o f  not only the general role of 

ICT in the developm ent o f  community but also examines elements o f  the online 

environment, m ost notably discussion fora and digital video technology, w ith a view to 

assessing their potential to act as initiators o f  a com m unity creation process.
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Background to the Programme: Policy and Practice in Irish Teacher Education

The programme o f  training for self-evaluation under discussion was developed over the 

course o f  three years at the School o f  Education Studies, Dublin City University. One o f 

the fastest growing Education Departments in Ireland, it offers a range o f  programmes to 

teachers and other education leaders at undergraduate and postgraduate level. This study 

focuses on two particular groups:

• Students undertaking a four-year, concurrent initial teacher education degree 

program m e which will qualify them to teach Science at second level. There were 

approxim ately 2 0  students in each o f  these cohorts for the duration o f  this study.

• Experienced teachers from a range o f  education settings who w ere seeking to 

upgrade their skills in a set o f  targeted CPD programmes. The groups undertaking 

these program m es varied in size from 35 to 55 during the period covered by this 

study.

W hile at first glance these might appear to be discrete groups from whom minimal cross 

over data m ight be drawn, in practice the changing reality o f  Irish teacher education policy 

means that their professional development followed a roughly parallel course for the 

duration o f the study.

This changing context is an interesting one and it has had a major, though not often 

acknowledged, influence on teacher education provision within Ireland. Put simply, Ireland 

in common w ith m ost other OECD countries has undergone a period o f  rapid policy 

development in the area o f  education (Coolohan 2001). This has resulted in the 

development o f  a range o f  novel and at times poorly understood conceptual and structural 

changes that w ill have a significant impact on the nature o f  Irish teacher education 

provision in com ing years. Probably the m ost significant o f  these has been the emergence 

o f the Irish ‘Teaching C ouncil’. Established to ‘prom ote and develop teaching as a 

profession at prim ary and post-prim ary levels’ (The Teaching Council 2006) it is arguable 

that the Council is m erely the most public manifestation o f the rapidly changing context 

facing those involved in teacher professional development.
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For the duration o f  this research, the programmes o f  study under discussion were being 

constantly re-calibrated and altered in order to take into account the changing policy reality. 

This was done in such a w ay as to ensure that students completing the degrees under 

investigation w ere not only aware o f the changing landscape o f  education provision but 

also w ere in a position to m eet the new professional requirements im posed by an evolving 

system. At the same time however, considerable attention was paid to providing the course 

participants w ith the skills and knowledge to engage with the new demands on their 

professional practice in considered and confident fashion. This has been done with a view 

to allowing them  continually re-define and develop the understanding o f  the role o f the 

professional educator in a broader social context w hich at times seems happier with the 

conception o f  teacher as technician rather than engaged professional.

This last contextual element is an important one when examining the broad background to 

the research. In recent years professionals involved in education in Ireland, in common 

with colleagues in m any other countries, have been challenged by a num ber o f  discrete 

discourses relating to the m ost appropriate w ay to provide a form ation for professionals that 

will ensure the developm ent o f a high quality, flexible and m otivated cohort o f  educators. 

One such discourse, drawing its core ideas from the work o f Schon (1983) amongst others, 

seeks to assert the prim acy o f  reflection and self-knowledge exercised in a collegial 

atmosphere dedicated to the improvement o f  educational provision. Characterised by  a 

commitment to action based on reflection this perspective argues that educators should be 

viewed as autonomous professionals capable o f  self-regulation and committed to the 

maintenance o f  quality in  their daily practice.

An alternative, and at times conflicting discourse, argues that the centrality o f the 

educational process to the economic and social health o f  a country demands a high degree 

o f transparency and accountability w ith quality being assessed against clearly defined and 

easily m easurable benchm arks. This perspective argues that educational professionals 

should be trained to apply the standards with precision and accuracy and that, to an extent 

at least, autonom y should be replaced by conform ity to a set o f  w ell-calibrated and 

comprehensive standards.
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For the duration o f this research, and indeed beyond, the debate as to the most appropriate

model o f professional formation to be adopted was a live one (M cNamara, M ulcahy and

O ’H ara 2001). M any course providers and practitioners instinctively reacted against the,

‘myth o f  the form ula’ (believing that) a single cohesive blueprint for checking any 
teacher’s performance, to which m ost professionals agree and which can be applied 
justly, cannot be devised (Brundrett and Silcock 2002: vi).

Indeed the criticisms o f the reductionist, neo-liberal and behaviourist nature o f many o f the 

competence systems that have been developed (Velde 1999, Barnett 1994) would resonate 

with m any Irish educators.

However, notwithstanding the m any and comprehensive criticism s o f  competency based 

standards systems, it m ust be accepted that at a policy level they have many supporters 

(OECD 2005, A nderson 2005). W hile it is important to acknowledge and indeed validate 

the discom fort o f  m any educators w ith the very notion o f  a conceptually limited 

competence approach, at a policy level the last decade has seen some significant structural 

changes in Irish education that has resulted the initial moves towards a system based around 

standards and competencies being taken. This has been m atched by an international debate 

which has sought to find a compromise between the often conflicting demands o f 

traditionally autonomous educational professionals and sophisticated, well calibrated and 

ostensibly transparent systems o f  public accountability w ithin which they are increasingly 

asked to operate.

Quite often the point at which these two differing conceptions o f  the nature and role o f the 

teacher in a society com e into conflict is around the process o f  assigning value to the 

quality o f education taking place. This process, as we have seen in previous chapters, is 

norm ally form alised in a system o f school or indeed individual teacher evaluation. It is 

therefore not particularly surprising that evaluation systems have becom e arenas for at 

times quite fierce debate and conflict in recent years (M cNamara et al 2002, M cNamara 

and O ’H ara 2006). N or should it be considered particularly unusual for an evolving 

approach to initial teacher education to concentrate on the development o f a methodology
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for providing its students w ith a set o f skills and professional practices to allow them to 

approach developing modes o f  school evaluation with knowledge and confidence.

Any m ethodology developed m ust be cognisant o f  the broader conceptual arguments 

around the role o f  autonom y and accountability mentioned earlier while at the same time be 

familiar w ith the theoretical and practical underpinnings o f  the particular approaches to 

school evaluation being developed within its locale. However it is as important that it takes 

into account the ways in which teachers, and indeed trainee teachers, are being afforded 

opportunities to examine their own practice and share the insights generated by such 

examinations through the rapid development and dissemination o f  innovations in the field 

o f  Information and Communications Technology (ICT).

A parallel strand o f  policy development in the area o f  teacher education has been its re

conceptualisation as a lifelong endeavour rather than a period o f  intensive initial training 

which m ight be followed at some indefinite future time by targeted training interventions. 

Irish policy docum ents have moved away from this idea and m ost now specifically mention 

the prim acy o f  the 3 I ’s in Irish teacher education provision (Coolahan 2001, 2004). The 

three I ’s in  question are:

• Initial teacher education

• Induction o f  new ly qualified teachers

• In-service provision for experienced teachers.

By choosing to define these as priorities in the lifecycle o f  teaching, there has been a 

conscious decision to m ove away from the notion o f  teacher education finishing at the end 

o f  the period o f  initial training but instead seeing it as something that is continuous. This 

focus draws strongly on the policy priority o f  encouraging lifelong learning that dominated 

official Irish policy in the 1990’s (DES 1995). Its maintenance in an era where training for 

the knowledge econom y has become a dominant theme in educational policy is interesting 

in itse lf but outside the scope o f  this study.

Perhaps the m ost significant practical outcome o f  this dynamic policy context for the 

programm e under investigation is the gradual though perceptible convergence in teacher
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education provision at range o f  levels. W hile some o f  this is explicable in terms o f  a 

requirement to constantly update the profession in a time o f  change it is also indicative o f a 

more general convergence in Irish education provision. This drawing together has resulted 

from both the internal demands o f  education providers but also from external, policy driven 

requirements that increasingly see education as a continuum and therefore are beginning to 

argue for a more integrated approach to initial and indeed in-service training.

For this reason then, both o f  the programmes o f  study under discussion have strong 

similarities basic structure. Both have three main elements:

• Core education disciplines -  including psychology, sociology, philosophy, 

methodology

• Supervised w ork based practice

• Integrative group and individual projects

Running throughout both programm es is a reflective practice philosophy where participants 

are encourage to reflect on their professional practice through the lens o f contemporary 

educational theory and vice versa. This latter approach also facilitates a reflective 

engagement w ith the issues that arise in the course o f  an education professional’s life. 

Offered in m odular format it also has the advantage o f  m eeting m any o f  the structural and 

curricular requirem ents set down in European policy documents such as the Lisbon agenda.

It is against this broad policy and practice background that the attempt to design a training 

programme for self-evaluating teachers was developed. The challenges posed to the 

researcher are self-evident. He was quite obviously facing a dynamic policy context where 

key decisions as to the future shape o f  teacher professional developm ent were under 

discussion. In addition, he was also seeking to prepare individuals to engage with a process 

o f  school evaluation w hich itse lf was contested, fluid and at the beginning o f  the process at 

least, only a theoretical construct. W hile this background clearly posed challenges it also 

gave the course developer a remarkable amount o f freedom. H e was able to design and 

im plem ent a program m e that not only m et the perceived national requirements in the 

emerging field o f  school evaluation but also allowed them integrate m any o f the insights 

generated by parallel research in other educational settings.
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Designing a Training Programme for the Self-Evaluating Teacher -  Core Principles

As has already been noted, the im minent emergence o f a system o f school evaluation left 

course providers in the ITE and CPD areas with something o f  a challenge. The Whole 

School Evaluation (WSE) pilot project clearly suggested that the type o f  system proposed 

would, in theory at least, place a great deal o f  emphasis on the self-evaluation carried out 

by schools (M cNam ara et al 2002). W hat was unclear was how exactly the self-evaluation 

aspect o f  the new system was to be married w ith the external evaluation element. While 

the W SE pilot gave strong hints, the period o f  inactivity between its publication in 1999 

and the emergence o f  the Looking at Our Schools (LAOS) system o f 2003 was a difficult 

one for those interested in preparing for the arrival o f  a new  approach to school evaluation. 

Despite the problem s posed by the lack o f  clarity the designer o f the training programme 

under discussion decided to proceed w ith its development in 2002. He felt that the WSE 

pilot programm e provided a strong enough outline as to the probable shape o f  the system to 

allow them to begin the process o f developing a training based response for educational 

professionals. In addition, there was a strong agreement w ith the view  o f Scheerens when 

he argued that ‘the results o f  (such) pilots could have an im portant function in the shaping 

o f  initial and inservice teacher training program m es’ (2 0 0 2 : 6 6 ).

A  decision was m ade therefore to begin the process o f  designing a training programme that 

would incorporate m any o f  the insights generated by international research in school 

evaluation com bined w ith emerging understanding o f the broad outlines o f  the new system 

o f Irish school evaluation that was visible in the WSE pilot.

A t the outset o f  this process o f  program m e development, it was im portant to decide how 

self-evaluation was to be conceptualised. The bottom-up approach advocated by MacBeath 

and others was the one that seemed to be m ost in keeping w ith the dynamic o f the academic 

courses w hich w ere to house the training programme. The emphasis on course participants 

engaging in focused, research based reflection on current practice w ith a view to improving 

its quality seemed to resonate strongly with a view o f evaluation that saw it as the process 

whereby a school com m unity investigates its own practice in order to present its own 

narrative to an external audience. H owever there was an awareness that this investigation
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would not take place in a vacuum. The Irish D epartm ent o f Education and Science (DES) 

was in the process o f  producing a detailed and w ell-structured evaluation framework and 

the students who w ere undertaking this training programme would need to be able to 

present their own narratives in a way that would make sense in the context o f this 

framework. W hat was needed therefore was a system that would allow course participants 

to engage in a dialogue w ith the external framework (Nevo 1995, 2002).

To some extent the prom otion o f  dialogue has becom e an idea that it is impossible to find

any real opposition to. As w ith the idea o f  stakeholder involvement in education the

encouragement o f dialogue between different sectors has become a staple o f official

rhetoric at all levels o f  the Irish education system (Coolahan 2004). Indeed the very model

o f  participative social partnership that had such an influence on developments in Irish

society over the last decade was based on the notion o f  encouraging dialogue between

different sectoral groups. W hat is not often acknowledged are the im plications for

evaluation that follow from the emergence o f  this conversation. The instigation o f a

dialogue explicitly suggests that there are two parties whose voice needs to be heard.

W hile it is possible to acknowledge the differential status o f  these voices (Nevo 2002) in

the context o f  the broader evaluation debate the acceptance o f the value o f  the teacher voice

is an im portant one. Nevo (1995:186) argues that the inclusion o f  dialogue in any

evaluation system  is necessary for two reasons:

First to provide a better learning process to understand reality, and second, to 
increase the m otivation to use what has been learned. A  dialogue can make 
evaluation m ore insightful and increase evaluation utilization.

Here then dialogue is seen not only as a m ethodology for improving the quality o f the 

evaluation, it is also central to the process o f  having its findings put into operation. In this 

understanding o f  evaluation therefore, ‘external evaluators do not have to agree with all the 

findings o f  the internal evaluation but they have to perceive them as being good enough to 

argue w ith’ (Nevo 2002: 8 ).

From the perspective o f  the researcher engaged in the process o f  designing a training 

programm e to allow individuals take part in this dialogue, the implications are obvious. If
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teachers are to take part in this conversation they need something to say! To put it another 

way, developing a system o f evaluation that values dialogue suggests that all parties to this 

dialogue w ill have some information that w ill add to the overall quality o f the conversation. 

From the perspective o f  the external inspector, this does not really pose too much o f a 

problem. Centralised systems o f school evaluation tend to have large banks o f  data 

available to them  that deal both w ith system wide data and w ith school specific 

information. Individual teachers and schools for the m ost part do not. Therefore any 

programme o f training for self-evaluation needs to provide teachers w ith the ability to 

generate data and, ‘the skills required (for this) have m ainly to do with work involved in 

finding evidence through inform ation gathering and the interpretation o f  findings’

(Eurydice 2004: 120).
/

For this reason at an early stage o f  the design process for the program m e under discussion a 

decision was made concentrate a significant amount o f  time and resources on training 

participants to generate usable data to be included in  their own evaluations.

The programm e developed therefore had a significant section dealing with evaluation 

methods. H owever again taking into account the insights o f  Nevo (1995:173) there was a 

realisation that this training in methods had to involve m ore than ju st teaching a course on 

research m ethods to a group o f  teachers. While mastering the process o f  generating data 

was im portant it had to be done in such a w ay as to make it relevant to the context where 

the teachers were working. Course participants needed to be allowed to engage in a process 

o f ‘learning by doing, or learning by  using’ (Nevo 1995:174) where they could design and 

im plement methods for gathering inform ation that would allow them  gather data that was 

useful to their own particular context.

A connected issue in the area o f  data collection was the type o f  inform ation to be collected. 

For a variety o f reasons, both legal and cultural, there has been something o f  a resistance to 

the gathering o f  easily comparable quantitative data on the perform ance o f  individual 

schools and teachers in  the Irish education system. Perhaps the m ost striking example o f 

this is the legal prohibition on the publication o f  w hat are com m only term ed school league 

tables in other countries (M cNamara and O ’H ara 2006). This is not to say that such data is
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not available at some level in the system, in fact statistical data on m any aspects o f the 

education system is freely available from the DES. It m ust be acknowledged however that 

culturally a com bination o f  genuine concerns about the use to which such information 

w ould be put and a lack o f understanding o f  the potential benefits o f  comparative 

measurement (FitzGibbon 1996, Coe and Tymms 2003) has led to a resistance on the part 

o f  many education professionals to any type o f m ethodology that m ight be used to generate 

data that could be used to compare performance either internally or externally.

W hen developing a process for generating data it was important therefore to be aware o f 

this sensitivity. Implementing a m ethodology that seemed to be focused on generating 

quantitative data alone w ould be problematic. W hile it is im portant to be aware o f  the 

Rudd and Davies warning to be careful o f  establishing a system o f  self-evaluation which 

allows teachers and schools to ‘avoid asking themselves difficult questions’ (2000: 3), most 

writers would accept that one o f the prim ary determinants o f  success in encouraging 

teachers to self-evaluate is the extent to which they ‘buy into the idea’ (M acBeath 1999; 

2000, 2003; W roe and Halsall 2001; SICI 2005). The challenge therefore was to develop a 

programm e that w ould allow for the introduction and use o f  as w ide a range o f  methods o f 

data collection as possible while at the same time creating a climate that encouraged 

participants to embrace the concept o f  self-evaluation as something positive.

One possible solution to this was suggested by Simons (2002) who argued that any new 

system o f self-evaluation should build on the type o f  informal inform ation gathering that 

was already taking place in schools. Both Simons (2002) and in particular W roe and 

Halsall (2001) dem onstrate how m any teachers use a variety o f  at times quite complex 

methods o f  inform ation gathering as part o f  their continual cycle o f  personal and 

professional development. Obviously therefore a system seeking to prepare education 

professionals to self-evaluate in a more systematic fashion w ould need, at some stage, to 

include a significant elem ent o f  reflection on their current practice in the area. To do this 

properly, a structure and a stimulus for this reflection would have to be created as well as a 

w ay o f nam ing the activities that were being undertaken in a w ay that made sense to a 

broader com m unity o f evaluators. This latter point is in keeping w ith the insights generated
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by Barzano (2002) who suggested that the creation o f  a com mon nomenclature for 

evaluators is a critical task for any programme o f training in the area. To continue our 

conversation analogy, it is not enough that individuals can talk to each other they also need 

a com mon language so that they can understand each other.

This process o f  reflection on current practice with a view to understanding the activities in 

the context o f  evaluation has a num ber o f  further advantages. Perhaps the most important 

o f  these is the opportunity it gives teachers to begin deciding how  they w ill place a value on 

what they are doing, an essential element o f  any system o f  evaluation. Reflection on 

practice is norm ally done with a view to understanding and im proving (M cN iff 2002a, 

M cKem an 1996). Both o f  these activities imply an appreciation o f  a standard in relation to 

activities undertaken. To improve as a teacher you need to understand that your current 

practice is inadequate in some way. To improve in a collegial setting implies an ability to 

explain to others how  the practice in the school com m unity needs to be enhanced. This 

requires an improving, reflective, self-evaluative school to clearly state what it considers to 

be im portant to that school and also to provide a m ethodology for allowing teachers to 

measure their own practice against these statements. In other words schools need to 

generate, to use the language o f  the Schools M ust Speak projects, ‘criteria’ which are ‘the 

yardsticks for w hat self-evaluation m easures’ (M acBeath 2003: 5). These are the critical 

centrepieces o f  any system  o f evaluation which must by definition be clearly located within 

the practice o f a living educational community. Thus reflection on practice ultimately 

allows a teacher or school to codify their own assessment o f  quality and gives them a 

benchm ark against which to measure their own professional practice. This is a process that 

should be at the heart o f  any evaluation system.

Nevo, w hen discussing the outlines o f  a training programme for self-evaluating teachers, 

argued strongly that i f  such a programm e was to have any long-term impact it m ust adopt 

something other than a ‘cookbook approach’ (1995: 173). B y this he m eant an approach 

which provided teachers w ith a ready made system for generating data from their practice 

which does not explain w hy they are doing this. He further argues that ‘the training o f
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school people in evaluation methods m ust be based on a balanced com bination o f 

theoretical concepts and practical tools’ (1995: 173).

It is not enough for teachers to understand how, they m ust also understand why. For this 

reason a decision w as m ade by  the researcher to include a significant amount o f 

background theoretical m aterial dealing with:

• M odels o f  evaluation

• K ey concepts in educational evaluation including accountability, autonomy, internal 

and external evaluation and self-evaluation

• Evaluation and the em erging structures in European education

Again this type o f  input m ade sense in the context o f  an academic programm e which 

naturally drew participants who valued some form o f theoretical input.

A further interesting challenge in terms o f programm e design em erged as a result o f the 

time constraints im posed by  the academic course structures. Semesters lasting twelve 

weeks in total m eant that it w ould be next to impossible to develop a programme that 

concentrated every elem ent o f  the proposed Irish school evaluation framework. Indeed it is 

arguable that the final LAOS  framework, w ith its 143 areas for investigation, would prove a 

difficult challenge for any training programme no m atter w hat its length. As a result o f  this 

a decision was m ade to focus on one area o f  professional practice w ith a view to developing 

a method for com prehensively evaluating that particular area.

W hile this decision arose from  practical necessity it is interesting that it is in keeping with 

emerging research findings in  the area. For example Simons argues, based on her own 

extensive research that initial training programmes in the area o f  self-evaluation should 

concentrate on ‘evaluating one policy issue in depth at a tim e’ (2002: 29). The work o f 

N eil et al (2001) and N eil and Johnston (2005) also echo this analysis. W orking w ith a 

num ber o f  school com m unities in Northern Ireland who w ere attempting to develop self- 

evaluation systems they discovered that staff investigating their ow n work tended to 

identify a limited num ber o f  critical categories under which to assess their own work.
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These categories concentrated on areas that were o f practical concern to the teachers and in 

the case studies reported on they were summarised under the headings of,

•  Teaching and Learning

• Supporting teaching and learning

• S taff issues

(Neil et al 2001: 175; Neil and Johnston 2005: 75)

The focus on areas relating to teaching and learning is an interesting. M acBeath (2003: 1) 

argues there are three m ain categories o f  self-evaluation. They are:

• Learning and teaching

• Ethos and culture

• Leadership and m anagem ent

He suggests that they should be viewed as ‘three concentric circles. At the centre is 

leaming-the m ain and central purpose o f the school’ (2003:1). The other two circles, 

although vital to the successful operation o f  the school, act in some ways as support 

mechanisms for ensuring the quality o f learning that takes place (see figure 9.1).

In essence M acBeath argues that when ‘taken together these three points o f focus provide 

the essential constituents o f the school as a learning com m unity’ (M acBeath and M cGlynn 

2002: 7).

This analysis o f  the im portance o f  teaching and learning to the process o f  self-evaluation 

proved very influential for the designer o f  the training programm e under discussion for a 

num ber o f  reasons. The first o f  these was the decision on the Departm ent o f  Education and 

Science to include a category o f  Teaching and Learning in its initial framework of 

evaluation produced during the W hole School Evaluation (W SE) pilot programme.

Given the importance o f  this pilot to the final shape o f  the em erging school evaluation 

system, it seemed likely that a category dealing with teaching and learning would be 

included in the national framework. It was therefore considered an ideal candidate to act as 

a central focus for a self-evaluation training programme.

162



Chapter Nine Exploring the Terrain

Figure 9.1: MacBeath Categories o f  Self-Evaluation

A second, and no less important reason, was the range o f  expertise available to the 

researcher. Over a number o f  years staff in the University Department which was to host 

the training programme had been engaged in extensive research in the field o f  teaching and 

learning. This research concentrated on three key areas:

• The identification core competencies in the area o f  teaching and learning for Irish 

Educators (McNamara, M ulcahy and O’Hara 2001, McNamara, O ’Hara and 

M ulcahy 2005)

• The creation o f  positive learning environments in schools in order to enhance the 

quality o f  teaching and learning (McNamara, O ’Hara and Byme 2000)

• The development o f  original approaches to teaching and learning using Information 

and Communications Technology (ICT) (McNamara, O ’Hara and Roussi 1998)

Each o f  these research strands required core staff to work with school teachers at different 

stages o f  their professional careers with a view to generating useful and practical outputs. 

As such, it was recognised early on in this research process that the methods o f  teacher
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engagement designed for the earlier projects could be used in this investigation. In 

particular it was felt that the work on identifying core competencies would be particularly 

relevant w hen asking teachers to identify ‘criteria’ for self-evaluation. There seemed to be 

an obvious congruence here given that both processes involved the investigation o f current 

practice with a view to identifying and codifying core elements leading to their wider 

dissemination. The work on the creation o f  positive learning environments placed great 

emphasis on building on current best practice in this area o f  teaching and learning.

Teachers were encouraged to record their ow n practice and use this as the basis for the 

design o f  a school w ide m ethodology for changing the organisational culture.

The final strand, w hich involved the use o f  ICT as a m ethodology for enhancing the quality 

o f  teaching and learning seemed to offer a wide range o f  potential opportunities. M uch o f 

the rhetoric surrounding the investment in ICT has em phasised the potentially revolutionary 

im pact o f  the m edium  on how we learn, teach and develop as professionals (Petraglia,

1998; Jonassen 2000; Huang 2002). In the context o f  this research, there was a desire to 

investigate the potential o f  this medium as a m ethodology for,

1. Delivering key  inform ation and resource material to teachers engaged in the process 

o f  self-evaluation

2. A llowing geographically dispersed practitioners to create an informal learning 

com m unity dedicated to the facilitation and encouragement o f  the creation o f a 

culture o f  self-evaluation.

At the end o f this period o f  initial planning, the broad param eters o f  the training programme 

began to take shape. It would:

• Include background material on different m odels o f  evaluation

• Seek to develop modes o f  data collection that would be useful to the course 

participants w hen they sought to engage in a dialogue with external 

evaluators

• Concentrate on the area o f  teaching and learning as a focus for initial 

investigation
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• Develop a process w hich would allow participants reflect on and engage 

w ith their current modes o f  professional practice in the area o f  teaching and 

learning

• M ake use o f  the opportunities afforded by  ICT in the process o f developing 

a m ethodology for enhancing the skills o f self-evaluation.

However there w ere a num ber o f im portant issues that needed to be faced. On a practical 

level, the lack o f  certainty surrounding the shape, content and form o f  the proposed national 

evaluation system led to a deal o f  uncertainty in the programm e planning process. On a 

conceptual level there was an awareness on the part o f  the researcher that he was seeking to 

develop a process that seemed to contradict one o f the basic tenets o f  many, although not 

all, self-evaluation training programmes. This core underlying principle was the contention 

that the school com m unity should be basic unit o f investigation in  all activities relating to 

self-evaluation. Given that the participants on this programm e w ould be attending in an 

individual capacity it w ould prove impossible to develop a program m e that followed this 

principle. The challenge therefore was to create a com m unity for the programme 

participants that w ould perform  the unifying role played by  the traditional school 

com munity w hile at the same time allowing them  express the individuality o f their own 

particular professional contexts.

The solution proposed by the researcher was to use ICT to create such a community. This 

would allow them  take advantage o f  not only the expertise in this area developed over a 

number o f  years but also to assess the potential o f  ICT as a m ethodology for the 

development and enhancement o f  self-evaluation competence in professional educators. It 

is to the principles underlying this online community o f  self-evaluating teachers that we 

now turn.

The Nature of the Educational Community

The emphasis on the centrality o f  the school com munity to the developm ent o f  a 

sustainable and defensible approach to self-evaluation is an interesting one. It echoes work 

carried out in  a num ber o f  different branches o f  educational research. M aterial published
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by writers such as H argreaves (2002, 2006), Darling-Ham m ond (1996), Harris and Muijs 

(2005) and others in  the area o f  the organisational culture o f  schools place the concept of 

the school as com m unity at the centre o f  their work. A t the same tim e research exploring 

the way individuals and groups involved in education pass on at times complex and context 

bound core professional skills continually emphasise the role o f  the com munity as the 

conduit and the repository for m any o f the key concepts com municated (W enger 2000; 

Ackerman, Pipek and W ulf 2003; Hoban 2002; Cochrane-Sm ith 2005; Brown and Duguid, 

2000). The com m unity is central therefore not only to what happens in schools but also to 

how it happens.

This recognition o f  the im portance o f  the school com m unity is clearly understood by 

evaluation theorists such as MacBeath, Scheerens and Simons. Perhaps more interesting is 

the emphasis placed on the role o f  the school com m unity in official documents dealing with 

educational evaluation produced by  national and transnational bodies such as the OECD

(2005), DES (2003 a & b), SICI (2005) and Eurydice (2004). W hile it is possible to 

dismiss such an emphasis as w indow dressing which seeks to pay lip service to a Zeitgeist 

that celebrates inclusion and dialogue a closer reading o f  some o f  the work produced would 

suggest otherwise. For example, Nevo (1995) im plicitly provides a justification for this 

focus in his analysis o f  a ‘basic training’ program m e for school evaluators. He suggests 

that single representatives from schools should not be perm itted to jo in  because o f  the type 

o f dynamic that is established in such programmes as well as the tasks that participants are 

set. He states that,

workshop participants are encouraged to w ork in their school groups on application
exercises and in  discussing specific evaluation issues relevant to their own school
(1995:176).

The school unit in this case offers the practical context where any interventions are to be 

implemented as w ell as the yardstick against which these innovations are to be measured, 

nam ely that o f  relevance. As importantly, the m ethodology to be adopted by the 

community when dealing w ith issues relating to evaluation is clearly flagged. Nevo, in 

keeping w ith his earlier concentration on the im portance o f  dialogue, is anxious to
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emphasise the centrality o f  discussion to the whole process. In this example therefore the 

school com munity provides the,

• Context

• M ethodology

• Criteria for success

against which any attempt to develop an approach to self-evaluation is to be considered.

The designer o f  the program m e under discussion here was faced w ith an interesting 

dilemma. The geographically and institutionally diverse student body that was being 

recruited to undertake the programm e did not fit the profile proposed by Nevo et al. Yet 

the researcher had a strong sense that the community focus em phasised by these writers 

would be critical to the success o f any programme designed to generate a capacity to self- 

evaluate among teachers. The solution to this dilemm a would have to involve the 

replication o f  the beneficial characteristics o f  the school com m unity in a context where the 

traditional drivers o f  that com m unity were missing. In order to do this, some thought had 

to be given to w hat exactly characterised a school com m unity and in particular to those 

aspects o f  the com m unity that enabled the type o f  professional and personal learning that 

characterises successful training interventions.

The example from Nevo cited earlier sketches some o f the aspects o f  school communities 

which facilitate learning and development. They provide a location, a m ethod and a shared 

understanding o f  w hat is im portant to all who have a stake in the school as an organisation. 

This latter point has been taken up by  a number o f  writers who sought to examine key 

aspects o f  the notion o f  the school as community. One o f  the difficulties associated with 

highlighting the centrality o f  the notion o f community to learning is the danger o f  seeing it 

as little more than a loose grouping o f  individuals w ho ju s t happen to find themselves in the 

same organisational setting. M orrissey, developing on the notion proposed by Darling- 

Ham m ond (1996) challenges this limited notion by re-defm ing successful communities as 

‘professional learning com m unities’ (PLC’s). She defines these as entities which engage 

‘an entire group o f  professionals in coming together for learning within a supportive and 

self-created com m unity’ (2000: 4).
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Harris and Muijs (2005) argue that at the heart o f  these types o f  professional learning

communities is a commitment to the generation o f  a culture o f  collaboration. Drawing on

the work o f  Toole and Seashore Louis (2002: 5) they suggest that,

The term integrates three robust concepts: a school culture that emphasizes (1) 
professionalism -  that is, is ‘client oriented and knowledge based’ (Darling- 
Hammond 1990); (2) leaming-that is, places a high value on teacher professional 
development (Toole, 2001); and (3) personal connection (Louis and Kruse 1995)

Harris and Muijs (2005: 48)

Speaking at a meeting in Galway, Ireland in Januaiy 2006 Andy Hargreaves suggested that 

these types o f  community are evidence informed, transformative and believe in an 

organisation wide sharing o f  knowledge. In addition they seek to provide local solutions to 

problems that are clearly situated in the collective experience o f the school. Because o f 

their emphasis on sharing and communicating there is a continuous learning process going 

on which informs all decisions made. At the same meeting he provided a visual summary 

o f his understanding o f  the Professional Learning Community (see Figure 9.2).

Figure 92: Professional Learning Community
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At the centre o f  any PLC there is a com mitment to achievem ent and engagement. In order

to maintain this commitment, a number o f  important activities are undertaken by the school

com munity which include collaboration, reflection, the creation and use o f evidence and

interestingly, given its centrality to a num ber o f  models o f  self-evaluation previously

discussed, a focus on the area o f  learning and teaching. Bolam, M cM ahon et al (2005),

reporting on a research project seeking to develop effective PL C ’s, m ake the point that

different contexts, external and internal pressures, organisational size and history impact on

how successful any attempt to establish such a com munity is in practice. They also

emphasise the im portance o f  trust and the quality o f relationships w hen attempting to create

this type o f com munity dynamic. Harris and M uijs (2005), summarising the literature on

PL C ’s argue that there are,

Five attributes o f  such organizational arrangements: supportive and shared 
leadership, collective creativity, shared values and vision, supportive conditions and 
shared personal practice. (2005:50).

To some extent, the expectation that any one organisation w ill have all o f  these attributes in 

place is difficult to imagine. For this reason the creation o f  a PLC tends to be seen as a 

dynamic process rather than a once off, organisation changing intervention. Viewed this 

way, it is possible to see how a PLC can be created outside o f  an individual school or 

organisation setting. It is reasonable to assume that a situation can be created where a 

group o f  individuals are brought together w ith a shared goal and to begin the process o f 

creating a com m unity w hose structures are based around the five attributes mentioned 

above. In addition, the emphasis on relationship building, trust and a knowledge focus is 

key to any attempt to fashion such a community. It is arguable that these types o f  dynamic, 

while often found w ithin one organisation, can also be found in  groups which are 

comprised o f individuals who are drawn from a variety o f  organisational settings.

Here then is a potential blueprint for the type o f com m unity that the researcher was seeking 

to create. M any o f its core aspects echoed those o f  the broader academic programme which 

was to host the proposed training course, in particular the com mitment to collaboration, 

reflection and teaching and learning as a key focus. W hat Hargreaves, Morrissey, 

M cM ahon et al, Harris and Muij manage to do is to dem onstrate how this type o f
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professional learning com munity is at the heart o f  any successful school community, an 

important realisation for those seeking to imitate them.

In addition to the work carried out by Hargreaves, M orrissey etc there has been a parallel 

and at times intersecting body o f  research that has sought to exam ine how exactly the 

dynamics o f  a com munity context can facilitate and at times enhance the learning o f core 

professional skills. Drawing heavily on the work o f  constructivist writers such as Vygotsky 

(1978) and later Lave and W enger (1991) and Seely-Brown and D uguid (2000), this branch 

o f  research has proved very influential w ith those seeking to create online learning 

communities as an alternative to geographically and tim e limited traditional school based 

learning communities. Central to much o f  this work is the concept o f  the ‘community o f 

practice’ (COP). Defined by  H ung et al as a ‘sustained social network o f  individuals who 

share a com mon set o f  core values and know ledge’ (2005: 176) these are dynamic, 

changing entities made up o f  individuals at various stages o f  their professional and personal 

lives. A ccording to Sergiovanni (2000:139) they are so critical to the success o f the 

educational endeavour that ‘developing a community o f  practice m ay be the single best 

most im portant w ay to im prove’ an educational organisation.

W riting in 1991, Lave and W enger suggest that CO P’s are ubiquitous and that we are all

involved in a num ber o f  them  at any one time. In this understanding o f  the COP concept,

the diverse social and professional contexts that m ark the different groupings apart are

important but not necessarily central. Rather it is the com m onality that is central to the

concept that is considered im portant and this shared element, according to W enger (1998)

is the im portance attached to learning. W enger (1998: 45) suggests that learning is a

process where ‘we interact w ith each other and w ith the w orld and we tune our relations

w ith each other and w ith the w orld accordingly’. A rguing that learning is above all a social

act, W enger goes on to state that,

Over time, this collective learning results in practices that reflect both the pursuit o f 
our enterprises and the attendant social relations. These practices are thus the 
property o f  a kind o f  com m unity created over tim e by the sustained pursuit o f a 
shared enterprise. It makes sense, therefore to call these kinds o f  communities 
communities o f  practice. (ibid. p 45)
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Supporters o f  the concept o f  the COP have tried to dem onstrate how the complex 

interpersonal context o f a learning com m unity allows individuals to access skills and ideas 

relevant to their own particular needs in a variety o f  ways. Equally as importantly they 

have sought to explain how a community o f  practice facilitates the transition o f  an 

individual from novice practitioner to experienced professional by providing them with 

opportunities to ‘steal’ ideas from more experienced com m unity members. Termed 

‘legitimate peripheral participation’ by Lave and W enger (1991: 29) this process allows 

new professionals to amass the explicit and implicit knowledge and codes o f  behaviour 

necessary for successful entry into their profession. In an educational context, neophyte 

teachers are allowed participate at the periphery o f  an educational com munity while at the 

same tim e practicing w hat they learn in a highly structured yet supportive environment.

The centrality o f  practice to this conception o f  learning is important. It is in this key aspect 

that the COP is different to any other type o f  collection o f  hum an beings with a common 

goal. Brown and D uguid argue that, ‘practice is an effective teacher and community o f 

practice an ideal learning environm ent’ (2000:127).

Thus adherents o f  this approach to learning would seek to emphasise the importance o f

learning taking place in context where opportunities to practice new ly acquired knowledge

and skills are always available. Indeed Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989) have sought to

develop this idea o f  the centrality o f  context to the process o f  learning and cognition in their

championing o f  the theory o f  situated cognition. In this approach to learning the centrality

o f practice leads to situations where,

Problem s are faced in the context o f  the situation at the workplace and a demand is 
created for the learner to solve the problem through which his / her performance is 
based on successful solutions (Hung et al 2005:160)

This conception o f  the im portance o f  the broader com munity to the development o f  core 

professional skills has obvious attractions to those involved in teacher professional 

development w hether at an initial or continuing stage. In addition the emphasis on practice 

in a com m unity setting where individuals can enhance their skills through various types o f 

professional interaction would resonate with many teacher educators.
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All Irish teacher education programmes include a period o f  extended practice in schools. 

Students are here provided w ith an opportunity to not only develop the skills necessary for 

them to becom e successful teachers but also to see how the complex community that makes 

up an average school provides the context where these skills are used. In the programme 

under discussion here, ha lf o f  the participants were students engaging in precisely this type 

o f practicum experience and it is this context that provided them  with the practical 

experience that allowed them develop a sense o f their own attitude to evaluation and its 

potential role in their own education practice.

A similar dynamic was obvious in the second group o f participants in this research. Made 

up o f  experienced practitioners who were seeking to enhance their understanding o f key 

aspects o f  their ow n practice through engagement w ith the latest research and the practical 

knowledge o f other skilled educators, this group naturally filtered all they heard through the 

shared experience base o f  their own communities o f  practice. Because they had a rich 

repository o f lived experience, they w ere able to critique much o f what they heard in 

relation to school evaluation from a position o f authority and confidence. The really 

interesting encounters occurred w hen the contextually rich experience o f  two participants 

or groups o f  participants contradicted each other. Here learners had to be supported in 

dealing w ith the contradiction and helped come to a new understanding o f  their own 

practice through their interaction w ith other ideas. To use a term  favoured by writers in the 

field, learners w ere provided w ith a ‘scaffold’ or support structure w hich enabled them to 

continue their learning journey in the community (Jonassen 1999, Vygotsky 1978).

In general then, the program m e under discussion was seeking ways to create a community 

o f practice that allowed course participants develop the core skills necessary to engage in a 

meaningful process o f  self-evaluation. Because the notion o f  practice is central to the 

concept o f  the COP (Eales 2003), the researcher was in essence required to create a process 

which allowed participants to actually engage in the activity o f  evaluating their own 

professional practice. In addition, they had to be provided w ith a forum where they could 

share the insights generated in such a w ay as to allow them  create and maintain practice- 

focused relationships. The focus on the development o f  self-evaluation capacity provided 

the ‘shared enterprise’ in their relationships spoken o f by  W enger (1998). It also allowed
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them to create a dynamic o f reflective public engagement, a process that ties any 

community together. M ore than that, however, was the requirem ent for them  to be allowed 

to create a shared repertoire o f  resources, memories and relationships (W enger 1998).

These three distinct though interrelated necessities helped shape the final structure o f the 

programme designed.

The challenge to the researcher now was to try and create a com m unity that embodied the 

insights o f  writers such as Darling Hammond, Lave and W enger, M orrissey and Eales in a 

situation where participants w ould be drawn from a wide range o f learning contexts and 

m eet relatively infrequently during the period that the training program m e was running.

One solution that im mediately suggested itself was to use recent innovations in Information 

and Comm unication Technologies to help create a space where such a community could 

develop and hopefully thrive. It is to this that we will now turn.

Developing an Online Learning Community of Self-Evaluating Teachers

In the earlier part o f  this chapter we have examined the notion o f  the learning community 

and in particular w e have sought to explore what exactly it is that enables a disparate group 

o f individuals to come together and establish a space where com plex professional skills and 

practices can be explored and enhanced. Certain common characteristics have emerged. 

Successful learning com munities value collaboration, they seek to em power each individual 

to engage fully as a m em ber o f  that community, they have a practice focus and encourage 

reflection on this practice in a supportive though public forum.

There are o f  course some areas o f  disagreement when examining the notion o f the learning 

community. Some writers, as we have seen, argue that the natural hom e o f a learning 

com m unity is a geographically defined, organisationally based entity such as a school or 

company (Eales 2003, Nevo 1995). Others argue that this need not be the case and indeed 

go so far as to suggest that they ‘appear to be a w ay to handle unstructured problems and to 

share knowledge outside o f  the traditional structural boundaries’ (Lesser and Storck 2001: 

832).
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The problem w ith this latter conception is that attractive as it m ay be, how exactly do you 

create this type o f  revolutionary knowledge sharing com munity w ithout first having an 

organisational base from which to grow it? W hile theoretically it is possible to imagine a 

group o f  likem inded professionals meeting at regular intervals in order to develop the type 

o f  nurturing, challenging and public com munity discussed earlier, the reality is that very 

few individuals have either the time, confidence or indeed desire to get involved in such an 

endeavour. It is arguable that one o f  the reasons existing organisations such as schools 

have becom e so central to the examination o f  the role o f the com m unity in learning is that 

they have so m any o f  the pre-requisites for success outlined by M orrisey (2003) already in 

place. In the last decade however, the emergence o f  sophisticated and easily accessible 

Information and Communications Technology platforms and tools have led some writers 

(Bradshaw, Powell and Terrell 2005:Jonassen 2000; Bonk 2003) to suggest that it might be 

possible to create such a community at a virtual level. In particular they have pointed to the 

rapid development in the areas o f  m ulti-m edia content delivery and com puter mediated 

comm unications (CM C) systems and have sought to explore how exactly they might be 

used to facilitate the nurturing o f online communities (Ferdig and Roehler 2004).

Interesting though these developments m ight seem in theory, the challenge to those who are 

championing them  is to prove that they can be successfully used in a range o f  formal and 

informal learning situations to create a genuine com munity o f  engaged, professional 

learners. Attem pts to do just that have multiplied in recent years as researchers and 

practitioners have sought to find ways o f  using technology to enhance and at times replace 

w hat happens in traditional educational settings. As early as 1993 Harasim identified the 

increased availability o f  online communications tools to the development o f  online 

communities. Skynne (1997) echoed that and emphasised the centrality o f  interactivity and 

sharing o f  knowledge to the development o f  what he called ‘communities o f  knowledge 

practice’. The emphasis on interactive communication here is deliberate. M uch early work 

in the area o f  online com m unity building existed in a period prior to the availability o f 

graphically enhanced m ulti-m edia enabled user interfaces. Because text based technology 

was relatively w idely available and com paratively easy to support a lot o f organisations 

began to experim ent w ith its use in a variety o f  settings. A  distinction was quickly drawn
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between com m unication that took place instantaneously and that which took place over an 

extended period o f  time. The former, usually term ed synchronous com puter mediated 

communication, m ade use o f  instant messaging technology, at times pre-arranged group e- 

mailing and latterly chat rooms. The latter, term ed asynchronous com puter mediated 

communication, relied heavily on bulletin board systems and discussion fora.

Researchers in  a range o f  educational and organisational settings began to experiment with 

both types o f  com puter mediated communication (CMC) systems and very soon claims as 

to their potential for transforming the w ay w e teach and learn began to emerge (Inglis, Ling 

and Joosten 1999; Preece 2001). M ason (1994) sought to enumerate the advantages o f 

CMC in a list that still encapsulates m ost enthusiasts understanding o f  their potential in 

learning situations. He suggested that CMC facilitates:

• Interactivity

• Collaborative discussions

• Self-directed approach

• Electronic socializing

• Dem ocratic and equalizing tendency

• Tim e-independence

• Reflective engagement (M ason 1994: 57-58)

W hile there was an awareness o f  the potential offered by  CMC, some writers were 

questioning the validity o f  the research base on which m any o f  the claims were made. 

Romiszowski and Ravitz (1997) suggest that while proponents o f  the benefits o f  CMC 

trumpet the benefits o f  the technology ‘for a variety o f  reasons- access, collaboration, 

interactivity, self-direction and experiential learning to name a few-yet few o f these are 

grounded in systematic, rigorous inquiry’ (pg 762).

It must o f  course be acknowledged that some the claim s made about the potential benefits 

o f  CMC were based on little more than enthusiasm for a new technology, however there 

were those who w ere engaging in research based evaluation o f  the potential o f these new 

ways o f com m unicating for the teaching and learning process. A m ong the m ost important
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o f these was Jonassen. W riting in 2000 he argued that the research into the benefits of 

online learning up to that point indicated that they were im portant as they allowed learners

• Articulate what they know

• Reflect on what they have learned

• Construct personal representations o f  meaning 

As well as

• Support the internal negotiation o f meaning making

• Support intentional and mindful thinking

( Pg 211)

W hile the claims them selves are important, and indeed fairly far-reaching, what is 

interesting from our perspective is their concentration on the centrality o f  communication, 

reflection, articulation and meaning making in a social setting. Here m any o f  the key 

aspects o f  learning communities as defined by  Lave and W enger (1991) and Hargreaves

(2006) are brought to the fore in a different context.

At the same tim e that Jonassen was attempting to enumerate the benefits o f online learning,

a significant advance in the w ay that learning technologies were organised began to receive

widespread notice. G iven the name ‘Virtual Learning Environm ents’ (V LE’s) or in some

cases Learning M anagem ent Systems (LMS) (Bacsich 1999) these types o f  systems sought

to bring together a variety o f  functionalities in one easily m anageable online location.

Britain and Liber who w rote one o f  the first major evaluative reports on V L E ’s in 1999

sought to define them as follows:

V irtual Learning Environments are learning m anagem ent software systems that 
synthesise the functionality o f  computer-mediated communications software (e- 
mail, bulletin boards, newsgroups etc) and on-line methods o f  delivering course 
materials (e.g. W W W ). (1999:3)

Interestingly they go on to note that,

M ost o f  these systems are intended not simply to reproduce the classroom 
environm ent - “on-line” but to use the technology to provide learners with new tools
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to facilitate their learning. They aim to accommodate a w ider range o f learning 
styles and goals, to encourage collaboration and resource based teaching and to 
allow greater sharing and re-use o f resources. (1999:3)

Here again w e see learning technologists emphasise the centrality o f  collaboration and the 

use o f technology to facilitate rather than im pose learning. They also give some idea as to 

the other perceived benefits o f VLE based learning. As well as m entioning collaboration 

again, there is an im portant reference relating to the sharing and use o f  resources. This 

again echoes the com m unity o f practice insistence on the creation o f  a repository o f 

resources unique to that com munity yet capable o f being used and re-used in a variety o f 

contexts.

In an attempt to explain what was then still a relatively new idea, Britain and Liber 

provided a schematic outline o f  the ‘functionality provided by a prototypical system ’ 

(1999:5). This schematic outline is interesting insofar as it provides what is still a fairly 

comprehensive sum m ary o f  the different functionalities provided by a VLE (see figure 9.3), 

There have undoubtedly been improvements in the technology platform underpinning the 

V LE’s in recent years however it is fair to say that m uch o f  the basic functionality remains 

the same. They are essentially a combination o f  content delivery and communications 

systems with some other functions added. In recent years quite a bit o f  attention has been 

paid to the underlying data generated by  VLE usage and a significant amount o f research is 

beginning to emerge based on an analysis o f  this type o f  data (Hara, Bonk and Angeli, 

2000).
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Figure 9.3: A schematic o f  a Prototypical VLE (Britain and Liber 1999)

At the time that Britain and Liber were producing their report, m ost V LE’s were owned and 

licensed by large organisations. Perhaps the best know o f these were the Top Class, 

Blackboard and W ebCT packages. While site licenses per user were relatively cheap, large 

organisations such as Universities found them substantial enough to warrant investigation 

o f  other approaches to embedding V LE’s into their organisations. One o f the solutions 

im mediately identified was the decision to adopt an ‘open-source’ or substantially free 

VLE. Currently one o f  the most popular o f these open-source V LE’s is M OODLE 

(M odular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment). Again this dynamic is 

significant to the program m e under discussion as the adoption o f the W ebCT VLE in 1999 

provided a platform  on w hich to build an online community while the m igration from 

W ebCT to M oodle in 2003 was to cause the researcher some significant design and 

technical problems.

The development o f  the VLE as a cost effective, technically robust and user friendly 

methodology o f course delivery has had a number o f interesting practical repercussions for 

education providers. Perhaps the most important o f these has been the ongoing efforts by a
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wide range o f  educational institutions to develop innovative and challenging methods for 

integrating the V LE into their teaching and learning structures. W hile a significant number 

o f  these innovations have concentrated on the content delivery and managerial 

functionalities offered by  the VLE there have been a num ber o f  other strands o f visible. 

From the perspective o f  this research, perhaps the m ost interesting o f  these have been wide 

range o f  research initiatives that have been initiated in the general area o f  online 

community developm ent in a VLE context. In the next section we w ill briefly explore 

some o f the m ore relevant research in the area o f  VLE enabled online communities with a 

view to drawing out some general lessons for the researcher.

Enhancing Online Communication: Exploring the Role of the VLE

Given the com paratively short amount o f time that researchers have had to work with 

different aspects o f  online learning environments, it is interesting to note the diverse range 

o f  research that has em erged in the area o f  development o f  online communities. Some 

researchers have started from  first principals so to speak sought to define the parameters o f 

the research area. One o f  the more significant o f  these studies was that carried out by 

Preece (2001:10). She sought to define exactly what this new type o f  community actually 

consisted o f  and suggested that it was:

• M ade up o f  people who interact socially as they strive to satisfy their own needs or 

perform special roles, such as moderating

•  Consisted o f  people w ith a shared purpose, such as an interest, need, information 

exchange, or service that provides a reason for the com munity

•  Had policies in the form o f  tacit assumptions, rituals, protocols,rules and laws that 

guided peoples interactions

• Provided com puter systems to support and m ediate social interaction and facilitate 

a sense o f  togetherness.

Others actually tried to use the VLE to support and develop different aspects o f  the learning 

process. Among the m ost popular applications was the use o f  the CMC functionality as a 

way o f encouraging different groups or individuals to com municate on a general topic or
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subject area. Im and Lee (2004: 155) in assessing the potential o f  online discussion in 

general suggested that it should be viewed as a ‘learning environm ent in which students can 

achieve higher conceptual knowledge through the interaction o f  knowledge and experience 

among all students’.

Poole (2000) looking at the same aspect o f the VLE suggested that students preferred more 

time-independent, asynchronous discussions. This finding was am plified somewhat by Fox 

and M acKeogh (2001) who suggested that the main advantage o f  online discussion was that 

it allowed students time to reflect before posting their thoughts, thus acknowledging a 

preference for asynchronous discussion. Gilbert and Dabbagh (2005:6) further enumerated 

some o f the advantages o f  asynchronous online discussion when they stated that it 

prom oted ‘articulation, reflection and social negotiation’. Research undertaken by 

Gunwardena, Lowe and Anderson specifically sought to exam ine how  asynchronous 

discussion impacts on learning. Among their findings was the claim  that asynchronous 

communication ‘enables groups that are separated in time and space to engage in the active 

production o f  shared know ledge’ (1997: 410). Further studies reported on by Hara, Bonk 

and Agneli (2000) suggest that it is the very time delayed character o f  asynchronous CMC 

that is so im portant as it is this that gives people the opportunity to reflect.

An added benefit o f  the CMC environment is its public nature. Public reflection and 

engagement w ith im portant ideas has been emphasised from D ew ey (1933) onwards as a 

vitally important element o f  any genuine community o f  learning. This notion o f the 

publicly reflective professional is at the heart not only o f  the practitioner research 

community cham pioned by Schon (1984) and M cN iff (2000) but also in the works o f Lave 

and W enger (1991) dealing w ith the very nature o f  the com m unity o f  practice. One o f  the 

more interesting consequences o f  giving a public voice to the individual and group 

reflections o f  practitioners is the license it gives them  to challenge traditional authority 

structures. It is not coincidence that the language adopted by proponents o f  practitioner 

research (M cN iff 2000; Silverman 2004) who champion the transformative impacts o f such 

modes o f  investigation m atches that o f  self-evaluation researchers who seek to demonstrate 

how developing an engaged and confident school com munity can successfully maintain a
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dialogue o f  equals w ith external accountability systems (M acBeath 2005, Nevo 2006).

W hat might be somewhat unexpected are the claims made by online learning practitioners

who see their technology enabled communities achieving m uch the same results (Salmon,

Globerson and Perkins 1991; Kapitzke 2000). Typical o f  these is the statement made by

M illwood and Terrell (2005) who argue that,

Online communities offer authentic voices to be heard w idely and frequently 
challenging the concept o f  the ‘authoritative voice’ particularly in professional 
development (pg. 195)

Here then online learning is presented not ju st as a technology enhanced mode o f learning it 

is also seen as providing participants with a forum w hich is designed to allow them find a 

confident and at times critical voice w ith which to critique their personal and professional 

environments.

Bradshaw, Powell and Terrell try to draw some o f the discrete strands discussed earlier 

together when they attem pt to explain how the online learning com munity established as 

part o f  a ten year research project precisely mirrored those m ore traditional learning 

communities previously examined. They chose to define their online community quite 

simply as ‘an online space that provides for overt com m unication between a group o f 

people’ (2005: 206). In order to allow this community develop the researchers provided 

‘discussion, activities, resources and know ledge’ (ibid. p 213). They also suggest that 

online communities go through a number o f  stages before they begin to function efficiently. 

These stages include:

1. A n induction process

2. Creation o f  informal, online social contacts

3. Support for m eaningful discussion

4. M odelling o f  good behaviour and presence

The first two are interesting as they can be, to an extent at least, taught. The latter two are 

challenging as they deal w ith the activities o f the group facilitator. This person or persons 

is considered vitally im portant to the online com munity as they can set parameters, guide 

processes, sort out issues and problems or do none o f  these things. The role o f facilitator is
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a controversial one. There are a number o f different conceptions o f  their role ranging from

one which sees them  as being in total, upfront control o f  the learning process and

community to one that sees them as being little more than a technocratic, trouble shooting

presence (Gustaffson and Gibbs 2000). Again Bradshaw,Powell and Terrell (2005) are

quite upfront about their understanding o f the role o f  facilitator. They see it as being

essentially a hands-on role and argue that it is one o f  the three underpinning realities o f

their conception o f  the online learning community along w ith the activities o f  the

community and the com ponents o f  the learning program m e being engaged in.

This concept o f  the external, guiding and challenging voice or persona is an important one

in online learning. Bonk (2004:97) suggests that,

Knowing w hen to intervene, when to push students, when to embed additional 
support or structure and when to provide counter-examples are the persistent 
challenges o f  the online instructor.

This analysis o f  the role finds an interesting echo in  the w ork o f  Swaffield (2005) and 

Swaffield and M acBeath (2005) who have in recent years been attempting to explore the 

role o f  the ‘critical friend’ in the development o f  self-evaluation communities. They 

attempt to define the potential role o f  the critical friend in a self-evaluation process as 

follows,

Facilitating the process, running sessions, modelling procedures, for example 
ensuring participants keep to ground rules ... creating opportunities to hear 
opposing points o f  view...pressing for evidence, encouraging heads, teachers or 
students to becom e more critical... demystifying data

(Swaffield and M acBeath 2005: 249-250)

The similarities are striking. Both the online facilitator and the critical friend have multiple 

tasks built into their role. These include providing support, challenging when needed, 

explaining, providing data, demystifying and above all being present in some form or other 

to the learning community. From the perspective o f  the researcher, this synchronicity o f 

tasks and role definitions was one which demanded to be explored in the context o f  the 

course being designed.

Broadly speaking, the online learning community is seen by m ost writers as being 

essentially a com m unications focused, reflective entity that has a role in developing a social
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learning model. In an attempt to summarise their understanding o f  the w ay their online

community works, Bradshaw, Powell and Terrell m ake the following statement,

W ithin the com m unity there is a common domain, that o f  professional educators, 
and through active participation this reflection is taken further as each learner 
analyses and critiques shared understandings o f  the group (2005:213).

The key concepts o f  practice focused professionals seeking to actively reflect on their 

experience in a supportive group environment with a view to deepening their understanding 

o f what the critical elements o f their professional practice are again to the fore (Davies et al

2005). The addition o f  the idea o f  the shared understandings o f  the group is also significant 

as it suggests the creation o f  an original, community specific knowledge that sets it apart 

from others.

The VLE is a pow erful tool and one that can, if  used in  a structured and theoretically 

informed manner, provide a forum for the type o f  public dialogue and engagement that is at 

the heart o f  any com m unity o f  practice or indeed professional learning community. Pavey 

and Garland are keen to emphasise the importance o f  engagement in any type o f  online 

learning process. They suggest that V LE’s are designed in  such a w ay as to suggest that 

they have the ‘potential to stimulate depth o f learning by  encouraging students to engage 

more fully w ith topics and issues’ (2004: 305). The use o f  the term ‘potential’ above is an 

interesting one. There can be a tendency when examining a new  approach to teaching and 

learning to confuse its potential impact w ith its practical impact. Again to emphasise, 

V LE’s have a powerful potential to stimulate genuine, in-depth learning but to fulfil this 

potential a num ber o f  steps need to be taken. Davies et al (2005) citing Salmon (2002) 

suggest that a num ber o f  im portant pre-requisites m ust be in place i f  online activity is to 

have a meaningful and useful outcome. These include ‘m otivation to work with each other 

through this m edium , providing clear learning objectives to participants and encouraging 

structured interaction betw een them ’ (p 617). I f  w e are to accept this analysis then any 

successful use o f  online learning requires those w ith responsibility for the delivery o f 

programmes to,

• Sell the m edium  in a w ay that ensures m otivation
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• Provide a clear outcomes structure that allows individuals to clearly map where they 

are going w ith the technology

• Facilitate structured interaction between com munity members

Fox and M acKeogh (2001:12-15), writing in an Irish context, argue that a critical element 

o f any successful online learning situation is the attention paid to its design. They suggest 

that course developers need to consider what exactly they are asking their students to do 

and more im portantly, w hy they are being asked to do it. They further suggest that the 

application o f  technology to a learning situation just because it exists w ill not necessarily 

enhance the quality o f  the learning engaged in. Echoing some the criticisms o f 

Romiszowski and Ravitz (1997) cited earlier, they argue that while a CMC enhanced 

environment m ay lead greater engagement and higher order thinking, significant thought 

needs to be put into how the communication is initiated, maintained and resourced.

Bradshaw et al (2005) approach the topic o f  design from a slightly different though no less 

important angle. They argue that it is necessary to have stimulating content to act as a 

platform from w hich to develop the engaged, reflective dialogues that are so necessary to 

the model o f  learning being proposed. The type o f  content that is delivered is important, 

the method potentially as important but only when consideration has been given to why a 

particular form at o f  delivery method has been adopted. In the case o f  the programme under 

discussion there w as a com mitment to exploring the content delivery capabilities o f the 

VLE platform  from an early stage. The functionalities offered by the VLE meant that it 

was com paratively easy to offer:

• Lecture notes

• Academic articles

• Links to w ider resources on the web

• Structuring and linking material dealing with the use o f  online learning

• Informal discussion fora in both synchronous and asynchronous mode

In addition to these m odes o f  content delivery, the research interests o f  the programme 

developers m entioned earlier resulted in an eagerness to examine methodologies for
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integrating the em erging digital video technology into the overall program m e structure 

being developed.

Integrating Digital Video into an Online Learning / Self-Evaluation Community

There have been m any attempts in past decades to place emerging generations o f film and 

video technology at the heart o f educational practice. Brophy (2004) examining the efforts 

since the mid 1960’s argues that for the m ost part the initial enthusiasm for the technology 

tends to get lost in the practical difficulties o f  integrating it in a meaningful manner into 

different branches o f  education. As early as 1970 Baker was arguing that video technology 

should be seen as being useful in specific aspects o f  the educational endeavour, and in 

particular in teacher professional development, but only when specific learning outcomes 

can be associated w ith its use. Notwithstanding the theoretical and practical difficulties 

associated with its use, educationalists in general and teacher educators in particular have 

sought to find ways o f using video technology in a meaningful maimer for almost four 

decades now. Gamaron-Sherin (2004: 1-9) lists some o f the major uses w hich include:

• M icroteaching

• Interaction analysis

• M odelling expert teaching

• Video based cases

• H yperm edia courses

• Field recordings

To some extent the specifics o f the formats do not really matter, w hat is interesting is the 

regular attempts to find a hom e for video technology. Gamaron-Sherin suggests that it is 

the very flexibility o f  the video format that allows it to survive and adapt to new learning 

environments. Perhaps m ore im portantly she argues that m any o f  the changes o f focus in 

the use o f  video are not necessarily the result o f significant improvements in the technology 

but rather as a result o f  the changing theoretical framework within which they were being 

used. She suggests that the most significant o f these was, ‘the shift from behaviourism to 

cognitivism ’ (Gam aron-Sherin 2004: 9).
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From the perspective o f  this study Brophy’s analysis o f  the dominant theoretical framework

w ithin which video technology is currently used is an interesting one. He suggests that,

The theoretical rationales underlying most authors’ use o f  video emphasize notions 
o f  situated learning o f  grounded theory w ithin application contexts (when 
discussing the value o f  classroom videos), and notions o f  co-constructing 
professional knowledge within a learning com m unity (when discussing the 
discourse patterns and activities featured in the teacher education curriculum into 
which video viewing is incorporated).In addition, certain theorists are cited 
commonly, notably Schon (1983,1987) in what is involved in creating reflective 
practitioners.

Brophy 2004: xii

Here again we have the concepts o f situated learning, professional practice-based 

knowledge, learning communities and reflection being brought to the fore.

One o f the m ore significant developments in recent years has been the emergence o f digital 

video (DV) technology as an easily accessible, com paratively cheap communications 

m edium  (Theodosakis 2001). DV is flexible, inexpensive and integrates seamlessly with 

m ost V LE’s. For this reason, recent research examining the potential use o f  video in 

education has begun to focus on the possibility o f  course participants becom ing producers 

as well as consumers o f  video (Sullivan 2005). This change in focus has obvious 

implications for those interested in the creation o f  online, practice-based communities. We 

have already seen the importance attached to the knowledge creation aspect o f  any 

com m unity o f  learners as well as the significance o f  the development o f  a shared language 

to describe the practice knowledge being created by that com m unity (W enger 1998, 

W enger and Lave 1991). W hat the emergence o f DV technology combined w ith CMC 

functionality o f  a standard VLE seems to offer is the m ethod to generate grounded content, 

the location to host and disseminate that content, the forum to discuss and reflect on the 

m eaning o f  the material created and overall structure to guide that reflection in a public yet 

secure manner.

This broad position is being examined in practice by a num ber o f  researchers. Perry and 

Talley (2001) exam ined the combined use o f  video and web technology with 38 ITE 

providers. The results were, for the m ost part, positive with m ost respondents indicating a 

sense that their practice was enhanced by the introduction o f com bination o f  technologies.
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An interesting aside to this research was the discovery that only 8 out o f  38 ITE providers 

actually chose to create their own videos with those who failed to do so citing technical 

issues as the m ain reason for the lack o f  interest. The presence o f  issues relating to 

bandwidth, software availability, processor capabilities, etc. were to have an impact on the 

earlier part o f  the research under discussion here but the exponential developments 

technology resulted in the latter part o f  the research developing a different focus.

A parallel piece o f  research was conducted by Ferdig and Roehler (2004). Again seeking to 

explore the potential intersection o f  video and web technology they argued that one o f  the 

main benefits o f  video technology was that it allowed students view and review incidents o f 

teaching until they w ere sure that they understood them. Bonk (2004) speaking o f the same 

view/review process suggests that in these cases,

Videos provide an anchoring event for reflection as they can be replayed and 
discussed until students understand and can interrelate some o f  the concepts 
em bedded in  them. (Bonk 2004:98)

Ferdig and Roehler suggest that it is the availability o f  social fora that provides students 

with the space to develop the vocabulary to discuss the issues. W ithout these shared, public 

spaces m any students would be unable or perhaps unw illing to name the reality that they 

w ere witnessing in a w ay that made sense to them. Ultim ately these researchers argue that 

what the intersection o f  these two technologies allow students do is to, ‘create a common 

knowledge b ase’ (2004: 131). It is the creation o f  precisely this type o f  shared knowledge 

base that is at the heart o f  any attempt to establish a com m unity o f  learners, whether it is 

online or in a physical location.

In summary then, recent research which has sought to explore the benefits, potential or real, 

o f the integration o f  web technology, digital video technology and the communication 

capabilities o f  online communications software in a VLE structure appears on the whole to 

be positive. W hile there are still problems to be addressed, not least the end user micro- 

technical problem s often associated w ith downstream technological and skill deficiencies,
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the technology as a whole seems to offer a way o f generating not only new knowledge but a 

different type o f community to reflect on and indeed build that knowledge.

For education providers, the emergence o f the VLE platform has significantly enhanced the 

capacity of many organisations to offer a variety o f online supports to participants in their 

everyday activities. Because many of the functionalities that had previously been 

distributed across a range o f expensive sub-systems have been brought together in one 

package, users have begun to explore ways o f  integrating technology into their professional 

practice. At higher education level some organisations have experimented with delivering 

courses completely ‘online’ while others have sought to find ways o f using VLE’s to 

support existing teaching. This latter approach, often known as blended learning, seeks to 

combine the best o f different modes o f educational provision with a view to enhancing the 

quality o f the student learning experience (Dukes, Waring and Koorland 2006). In the final 

section o f this chapter we will briefly examine the conceptual and practical underpinnings 

o f the blended learning approach with a view to determining its potential as a mode of 

course delivery for the training programme under discussion.

Blended Learning: Mixing Modes for Effective Teaching and Learning

There is a strong argument to be made that the rise o f the blended approach to teaching and 

learning at a range o f educational levels owes more to the relatively haphazard integration 

o f emerging technology by enthusiasts than any coherent and structured implementation 

plan drawn up by educational leaders. Be that as it may, the last five years have seen an 

exponential increase in the use o f and reference to this mode o f course delivery at higher 

education level in particular (see for example Romano, Wallace, Helmick, Carey and 

Adkins, 2005). In an attempt to provide some form of coherence to discussions relating to 

the blended learning model in the UK, Rothery provides an overview o f the different 

implementation modes most commonly associated with it. Defining blended learning quite 

simply as Teaming and teaching approaches which contain a mixture o f online activities 

and face-to-face activities’ (2004:3), he suggests that there are three distinct ways that 

blended learning can be understood. These are:
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• A blend o f face-to-face and online activities in course design

• A learning/teaching activity which is itself a mixture o f physical and online 

methods

• Access to a learning environment which consist o f a mixture o f external and local 

resources, a mixture o f real and virtual resources, accessed by a mixture of face-to- 

face and online methods (2004: 4)

It is possible to see these approaches as a continuum, discrete entities or elements that can 

be combined as and when a course provider feels it appropriate. Given the flexibility with 

which the concept has been approached, it is unsurprising that Garrison and Kanuka can 

argue that,

Blended learning is both simple and complex. At its simplest, blended learning is 
the thoughtful integration of classroom face-to-face learning experiences with 
online learning experiences.... At the same time, there is considerable complexity 
in its implementation with the challenges of virtually limitless design possibilities 
and applicability to so many contexts (2004 a: 96)

Notwithstanding this conceptual complexity, there is growing sense that the emergence of

robust and cost effective VLE technology is changing the parameters within which blended

approaches to learning are understood. Rothery argues that an expanded view of the

potential of the VLE in higher education has resulted in a situation where they are

increasingly being used to allow students have their say (2004:7). Indeed research carried

out by Swan (2001) and Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2003) suggests that it is the ability

to communicate offered by VLE type interactive technologies that makes blended learning

so attractive to many users. In many ways this echoes earlier discussions relating to

potential o f online communication to facilitate the development o f communities of practice

and professional learning communities. However recent research conducted by Garrison

and Kanuka (2004) and Vaughan and Garrison (2005) goes one stage further and suggests

that blended learning is ‘particularly effective’ (Garrison and Kanuka 2004: 97) in the

creation o f communities o f practitioners. They argue that,

Community provides the stabilizing, cohesive influences that balance the open 
communication and limitless access to information on the Internet. Communities
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also provide the condition for free and open dialogue, critical debate, negotiation 
and agreement. (ibid. p 97)

The role played by blended learning in supporting this is a very specific one. Garrison and

Kanuka suggest that it has,

The capabilities to facilitate these conditions and adds an important reflective 
element with multiple forms o f communication to meet specific learning 
requirements. (ibid. p 97)

Here again we have contemporary research highlighting the role o f reflection, 

communication, dialogue and open, public debate as key aspects o f community 

development. However we also have the assertion that the combination o f online and face- 

to-face delivery modes that characterise blended learning make this a particularly suitable 

form of environment for the development o f communities.

From the perspective o f the study being discussed in this report, the research undertaken by 

Vaughan and Garrison (2005) is particularly interesting. In essence, they contend that a 

blended learning environment significantly adds to the quality and quantity o f cognitive 

outcomes achieved by a community o f inquiry. Reporting on the results o f a year long 

study with a higher education faculty, their research suggests that different levels of 

cognitive engagement are facilitated by a variety o f teaching environments. For example, 

an initial face-to-face meeting of a group of learners is a good place to trigger ideas and 

initiate communication. It can also act relatively successful forum for creating a social 

relationship between group members. However, the time pressured reality o f most face-to- 

face encounters mean that it can be quite difficult for individuals and groups to engage in 

considered reflection o f issues being discussed. Vaughan and Garrison (2005) along with 

Mayer (2003) and Lally (2000) would suggest that the very process o f posting to an online 

forum encourages and in some cases requires individuals to take time to reflect and present 

their ideas in a coherent and defensible manner.

From the perspective o f the programme under discussion, this suggestion of the potential 

benefits o f a blended learning mode of course delivery was significant. The practicalities
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of delivering a course to two groups o f educational professionals who would be present in a 

University setting for a certain part o f a week and engaging in VLE supported practical 

work on others realistically seemed to demand some form of blended approach. While a 

decision to adopt some form of blended approach to course delivery was made early in the 

process, the precise balance between the online and face-to-face elements was not. As a 

result o f this, a series o f experiments with different formats was engaged in with a view to 

discovering the best combination of the two elements. In the following chapters of this 

study, the final format will be presented in some detail along with a short explanation as to 

how the particular balance between the two elements was arrived at.

Conclusion

This chapter has presented a detailed outline o f the influences that shaped the training 

programme for self-evaluating teachers developed at Dublin City University. The 

centrality o f the notion o f community and the different interpretations o f that concept were 

examined in some detail and an attempt was made to demonstrate how this idea can be 

extended beyond its traditional school bound definition. This process o f  extension depends 

critically on innovations in ICT that have taken place in recent years and a considerable 

amount o f time was spent exploring exactly how functionalities such as CMC and DV can 

be used in conjunction with emerging VLE technology to develop online learning 

communities. In the following chapters, these disparate strands will be drawn together and 

an analysis o f  their influence on a ‘blended’ three year training programme designed to 

develop self-evaluating teachers capable of engaging with an emerging Irish system of 

educational evaluation will be provided.
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Chapter Ten: Broadening the research methodology for this phase of the research

Chapter seven o f this study provided an explanation of the broad methodological approach 

adopted by the researcher in the first phase o f this work -  namely case study research in 

schools. Relying heavily on semi-structured participant interviews this part o f the research 

sought to analyse the new system of Whole School Evaluation in its early stages of 

implementation. Naturally as the study developed and the focus moved to an in-depth 

exploration of the self-evaluation programme designed and implemented by the researcher, 

the methodological tools used were to change somewhat although the semi structured 

research interview remained a constant. This latter part o f the study relied heavily on data 

generated through the use o f the MOODLE VLE as well as more traditional formats such 

as interviews and surveys. At a practical level this meant that while the fundamental 

research position outlined in an earlier section o f this work did not have to be re-examined, 

the specific challenges thrown up by the type of data being analysed needed to be 

addressed. In particular careful consideration had to be given to how the VLE-generated 

data was to be structured, analysed and used. The uniqueness o f the data generated posed a 

number o f challenges for the researcher in areas such as:

• The choice o f  an analytic model to assess the quality o f the postings

• The broad ethical framework to be adopted when dealing with such data

• The use o f specially designed software to enhance the quality o f analysis

undertaken.

This chapter will detail how these and other challenges were met and provide a theoretical 

background for the subsequent findings and recommendations chapters.

Increasing the Data Flow: Drawing From Additional Resources

In an earlier chapter o f this study a short list of the data collection methods used was 

provided along with a brief explanation o f the general research stance adopted by the 

researcher. Locating the study firmly within the qualitative paradigm, the researcher chose 

to use as broad a range of data sources as possible (Huberman and Miles 2002). The 

exploration o f the programme developed to enhance the professional capacities of ITE and 

CPD teachers provided a range o f additional data sources. Whereas the earlier part o f the
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research concentrated on interviews, documentary analysis and questionnaires the second 

part significantly increased the range of data sources used (see Table 10.1 below).

Data Collection Methods

ITE CPD

Questionnaires Questionnaires

Interviews Interviews

Online Discussion Postings Online Discussion Postings

VLE Generated Statistical Data VLE Generated Statistical Data

Individual Reports Individual Reports

Group Reports Group Reports

Group generated digital video material

T a b le  10 .1 : A  summary of data collection methods

While maintaining the broad qualitative stance mentioned in earlier sections of this work, 

the researcher chose to investigate both additional modes o f data collection and other 

methodologies and frameworks for working with and exploring the data generated.

Exploring the Data: Using Software to Code and Clarify

The rise in popularity o f  systematic, theory led qualitative research over the past number of 

decades has resulted in the emergence o f a number o f support mechanisms for the novice 

and experienced researcher working in the area. Among the more interesting of the 

supports to emerge has been software to assist the process o f qualitative data analysis.

More properly know as computer assisted qualitative data analysis software or CAQDAS 

(Bringer, Hailey Johnston and Brackenridge 2006) its use has become so commonplace that
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MacMillan and Koenig were able to state that ‘the issue is not whether to use CAQDAS but 

how it should be used’ (2004:180). When first developed their primary selling point was 

the advantages they offered the researcher who needed to deal with large volumes of textual 

data and who felt intimidated by the physical and conceptual limitations o f traditional ‘cut 

and paste’ methods (Richards 1995). Indeed Seale when analysing the advantages of 

CAQDAS puts this at the top of his list. He summarises the benefits o f the software under 

four broad categories:

a) Speed at handling large volumes o f data, freeing the researcher to explore numerous 

analytic questions.

b) Improvement o f rigour, including the production o f counts o f phenomena and 

searching for deviant cases.

c) Facilitation o f team research, including the development o f consistent coding 

schemes.

d) Helping with sampling (emphasis in the original) decisions, be these in the service 

o f representatives or theory development

(2004:189)

What is interesting about this list is the claims made for CAQDAS over and above those 

relating to the mechanics o f data analysis. Not only will the software speed things up it 

will improve rigour, facilitate team research and help with sampling. While not necessarily 

disagreeing with the claims, there is a danger o f what MacMillan and Koenig term the 

‘wow factor’ (2004:180) taking over. The wow factor is simply the natural tendency of 

individuals to marvel at what something new can do without asking why it is doing it or 

whether it is strictly necessary. MacMillan and Koenig go on to point out one of the major 

dangers o f the wow factor in relation to CAQDAS is the assumption that ‘software is the 

methodology, and that by simply learning to operate the program, the researcher is doing 

analysis’ (ibid 180). This latter point is particularly important. CAQDAS is a tool, it is a 

powerful tool and can greatly enhance the process o f data analysis but its use cannot 

absolve the researcher from the need to ground his or her study in a coherent and robust 

methodological context.
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If we accept that the methodological framework must be addressed as a matter of course 

when CAQDAS is employed, it is interesting to explore some of the other benefits listed by 

Seale. The issue o f rigour and our ability to validate the analysis and results offered in a 

qualitative research report are vitally important ones (Silverman 2004, Huberman and Miles 

2002). What CAQDAS seems to offer is a way of demonstrating to even the most critical 

observer how the particular conclusions produced were arrived at. It does this by providing 

a visual and numeric record o f the process o f analysis in an easily understandable. 

Researchers can now easily calculate how many times a particular word, phrase or concept 

occurs in a particular piece of text, explore the broader context of its use, search for any 

negative or contradictoiy cases and if necessary visually model their understanding of the 

significance of word or idea.
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This process can be seen in the example presented above, which was drawn from another 

study for ethical reasons, relating to student teachers experiences o f misbehaviour whilst on 

teaching practice. In this example, we can see that there are 62 references to ‘discipline’
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present in student web postings from a stated period. We can see each of these references 

clearly numbered in the bottom right hand frame. The researcher can now examine each of 

these references with a view to developing a view on student experience discipline as an 

issue on teaching practice.

The issue o f sampling to an extent draws on the same functionalities if  we accept Seale’s

position that the main point o f sampling in qualitative research is,

not so much to create empirical generalisations through large representative samples 
but to develop theory. (This can be done by) comparing cases where a phenomenon 
exists with those where it does not, seeing which other conditions appear to be 
associated with the phenomenon. (2004: 195)

What CAQDAS allows a researcher do is to code a large number o f cases and then draw 

comparisons and contrasts between these cases with a view to developing a theory or 

explanation as to what is happening and why. In these situations theory is not only 

developed but a clear, unambiguous record o f how it was developed is available to be 

interrogated by the researcher and others.

Interesting though these capabilities may be, they do not necessarily meet with universal 

approval among qualitative researchers. There is a recurrent theme among some writers 

suggesting that the use o f  CAQDAS is a backdoor way o f accepting the primacy of the 

positivist approach to research (Carvajal 2002, Bong 2002). The importance ascribed to 

counting, proving and producing is seen as being in some cases at least as being inimical to 

a naturalist and emergent approach to data analysis. A second criticism that emerges 

regularly is the contention that the very structure o f most CAQDAS packages forces users 

down a grounded theory approach to research whether or not they wish to (Seale 2004). 

While many o f the package developers would vehemently deny this (Richards 2005) it is a 

widespread view that needs to be addressed.

Not withstanding the criticisms and concerns raised by some writers, it was decided early 

on in this research to make use o f the functionalities o f a CAQDAS package. This was 

done for a number o f reasons. The first of these was the general comfort level of the
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researcher with this type o f software. He had been using different packages for almost a

decade and felt very much at home with them. A connected issue was the awareness of

how the software could be used to assist in the management and analysis o f the CMC

generated textual material. As will be seen in the latter part o f this chapter, there were

many hundreds o f pieces o f textual data to be analysed and the functionalities offered by

CAQDAS seemed to promise a more streamlined method for dealing with this data.

A final and equally significant reason for the use o f the software was the rapid increase in

functions offered by packages. Whereas in the past different packages offered for example

either the ability to retrieve text or build theory most new software now offered a whole

range o f functions. Indeed, most packages now provide the researcher with some or all of

the following: text retrievers, text base managers, code and retrieve programmes, code

based theory builders and conceptual network builders (Weitzman 2000: 808-809).

Following an extensive study of the different CAQDAS available a decision was made to

use the NVIVO 7 package, one o f newest and most powerful o f the many tools available.

As well as offering all o f the functionalities suggested by Weitzman above, it also had a

powerful multimedia analysis tool which was to prove particularly useful in this study. The

developers explicitly sold the package on its ability to not only record, retrieve and analyse

a broad range o f information but also to make dynamic connections and develop new

theories. They state explicitly that,

There’s no predetermined ten-point plan when it comes to making sense o f your 
data. That’s why NVivo 7 allows you to go back and revisit your information, test 
theories and explore your concepts and ideas through superior querying and 
graphical tools at a point during your project. It’s a powerful way o f researching.

(NVIVO Brochure 2006: 2)

This flexibility was considered to be particularly important in a study that was iterative in 

nature and developmental in focus. The ability to develop and test theories at different 

stages o f the process was vital as was the freedom the software afforded to experiment with 

ideas and concepts. In practice, the NVIVO software proved to be, to coin a phrase, fit for 

purpose. The large quantities of data produced were stored, analysed and repeatedly 

accessed. Theories were developed, challenged and modified and reports made and argued 

over. It is arguable that one o f the reasons the use o f the software proved so successful was
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the strong sense the researcher had of the broader methodological context within which it 

was being used. The software remained a tool and did not become an end in itself

Exploring the Data: Using Software to Count

The second use o f data analysis software in this study was probably a little less novel. In 

common with the vast majority o f current educational researchers, the author o f this study 

chose to use a statistical analysis package to manipulate the quantitative data generated 

(Gorard and Taylor 2004). The software used in this case was the SPSS package, one of 

the most widely available o f all statistical analysis software. Described by its developers as 

‘the leader in providing predictive analytics solutions that help educational institutions 

make better decisions’ (SPSS 2006:2) the software helps researchers to:

• Collect, prepare, analyze, and manage research data

• Discover important concepts and relationships in journals, publications, and 

research databases

• Produce high-quality output for reports and publication

(SPSS 2006: 3)

In reality, it was the first o f these functionalities, the ability to manipulate research data that 

was o f most use to the researcher. Because of the complexity of the software, the 

researcher received assistance from an expert user who was based in the same Department 

when deciding on the type and format o f data to be produced. His input was also important 

during the process o f questionnaire design to ensure that the structure adopted in each 

question was appropriate and above all useful.

Despite the broadly qualitative nature o f the study being undertaken, there were some 

significant segments o f quantitative data available to the researcher. Table 10.1 above 

indicates the two major sources o f this data, the questionnaires generated in the course of 

the study by both participants and researcher and the VLE usage statistics generated by 

participants (Appendix N  and O). Analysis o f the former proved relatively straightforward 

with data tables being generated and basic descriptive statistical operations being
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participants (Appendix N and O). Analysis o f the former proved relatively straightforward 

with data tables being generated and basic descriptive statistical operations being 

performed on the data. This produced many o f the data sets explored in the latter sections 

o f this chapter which added significantly to the understanding o f the more text based 

qualitative material.

The second source o f statistical data, the VLE usage statistics were somewhat more 

complicated at the initial stages as they had to be recorded and categorised prior to analysis 

in the package. There was the additional issue o f the sheer volume of the data generated by 

the VLE. As we will see later, each time a participant accessed a page, a permanent record 

was made. This led to many thousands o f records being produced which had to be recorded 

and manually transferred to SPSS. Figure 10.2 below provides a screenshot o f the basic 

usage data produced by MOODLE in its raw state.

•_J Custw iKe Lmks J  Free Hotrnai i_ j Windows Markatplate j j  Windows Meda ,_J Windotw

DCU M oodle  I» 2006_ES114A n L o g s  » All participants. All day*

2005/2006 ES114A SE1 Mlcroteachlng and Teaching Preparation: All participants, All days
(Server's local time)

[ 2005/2006 ES114ASE1 Microlsaching andTeaching Preporüdon v , All pwtoevjorrta v  All days v~|
A l l  a c t iv i t ie s    | 'ln. '. i  lu g s |

Displaying 145 records

Page 1 2 (Next)
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Fri 10 November2Q06, D1:10 PM 136.206.21.65 Thomas Marlin Wsmyss course view 2005/2006 ES114A SE1 Microteaching and Teachin
Wed 0 November2006, 11:03 PM 66 42.85.206 Aoife Squires course view 2005/2006 ES114A SE1 Microteaching and Teachin
Wed 0 Nov ember 2006.11 03 PM 66 42 05 206 Aoife Squires course view 2005/2006 ES114A SE1 Microteaching and Teachin
Thu2 NovBmbar2006, 06:00 PM 136 206 252 43 Elaina Campbell usar view all
Thu 2  November 2006, 06 00 PM 136,206 25 2 43 Elaine Campbell course view 2005/2006 ES114A SE1 Microteaching and Teachin
Thu 26 Oclob0r2OO6, 06 4B PM 136.208.21.67 Thomas Marlin Wemyss course view 2005/2006 ES114A SE1 Microteaching and Teachin

Wed 25 Ûclobar2006, 07:54 PM 136 206 101 67 Conor Sullivan forum view discussion Skill 1 Reflection
Wed 25 0clobar2006, 07 53 PM I3G 206 101 G7 Conor Sullivan forum viaw forum Discussing Microteaching - Skill 1
Wed 25 0clober2006, 07:53 PM 136.206.101 67 Conor Sullivan course view 2005/2006 ES114A SE1 Microteaching and Teachin
Wed 25 0clober2006, 07 45 PM 136 206 229 123 Conor Sullivan resource view QuickTime 7 Video Editing Demonstration
Wed 25 October2006. 07 45 PM 136 206 229 123 Conor Sullivan resource view Archos Demonstration Video
Wad 25 Oc 1 ober2006,07:44 PM 136 206 229123 Conor Sullivan course viaw 2005/2006 ES114A SE1 Microteaching and Teachin
W ed 25 0clober2006, 07:42 PM 136 206 229 123 Conor Sullrvan forum view discussion Skill 1 Reflection
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F ig u r e  1 0 .2 : Raw statistical data from MOODLE

As a result o f the widespread use of packages such as SPSS over a significant period o f 

time, there is less o f a ‘wow factor’ associated with them. Most qualitative researchers

199



Chapter Ten Broadening the Research Methodology

tend to be rooted in the general methodological debates surrounding the type of data used in 

different modes o f research.

To a large extent these issues did not arise in the course o f this research as there was a clear 

understanding o f the underlying philosophical and research position from the outset. As 

has been stated on a number o f occasions, this was a qualitative study which used a variety 

o f data collection methods in order to achieve a higher degree o f reliability and validity 

(Huberman and Miles 2002). There were general research issues to be addressed however 

which impacted on the use of the statistical data generated with perhaps the most important 

o f these being the sample used.

The issue o f sampling is a relatively contentious one in qualitative research. We have 

already seen one explanation suggested by Seale which explicitly links it to the idea of 

theory building (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Other writers (Maykut and Moorehouse 1994, 

Silverman 2004, Huberman and Miles 2002) approach it from a slightly different 

perspective. Maykut and Moorehouse approach the issue from the perspective o f the 

difficulties that often face qualitative researchers when approaching the area o f sampling. 

They state that, ‘many o f us have been taught that in order to have an acceptable sample for 

a research project we should select people at random from the population’ (1994: 56).

This is often impossible in a qualitative research setting and therefore researchers working 

in this paradigm tend to select a sample with a view to ‘gaining a deep understanding of 

some phenomenon’ (ibid). This concept o f selecting a sample for understanding is not of 

course alien to the quantitative paradigm, in fact it could be argued that this is at the root of 

all sampling techniques. However it is an explicit goal of most qualitative research and was 

one which underpinned this study. Rather than strive for an impractical random sample a 

decision was made to employ a ‘purposive’ sample which included all participants in the 

study with a view to developing the deepest understanding o f the phenomenon possible 

(Denzin and Lincoln 2000: 370). In practice this meant that the data from the 34 CPD and 

14 ITE participants would form the basis for all investigations and in particular for the 

statistical models produced in the course o f the use o f SPSS.
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There was one final area in relation to sampling which needed to be addressed. As we have 

seen, the study generated a high level o f both textual and numerical data in the course of its 

CMC element. This posed something o f a problem for the researcher. While it was 

comparatively easy to analyse the numerical data using SPSS the text based data presented 

more of a challenge due to its volume and complexity. Best practice in the area tended to 

recommend the concentration on up to one third o f the messages posted online as a way of 

guaranteeing that a comprehensive and useful analysis would take place (Lally 2000, Hara, 

Bonk and Angeli 2000, Garrison and Anderson 2004). The selection o f the messages could 

be either random or purposeful. In keeping with the broader research framework adopted 

in this study, a decision was made to adopt a purposeful sampling approach and to choose 

the postings relating to:

• The use o f the self-generated data collection instruments

• The general postings dealing with attitudes to self-evaluation

In making this decision it was important to take account o f the framework for analysing 

CMC adopted as each had their own complexities and areas o f particular interest. In the 

next section we will examine the framework adopted and explore its impact on the overall 

structure o f the data analysis approach used in the study.

Methodology: Analysing Online Communication

One o f the more interesting methodological challenges posed by this study was the 

requirement to analyse a large amount o f data generated in the course o f asynchronous 

computer mediated communication. At one level it is possible to argue that as the output 

from this type o f communication is transmitted in written form then a standard analysis 

model such as those proposed by Silverman (2005), Miles and Huberman (1994) should be 

applied. Indeed, for much of this research just such a model was used, resulting in the 

emergence o f significant themes that impacted on the overall shape o f this study.

To an extent however, this approach misses the point in relation to the analysis o f CMC.

As we have seen in chapter 9, one o f the huge benefits o f working in a CMC environment 

is the opportunity it provides for participants to engage with each other, with ideas and in
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reflection. CMC is a dynamic communications medium whose inherent architecture 

happens to publicly record the processes through which people’s thoughts, ideas and 

positions develop and change over time. In many ways this process is unique. While other 

data collection formats may contain some of the elements o f a CMC environment it appears 

that none posses quite the same combination. For example, participant journals have the 

dynamic, developmental focus but not the public aspect while focus groups have the public 

element of position statement but not the extended development element.

Recognising the unique nature o f much of the data produced by such fora, a number of 

researchers have sought to develop models o f analysis that accurately capture the richness 

o f the interactions and processes recorded. In particular, writers from the early 1990’s 

onwards have sought to develop models of content analysis o f  online discussion fora that 

capture the critical dialogue and reflective engagement aspect o f the CMC environment 

(Henri, 1992, Marra, Moore and Klimczak 2004). Given the centrality o f reflective 

analysis, conceptual engagement with the process o f self-evaluation and possible online 

community building to the programme under discussion, it seemed obvious that the 

researcher need to adopt or adapt an existing CMC analysis protocol for this study. In 

particular, he had to find a methodology that allowed him examine, if  possible, the level of 

engagement with the concepts discussed in the various fora. This section will examine the 

various protocols examined as well as discussing the strengths and potential challenges 

posed by the model that was eventually chosen.

Analysing Online Communication: Comparing Models

Given the comparative youth of the CMC format it is not particularly surprising that most 

o f the methodological development that has taken place in the field has occurred in the last 

decade and a half. While there were some writers tentatively exploring the implications of 

CMC for teaching and learning (Harasim 1993, Romizowski 1997) the earliest significant 

model for analysing the communication and knowledge development aspect o f CMC was 

developed by Henri in 1992. This model sought to assess the quality o f online 

communication by concentrating on four aspects; the social, the interactive, the cognitive 

and the metacognitive. Drawing from a range o f data analysis, discourse analysis and
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communications sources she sought to provide a rationale for each of the categories chosen 

as well as a basic schema for applying them (Hara, Bonk and Angeli, 2000). Mara et al 

(2004) provide examples o f these developments when explaining the categories (see Table 

10.2).

Henri’s 1992 Model of CMC Analysis
Category Example

Social
Rates of participation, statements of a social nature e.g. ‘how are you 

today

Interactive Statements that refer to other postings e.g. ‘as John said’ etc.

Cognitive
Statements containing evidence o f reasoning at elementary, in-depth, 

inference drawing, judgemental & strategic levels

Metacognitive
Statements demonstrating high levels o f reasoning e.g. analytic or 

evaluative statements or positions

T a b le :  1 0 .2 :  Henri’s Model adapted by Mara et al

(2004:25)

What made this model so innovative was the attempt made to focus on,

the social activity and the interactivity o f the individuals in a group at the same time 
as giving a picture o f the cognitive and metacognitive processes o f those individuals

(Lally 2000: 7)

The increased use o f  CMC throughout the 1990’s led to the development o f a number of 

alternative models for analysing the nature, quantity and quality o f the discussions taking 

place (Burnett 2000). One o f the more significant models to emerge was that proposed by 

Gunwardena, Lowe and Anderson (1997). This model explicitly built on the work o f Henri 

in that it acknowledged the importance of structured framework for analysis that she 

proposed. However, Gunwardena et al chose to change the focus o f the analysis
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concentrating less on the teacher role in facilitating the creation o f knowledge and more on 

the social construction o f knowledge by course participants. Choosing to give the paper 

which first proposed this model, the title o f ‘Analysis o f a global online debate and the 

development o f an interaction analysis model fo r  examining social construction o f 

knowledge in computer conferencing ‘ (italics added) emphasises this point. The 

Interaction Analysis Model (IAM) developed suggested that the process of knowledge 

construction in any given group goes through five stages (see Table 10.3).

Gunwardena, Lowe and Anderson Interactive Analysis Model

Phase Example

Phase 1 Sharing and Comparing Information

Phase 2 The Discovery and Exploration o f Dissonance or Inconsistency among 

ideas, concepts or statements

Phase 3 Negotiating o f Meaning / Co -Construction of Knowledge

Phase 4 Testing and Modification of Proposed Synthesis or Co-Construction

Phase 5 Agreement Statements/Application o f New Meaning

T a b le  1 0 .3 :  Gunwardena, Lowe and Anderson Interactive Analysis Model

(Adapted from Gunwardena et al 1998: 142)

This model proved to be very influential and was particularly valued for the concentration it 

placed on the social construction element o f knowledge creation in online fora. It could be 

argued however that by concentrating almost exclusively on participant led socially 

constructed knowledge the IAM model limited its potential range o f application to those 

learning situations where the teacher had a very limited role. This is perhaps 

understandable as the model was designed, initially at least, for application with a purely 

online course. As we have already seen, the programme under investigation in this study
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chose a ‘blended’ delivery mode and for this reason the researcher considered the IAM to 

be unsuitable for the purpose o f analysing the CMC data produced.

The examination and subsequent rejection o f both the Henri and IAM models by the 

researcher helped clarify the characteristics that would be needed to assess the data 

produced in the course o f this study. The model would need to provide a framework to 

assess conceptual development in some objective manner. In addition it would need to 

provide a structure for understanding the role played by course participants in producing 

new knowledge in the course of their discussions. However, as importantly, it would need 

to include the role o f the teacher or researcher as an essential element o f this knowledge 

development process. Having examined a number o f other models, for example the 

Newman, Webb and Cochrane 1995) protocol and the Gilbert and Dabbagh (2006) model 

based on Blooms Taxonomy, a decision was made to adopt the ‘Community o f Inquiry 

Model’ proposed by Garrison, Anderson and Archer in 2000. It is to this model and its 

impact on the study under consideration that we will now turn.

Adopting and Adapting the Community of Inquiry Model

In Chapter 8 o f this study, we briefly examined one of the ancillary pieces o f research that 

developed from the original ‘Community o f  Inquiry M odel’ (COI) investigations conducted 

by Garrison et al in the late 1990’s. This research, published by Vaughan and Garrison in 

2005, dealt with the potential of a blended learning environment to significantly enhance 

the quality o f a professional development programme in a higher education institution. 

While the 2005 research is important in the context o f one aspect o f this study, the earlier 

foundation work on the communities of inquiry was to be particularly significant when it 

came to choosing a data analysis model for use with the CMC generated material.

The COI model was developed by Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000) in an attempt to 

provide a framework for explaining the complex interactions that take place in any online 

learning situation. The model ‘assumes that learning occurs within a community through 

the interaction o f three presences - social, cognitive and teaching’ (Vaughan and Garrison 

2005: 2). Figure 10.3 below, drawn from the original 2000 article, demonstrates the
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authors understanding o f how the different elements o f the model interact. They would 

argue that to a great extent, both social presence -  the ability of participants to present 

themselves socially through the medium of text based online communication -  and teaching 

presence -  the structuring and guiding element provided by the teaching figure in any 

learning situation- act as enablers for the ultimate purpose o f any learning encounter, the 

achievement o f cognitive outcomes (2000: 94).

They further suggest that concept o f cognitive presence encompasses ‘the analysis, 

construction and confirmation o f meaning and understanding within a community of 

learners through sustained discourse and reflection’ (2003: 55). It is, in their opinion, the 

key element that transforms a group from being a loose collection o f individuals to a 

knowledge producing community. This transformation occurs through a process of 

engagement with ideas, experiences and individuals in an online setting.

In addition to providing the basic COI model Garrison, Anderson, Archer and others have, 

in a series o f  papers published from the late 1990’s to the mid years o f this decade, 

attempted tease out the implications of using the model in real life teaching and learning 

situations which make use of CMC (see Garrison, Anderson and Archer 2000 and 2001, 

Garrison and Anderson 2004, Vaughan and Garrison 2005, Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, 

Koole and Kappleman 2006). One o f the areas that received particular attention was the 

development o f a process for measuring the extent to which the cognitive, social and 

teaching elements o f their model were present in any given CMC enabled learning 

situation. Adopting an approach similar to that developed by Henri and Gunwardena et al 

the core team o f writers have developed frameworks for each o f the three elements. Each 

o f the frameworks deals with an individual element o f the model and further subdivides 

them into categories providing indicators for each o f the categories identified. Table 10.4 

below was developed by Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, Koole and Kappleman (2006), and 

provides a summary o f the model.

In practice researchers tend to explore one element of the model at a time and as a result, a 

number o f additional frameworks for each o f the discrete elements have been produced to
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In practice researchers tend to explore one element of the model at a time and as a result, a 

number o f  additional frameworks for each of the discrete elements have been produced to

F ig u r e  1 0 3 :  Community of Inquiry Model

(Garrison and Anderson 2004:26)

assist in the coding process (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison and Archer 1999, Anderson, 

Rourke, Garrison and Archer 2002).
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Community of Inquiry Coding Scheme

Elements Categories Indicators (examples only)

Cognitive Presence

Triggering event Sense of Puzzlement

Exploration Information Exchange

Integration Connecting Ideas

Resolution Apply new ideas

Social Presence

Affective Expressing emotions

Open communication Risk-free expression

Group cohesion Encouraging collaboration

Teaching Presence

Design and organization Setting curriculum and 
methods

Facilitating discourse Sharing personal meaning
Direct instruction Focusing discussion

T a b le  1 0 .4 : Community of Inquiry Coding Scheme

(Garrison et al 2006: 7)

For many researchers one of the initial decisions to be made relates to the aspect of the 

model to be prioritised in the course o f a particular study (Poscente 2002, Meyer 2004).

The complexity o f the model and the multi- analytic levels offered mean that this type of 

choice is inevitable. In most cases the primary aspect explored is decided by the context in 

which the teaching and learning is taking place as well as the focus o f the research. Indeed, 

the process o f model development over the last decade has been marked by the production 

o f a series o f papers examining specific elements in isolation from the others.

In the context o f this study the most influential o f these has undoubtedly been the 2005 

Vaughan and Garrison analysis of the impact o f blended learning on cognitive presence. 

Defining cognitive presence as ‘a condition for higher order thinking and learning’ 

(Garrison and Anderson 2004: 28) the argument as presented suggests that blended learning 

environments can have a particularly significant impact in encouraging higher order,
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reflective thinking in a linked CMC environment. This is important for a study such as this 

one which is seeking assess the extent to which individual teachers engage reflectively with 

not only the theoretical underpinnings o f self-evaluation theory but also the practice 

generated experiences o f their professional peers in a blended setting.

A second important element in a blended learning model is the role adopted by the

instructor or teacher (Reece and Lockee 2005). As a result o f the central guiding role

adopted by the researcher in the management and guidance o f the course, it was considered

important to examine the role of teaching presence in the CMC element of the final version

o f the programme implemented. The definition used by Anderson et al (2001) to describe

teaching presence reinforced this decision. Put simply, teaching presence is,

the design, facilitation and direction of cognitive and social processes for the 
purpose o f realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning 
outcomes (2001:2).

There are strong echoes here of the MacBeath (2005) and Swaffield and MacBeath (2005) 

understanding of the role to be played by the ‘critical friend’ in the process o f facilitating 

the development o f self-evaluation competence in teachers and schools.

O f course a concentration on two aspects o f the proposed model does not preclude an 

interest in the third and some attention was paid to the social aspects o f the CMC texts 

produced in the course o f the study. Garrison et al (2000: 94) define social presence as ‘the 

ability o f participants in a community o f inquiry to project themselves socially’. While 

this is undoubtedly a critical aspect o f a purely online communications setting, and has 

been acknowledged as such by writers from Henri (1992) to Gilbert and Dabbagh (2006), it 

is arguable that it is less important in a blended environment where participants are able to 

create a social profile for themselves by the very fact of their physical presence.

The process o f examining the COI model helped clarify a number o f important elements of 

the data analysis approach that was eventually adopted in this study. For the reasons stated, 

a decision was made to concentrate the analysis on the cognitive aspect o f the CMC texts 

produced, supporting this with an exploration o f the relevant teaching presence while

209



Chapter Ten Broadening the Research Methodology

produced, supporting this with an exploration of the relevant teaching presence while 

acknowledging, when significant, the social aspect. The next section will examine the 

process of data analysis as it operated in practice as well as some of the conceptual and 

practical issues that emerged in the course o f the analysis.

Analysing CMC Data Using the COI Model

At one level the process of analysing the data generated in CMC events using the COI 

model is comparatively straightforward. Researchers are encouraged to read through the 

transcripts and using the frameworks provided for each element to assign a code to each 

element of the transcript (Meyer 2004). The nature of the categories and indicators 

provided for each element made this model particularly suitable for transfer to the NVIVO 

qualitative data analysis package discussed in the previous section of this chapter. Each of 

the elements was designated as a node with the sub-categories being attached to that node 

(see Figure 10.4 below for a sample screenshot o f the NVIVO Nodal Page).
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The process o f coding was completed over a number of weeks with extensive use being 

made of the query and modelling functionality of the software. At the end of this process 

tabular data relating to patterns o f cognitive presence were produced (see Table 10.5 below) 

and assessed with a view to coming to some sort o f conclusion about the value of the CMC 

process as a whole.

Category No. %

Triggering 1 11%

Exploration 3 33%

Integration 4 45%

Resolution 1 11%

T a b le  1 0 .5 : Recording Cognitive Presence Sample Table

Overall, the COI model proved very useful for analysing the different types of 

communication taking place in the blended CMC environment created for the project. In 

the next chapter, the insights generated will be presented as part o f the overall findings for 

the study and their broader implications teased out. Whilst acknowledging the generally 

positive nature o f the experience it is important to note that there were a number of issues 

which arose that caused the researcher some concern and which will be examined briefly in 

the next section.

Using the COI Model -  Issues and Concerns

To an extent, the concerns that emerged as a result of the use of the COI model are ones 

that might naturally be expected when dealing with text based discourse. It is something of 

a truism but it is important to accept that the inherently imprecise nature o f language can 

lead to difficulties in the precise interpretation and categorisation o f individual statements, 

an essential element o f  the COI model. Faced with this imprecision, qualitative researchers 

have developed a variety o f solutions. As we have already seen, some have chosen to
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emphasise the importance multiple sources of corroboration as a method for validating 

thematic categorisations (Denzin and Lincoln 2000). Others have sought to develop robust 

models which control, as far as is practicable, the different variables present in any set of 

data to be analysed (Garrison et al 2000, 2001).

In the context of the CMC analysis models, one of the major sources of concern for 

developers as well as end users is the unit o f analysis to be adopted when examining the 

data. What the debate surrounding the most appropriate unit of analysis comes down in 

large part to a conflict in views relating to the best way o f ensuring precision in coding 

discussions. Garrison et al (2000, 2004) have been particularly focused on this element of 

their model developing a complex and statistically robust case for the designation of the 

whole message as the basic analytic unit. They argue that using the unit has a number of 

advantages including the fact that it is ‘objectively identifiable: Unlike other units of 

analysis, multiple raters can agree on the total number o f cases’ (Garrison and Anderson 

2004:144). Another identified advantage is that it produces a manageable number of cases. 

This is particularly important when there are large numbers o f participants making multiple 

postings that need to be analysed. Finally, it guarantees that the ultimate decision as to the 

length and conceptual boundaries of the unit analysed are set by the author and not by the 

researcher.

Compelling though these arguments may seem at first glance, there are a series of 

competing and at times equally as convincing set o f theories put forward by other CMC 

analysts. For example Hara, Bonk and Angeli (2000) in their article ‘ Content Analysis o f  

Online Discussion in an Applied Educational Psychology’’ suggested that the paragraph 

should be used as the basic unit of analysis. Arguing that most users naturally use the 

paragraph as a structure to subdivide their messages into a series o f thematic units they 

suggest that analytic models need to work at this level. If they do not, there is a danger that 

the may miss some o f the more detailed development patterns that are present at individual 

paragraph level. Fahy (2000) and Hillman (1999) suggested that the only unit of 

measurement capable o f accurately recording all relevant themes while at the same time 

lending itself to widespread, objective use is the sentence. These authors would argue that
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the level o f inter-rater reliability is significantly enhanced by choosing this unit o f analysis, 

thus ensuring the greater analytic accuracy of the final themes produced.

In contrast to this tightly defined and to an extent reductionist approach, Henri (1992) 

suggested that the basic unit o f analysis be defined as a unit o f meaning. She explicitly 

rejects the establishment o f unit definition criteria prior to an initial reading of the CMC 

dialogues and instead insists that the unit be allowed emerge from the overall structure of 

the message. This approach has a number of significant advantages. Firstly it 

acknowledges the dynamic nature of most CMC communication which can result in a 

significant number o f different thematic strands being presented in one message, paragraph 

or even sentence. This is particularly obvious in messages constructed by individuals who 

are more used to the fluid communications medium of SMS text or instant messaging. A 

second important advantage of this approach is the opportunity it affords the researcher to 

be flexible and sensitive in their reporting on the richness o f the dialogue taking place. By 

allowing the researcher dialogue with the message in a number o f  different units, the unit of 

meaning facilitates the use of the full range of identifying criteria provided by models such 

as the COI and IAM.

O f course there are problems associated with this approach. Garrison and Anderson (2004) 

are particularly dismissive of it due to the inherent subjectivity of the final decision made 

by the researcher. In their view this subjectivity makes the process o f guaranteeing inter

rater reliability particularly problematic. While this latter point is undoubtedly valid, what 

it does is place into sharp relief the particular research context out o f which the original 

COI model was developed. The model was produced to look at purely online interactions. 

There was little opportunity to examine other data for corroboration as none was present.

In this situation, the best process for ensuring the validity o f findings produced was to have 

a number o f researchers code the same CMC dialogue with a view to their coming up with 

similar results (Garrison et al 2006). Inter-rater reliability in this situation became the 

guarantor o f validity.
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Important though these debates around the appropriate unit of analysis undoubtedly are, it 

is arguable that this importance diminishes somewhat when the research context changes to 

a blended format from a purely online one. In a blended format there are usually multiple 

data sources which allow researchers to ensure validity through traditional qualitative data 

approaches such as triangulation. Removing the need for rigorous inter-rater reliability and 

replacing it with the concept o f triangulation frees the researcher to adopt the more flexible, 

though admittedly more subjective, unit o f meaning approach proposed by Henri (1992).

In the study being presented here the issue of the unit o f analysis was a live one for most of 

the period o f analysis. The researcher actually adopted both the message and the unit of 

meaning approaches to analysing the postings in order to compare their strengths and 

weaknesses. Unsurprisingly each had elements that suggested that they should take 

precedence as well as aspects that were not particularly helpful in getting to the essential 

meaning o f the dialogue. In the end, it was decided to follow the unit of meaning approach 

proposed by Henri as it seemed to provide a richer description o f the dialogue and in 

particular the cognitive development process taking place in the CMC events under 

investigations. In practice when the message as unit approach was adopted much of the 

richness o f the discussion was lost and the analytic categories identified tended to cleave to 

the middle o f the COI model. This pattern has also been noted by Meyer (2004) who 

carried out a comparative analysis o f four models for assessing cognitive presence in CMC 

dialogues. In addition, as the research developed it soon became obvious that the CMC 

events under investigation actually took place in a continuum that started with and returned 

to the face-to-face dialogue that was occurring the formal classroom elements of the 

programme. Here again, the broader blended format seemed to demand a greater flexibility 

in analysing meaning as it had to take into account events and issues referred to that were 

outside o f direct dialogue but were an essential element o f the overall learning process.

A second broad area o f concern to emerge was that of how to accurately assess the dynamic 

structure o f the dialogue that was taking place. The COI model attempts to do this by 

speaking of the social aspect o f messaging and using this as a category to summarise the 

non-cognitive student processes that were clearly present in the communications. This 

appeared somewhat limited and it certainly seemed to ignore the rich vein o f participant
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data the most VLE’s now produce. It also suggested a different approach to that adopted 

by Henri who emphasised the importance or assessing this sort o f information as a way of 

understanding what is happening in any CMC event. As well as offering an insight into the 

patterns of dialogue, an approach that explored the patterns o f interaction could potentially 

provide the possibility o f accurately assessing the impact of different teacher inputs on the 

overall direction o f the dialogue taking place. This was considered particularly important 

in a blended context where teacher input was significant and targeted from the start of the 

process.

A decision was made therefore to try and find an approach to mapping interaction patterns 

in the CMC events that were being analysed. One o f the more interesting models proposed 

in this area is the one identified by Hara, Bonk and Angeli (2000). They choose to call the 

section o f their paper dealing with this ‘electronic interaction pattern findings’ (2000:12) 

and to an extent this describes exactly what the researcher undertaking this study was 

seeking to discover. Their basic position is that participants in CMC events ‘strive to 

develop similar social relationships to those in face to face settings’ (2000:12) and that the 

development o f these relationships can be mapped graphically. Again H a ra , Bonk and 

Angeli 1 were dealing with a pure CMC setting and there was a need to adapt the analysis 

mode produced to take account o f the blended context under investigation in this study. 

Taking this into account, a mapping model o f interaction patterns was developed in the 

course of the analysis o f the CMC events and it will be used in the findings section o f the 

study to illuminate some points relating to the social dynamic of the online group. Figure 

10.5 below contains a sample o f the type of model developed.
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L< arning Atmosphere

F ig u re  10 .5: Sample Map of Interaction Patterns — Learning Atmosphere Discussion

The third area o f concern that arose as a result o f the analysis of CMC generated data 

related to the ethical issues raised by the use of this material. There has been an increasing 

awareness on the part o f researchers working in the area o f CMC analysis that the use of 

data generated in these fora throws up particular ethical issues that need to be addressed 

honestly and openly. In the context o f the study being reported on here, a decision was 

made to address the concerns raised in the context o f the broader ethical framework 

adopted. It was felt that this approach would give coherence to the response to the 

legitimate ethical concerns surrounding the use o f CMC data (Garrison and Anderson 2004) 

while at the same time providing a background to the choices made.

The general ethical framework adopted by this study was at all times informed by the 

emerging best practice in the area. The past decade has seen the general ethical approach 

adopted in all types o f qualitative research come under increasing scrutiny (Shaw 2003, 

Clough 2004). While there was no real suggestion that researchers were acting in an 

unethical manner there was a sense that the full complexity o f the qualitative research
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environment was not always taken into account when researchers chose to address the 

issue. For this reason, professional organisations such as the BERA, the British 

Educational Research Association, the American Educational Research Association 

(AERA) and the Australian Association for Research in Education (AARE) began to 

publish sets o f comprehensive ethical guidelines. The BERA ‘Revised Ethical Guidelines 

for Educational Research’ (2004) are an excellent example o f this type o f document. 

Running to fourteen pages and containing forty-eight subsections, the guidelines attempt to 

provide the educational researcher with a comprehensive document capable of addressing 

most ethical dilemmas they were likely to encounter.

In addition to these comprehensive sets o f guidelines there has been an attempt by a wider 

range of writers to develop some broad ethical principles that can be applied to most 

research situations (see for example Smyth and Williamson 2004). Christians (2000) 

tracing the development o f these general principles suggests that from the early 1980’s 

most codes o f professional ethics produced by scholarly associations were had four key 

areas o f concern. They were:

1. Informed consent

2. Deception

3. Privacy and confidentiality

4. Accuracy (Christians 2000: 138-140)

To an extent these categories are self-explanatory. Informed consent relates research 

participants and in particular about their ‘right to be informed about the nature and 

consequences’ o f the research they are taking part in (Christians 2000:138). Deception is 

specifically targeted at the researcher and requires them at all times to be open and honest 

in their dealings with the research participants. Privacy and confidentiality relates 

primarily to the protection o f the individuals taking part in the research and in particular to 

the requirement to keep their identities anonymous where possible. The final area of 

concern that o f accuracy in relation to the data produced and analysed, is an essential 

criterion o f all research. Indeed Christian describes accurate data as being ‘the coin of the 

realm, experimentally and morally (2000: 140). In one form or another these four concerns
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have been repeated and at times refined in most ethical frameworks produced since the 

1980’s. For example the AARE’s summary o f the field argues that,

of the material which has been written on ethics in education, the focus has been on
qualitative methods and on questions of confidentiality, informed consent and
minimization of harm

Halasa 1998:1)

In recent years a substantial amount o f work has been carried out seeking to tease out the 

implications o f applying these core principles to real life educational research situations. It 

is not that surprising given the diversity of these situations that a range o f responses to the 

application o f the general principles has emerged. Some work such as that carried out 

Grinyer (2004) addresses the issue o f anonymity and confidentiality and argues quite 

convincingly that in many situations participants would prefer their identities revealed as it 

gives them a sense o f ownership o f the data used. Other writers, Malone 2003 being one of 

the more trenchant, argue that fully informed consent is not possible and that harm to 

research participants is essential.

Whilst it is undoubtedly important to acknowledge the emerging critique of the general 

ethical framework it is fair to say that most researchers would strive at the very least to 

ensure that participants are no worse off personally, professionally or physically as a result 

o f their taking part in an investigative process. Dingwall (1992 cited in Miller, Dingwall 

and Murphy) describes this ‘governing ethic’ as being one of ‘fair dealing’ (2004: 338). 

However as they go on to point out, much recent work in the area has been interested in 

dealing with the area o f ‘best practice’ (2004: 338). This is understandable given the 

practical focus o f  most current educational research.

In the context o f this study, the development of a robust but practical ethical framework 

was identified as a key issue to be addressed in the early stages o f the process. This was 

considered particularly important when approaching the potentially difficult area of 

negotiating research access with a group o f participants who were simultaneously students 

on an academic programme. The obvious power differential and the issue o f the
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appropriateness o f the relationship came to the fore. In order to overcome many of the 

legitimate concerns that emerged a decision was made to develop an ethical framework that 

addressed the four areas o f concern raised by Christian (2000) (see Appendix D).

This framework was given practical effect through a series o f actions on the part of the 

researcher. In order to address the issue o f informed consent, decision was made prior the 

beginning o f the research to draw up a document explaining to potential participants 

exactly what was happening (see Appendix D). This document outlined,

• The aims of the research

• An outline of the expected timeframe

• A statement o f ‘fair dealing’ indicating exactly what the relationship between the 

researcher and participant would be. This also addressed any concerns the 

participants might have about the dual role of the researcher as teacher and 

investigator

• A mechanism for allowing anyone who wished to withdraw from the research

In addition to this participants were given commitments in relation to the confidentiality of 

the data gathered, their own personal privacy and an indication as to the potential uses that 

might be made o f the information gathered. On a practical level the by now standard 

practices in relation to the provision of transcribed interview notes to all interviewees, the 

guarantee o f their right to alter or remove any elements o f the transcript which they felt 

were inaccurate or prejudicial were applied rigorously.

There remained, however, the interesting issue o f what to do with the data generated in the 

course o f the CMC events. In recent years there has been an emerging body o f research 

which seeks to address the ethical challenges posed by the enhanced data recording 

capabilities o f ICT enabled learning environments (Garrison and Anderson, 2004, Santos 

and Le Baron, 2006). Reading this emerging research it is clear that the principle of fair 

dealing underpins virtually all o f the issues raised. O f particular concern to the CMC 

researcher are the problems that arise as a result o f the availability o f large quantities of 

both qualitative and quantitative data that are generated automatically by VLE and other
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ICT enhanced environments. Quite often this layer of data is produced without the 

participants knowledge and its use could be considered to be an example of deception. In 

addition, the presence o f a personal identifier in each individuals posting usually in the 

forma of a name or nickname means that it is very difficult to guarantee anonymity if the 

raw postings are to be used.

This situation as described above leaves the ethically concerned researcher in something of 

a quandary. They have been presented with an incredibly rich source of data yet if  normal 

ethical guidelines are to be applied it is unlikely that much o f it can be used! One solution 

proposed by Santos and Le Baron (2006) is to get individual approval from all participants 

through the use o f consent forms. In this system, if  consent is not forthcoming then 

messages and threads must be deleted. Garrison and Anderson (2004) adopt a slightly less 

absolutist approach pointing out that analysis of CMC events often takes place months or 

years after the actual dialogue took place and in this situation getting individual approval is 

nearly impossible. They suggest using the find and replace function to remove all reference 

to names or any other identifying characteristics from the messages thus guaranteeing 

anonymity.

In practice, the study being described here used a combination o f each o f the approaches 

described above. Prior to the introduction o f the online posting element o f the programme 

participants were given a detailed note outlining the potential use that might be made of the 

discussions that taking place there. They were also informed that the underpinning 

statistical data might be used for analytic purposes later on in the research cycle. Finally a 

guarantee was given that all postings would be rendered anonymous by the removal o f all 

names and other obvious identifiers. Again, participants were given an opportunity to 

withdraw their consent for the use o f postings at any stage and they were given a guarantee 

that all postings and dialogues would be deleted. A decision was made not to delete the 

data usage statistics as these were considered anonymous and also to be a natural by 

product o f technology usage that it was legitimate to investigate.
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In summary then, the decision to interrogate additional data sources in the course of this 

part o f this study had a significant impact on the methodological structure of the research. 

While the broad stance remained unchanged, the addition o f data generated by participant 

usage o f the MOODLE VLE as well as more traditional forms of data such as interviews 

and reports added to the richness o f the description offered. The use o f both CAQDAS and 

statistical software to manipulate and make sense o f the data generated was important to the 

overall outcome o f the study and needed to be addressed in some detail. Perhaps the most 

critical decision to be made related to the model o f analysis used when working with the 

CMC generated material. Having explored a range o f potential models a decision was 

made to adopt the COI model o f Garrison and Anderson (2000). Important though this 

decision was the fact remains that researching in a CMC enabled environment affords many 

opportunities but also poses a significant number o f challenges. This study attempted to 

take advantage of the opportunities offered while at the same time giving careful 

consideration to the challenges. The latter was done with a view to finding contextually 

appropriate and workable solutions that could be applied to the benefit of both the research 

and more importantly the course participants.

Designing an Analytic Framework

When designing an analytic model to explore the data generated during the course of the 

completed training programme the researcher was at all times conscious o f the fundamental 

purpose o f that programme. The course was designed to develop education professionals 

who were capable of evaluating their own practice in such a way as to give them both the 

information and the confidence to engage in a process o f dialogue with a new, national 

system of school evaluation. Previous sections of this study have explored in some detail 

those elements in any system o f professional development that are considered essential 

when attempting to prepare educators to engage in a process that requires them to evaluate 

their own practice. In summary what writers such as Nevo (1995,2002, 2006), MacBeath 

(2000, 2003, 2004) and Simons (2002,2004) argue is that any approach seeking to develop 

self-evaluating professional educators must be,

• Community centred

• Practice oriented
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• Focused on helping teachers to gather accurate and usable data about their own 

practice

• Capable o f engendering a sense of ownership and commitment on the part of 

teachers to the concept o f self-evaluation

Given that the programme in its final form sought to include each o f these elements, it 

seemed logical that any analytic model seeking to examine the data generated should also 

contain some or all o f these areas (see Figure 10.6 below).

As can be seen from the diagram below, the model designed was a dynamic one that sought 

to explore not only the discrete elements identified by evaluation theorists but also to 

examine the complex interconnections that exist between those elements. At the heart of 

the model is the self-evaluating teacher. This is an explicit acknowledgement that all data 

analysed in the course o f this study was generated by education professionals engaging in 

and reflecting on self-evaluation in a variety o f educational contexts. To put it another 

way, all data generated in this study emerged from the professional practice o f the teachers 

involved and all analysis undertaken must be informed by an awareness o f this fact.
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Developing the Self-Evaluating Teacher: An Analytic Model

Creating an evaluating 
community Developing 

contextually useful Data 
Collection instruments

A
ng an evaluating 1 
riity Exploring the 
role of ICT JJ

Creating an evaluating 
community 

Engaging and understanding,

F ig u r e  1 0 .6 : Developing the self-evaluating teacher: an analytic model

A second and no less essential element o f the model is the importance assigned to the 

concept o f community. Building not only on the work o f MacBeath et al but also on that of 

Hargreaves (2006), Lave and Wenger (1992), Darling-Hammond (1995) etc the model 

seeks to examine the role o f the professional community in the development o f self- 

evaluation capacity. The central argument proposed is that each of the discrete elements 

implemented in the third and final year o f the programme were both designed and put into 

practice by teachers working in a community setting. What is notable about this particular 

type o f community is that it was not a ‘school community’ in the traditional sense. Rather
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it was made up o f teachers from different organisations and at different stages o f their 

careers who were seeking to enhance their professional skills. The challenge for the 

researcher was to create an environment where this type of community could develop as 

well as generating a method of examining exactly how this process happened. The solution 

proposed relied heavily on the communications and other functionalities offered by a 

Virtual Learning Environment and much of the data investigated in this part of the study is 

drawn from that source.

The iterative approach adopted allowed the researcher experiment in the first two years of 

the cycle before identifying those aspects o f the process that were fundamental to the 

development o f self-evaluating professionals.

By the end o f the third year of the cycle these elements had been clearly identified as,

• Empowering teachers to generate useful, appropriate and relevant data collection 

instruments for use in their own professional settings

• Facilitating a practical engagement with self-evaluation in order to develop a 

practice based understanding o f its potential role in a range o f educational settings

• Using ICT to enhance the quality of self evaluation practice

The analytic model designed sought therefore to examine relevant data under each of these 

headings with a view to deciding whether or not the programme designed actually did 

develop self-evaluating teachers capable of engaging in dialogue with external 

stakeholders. In the next two chapters o f this study a detailed analysis o f the findings 

generated by the use of this model will be presented and discussed.

Conclusion
This chapter provided a detailed analysis o f the methodological issues addressed in the 

course o f the design and implementation o f the research. The innovative nature o f many of 

the data collection methods used, in particular those which drew from the ICT element of 

the programme, resulted in a number o f specific challenges arising. These included issues 

relating to the particular modes of analysis to be used when dealing with large quantities of 

computer generated qualitative and quantitative data, the general ethical approach to be
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adopted when dealing with practitioner generated data and the framework o f analysis to be 

used when reporting on the data generated.

The researcher sought to address these challenges by clearly defining a broad research 

philosophy and making practical decisions based on this general approach. At a practical 

level, this led to a decision to adopt broadly qualitative approach in terms o f the research 

design which emphasised the use o f a wide range o f data collection instruments as and 

when they were considered appropriate. The analysis o f the data collected was greatly 

facilitated by the use o f data analysis packages, both qualitative and quantitative. The use 

o f CAQDAS in the form o f the NV1YO package in particular added significantly to the 

processing of the large amounts o f online text based material generated in the course of the 

study.

This centrality o f this latter form of data to the understanding o f the quality o f learning 

taking place in the course o f the programme required the researcher to adopt a framework 

o f analysis that was specifically tailored to the investigation o f participant led online 

discussions. After a comprehensive literature search, it was decided to use the Garrison and 

Anderson (2000) Community o f Inquiry (COI) framework to explore the level and extent of 

learning taking place in the online fora. In particular, the COI model provided a 

methodology for identifying the extent to which participants in these fora could be seen as 

having created the conditions for the establishment o f a genuine community of practice.

This was done through an analysis to the type o f online presence evidenced in the 

discussion.

The final section of the chapter dealt specifically with analytic framework developed by the 

researcher to link together the discrete elements of the data generated into a coherent 

narrative. Concentrating on the participants engagement with the programme designed, the 

framework sought to examine the interlinked areas o f the designing and using data 

collection instruments, engaging with the process o f self-evaluation and using ICT to 

support the self-evaluating teacher. The framework ultimately sought to examine how the
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interaction of these three discrete elements in an emerging community context could add to 

the development o f programme participants as self-evaluating professionals.
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Chapter Eleven: Training the Self-Evaluating Teacher: One University’s Response 

Introduction

In earlier sections of this work we have examined the emergence o f an Irish system of 

school evaluation and the issues that have arisen as a result o f its gradual implementation.

In common with many other European education systems, the Irish education community 

has struggled to balance the at times apparently irreconcilable demands for public 

accountability and oversight alongside those of professional development and autonomy 

(McNamara et al 2002). It is partly the difficulties inherent in balancing such demands 

along with more specific industrial relations issues that resulted in the implementation of 

the Irish system taking almost a decade. Thus while the pilot project for the system was 

finished by the late 1990’s it wasn’t until 2004 that the first evaluations under the 

designated framework, ‘Looking at our Schools’, took place (McNamara and O’Hara 

2006).

This lengthy lead-in time left course providers in the initial teacher education (ITE) and 

continuous professional development (CPD) areas with something of a problem. By the 

beginning of this decade it was obvious from the statements o f the Department o f 

Education and Science (DES) that some form o f evaluation system was to be introduced 

(DES 1999a, DES 2003a). It was equally obvious that this evaluation system was going to 

involve an element o f  self-evaluation (DES 2003 a, Eurydice 2004). As self-evaluation 

almost by definition requires teachers to engage in a process of data collection and analysis 

(Nevo 1995), this would have implications for the structure and content o f both ITE and 

CPD programmes offered in Ireland. The essence of the problem facing providers in this 

period was that while it was clear that some training would be needed, there was a lack of 

clarity in a number o f key areas. In particular, there was no real certainty as to the structure 

that would be put in place, how this would relate to the proposed evaluation framework and 

how all o f  this would come together when inspectors actually began visiting schools. What 

follows is an account o f how the School o f Education Studies at Dublin City University 

(DCU), sought to deal with these uncertainties while at the same time developing a school
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evaluation training programme for use with a range o f teacher education students at various 

stages o f their careers.

This chapter begins with an examination o f the training programme developed, exploring 

its influences and providing a detailed outline o f the different development stages engaged 

in prior to its final roll-out in the 2004-2005 academic year. This is followed by an 

exploration of the strengths and weaknesses of the programme using the analytic 

framework discussed in chapter ten (see Figure 11.6). Given the complexity o f the data 

analysed, these findings are presented over two chapters.

This research draws on,

• Statistical data generated by participant use o f the Moodle VLE

• Structured analysis o f students online postings

• Responses to questionnaires designed to gauge student understanding of and 

opinions on self-evaluation

• Analysis o f interviews conducted with participants following their completion of 

the programme

• Detailed analysis o f participant reports written at the end o f the implementation 

phase

and forms the basis for the general recommendations provided in the final chapter of this 

study.

The Training Programme

In the course o f this study we have examined in some depth the theoretical and practical 

influences which shaped the programme developed. At a conceptual level there was a 

genuine commitment on the part o f the researcher to the creation of a training methodology 

that would allow course participants to develop the knowledge and skills necessary to 

engage in a dialogue (Nevo 2006) with the emerging Irish system of school evaluation. 

There was also strong interest in locating this process o f knowledge and skills development 

within a professional learning community structure. The parallel and indeed connected 

awareness o f  the centrality of practice to the process o f knowledge development also
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resulted in a programme that sought to integrate a number o f the key ideas of the 

communities o f practice concept into the final design.

Somewhat paradoxically, the decision to focus on the creation o f a community from a 

geographically and professionally disparate group o f both individual and trainee teachers 

seemed to contradict one o f the central tenets o f much school evaluation literature. Many 

of the writers promoting the idea of school self-evaluation choose to emphasise the 

centrality o f the school community to the process o f developing capacity in the area. For 

this reason the researcher was forced to examine ways o f creating an environment that 

contained all the positive characteristics of a school community while acknowledging the 

lack o f a pre-existing structure. This led the researcher to experiment with ICT and in 

particular with its content delivery and CMC functionalities. The former included an 

investigation o f the potential offered by DV technology with the latter seeming to promise a 

way o f providing participants with both a forum and methodology to engage in focused 

reflective dialogue about their understanding of self-evaluation. At a broader level, this use 

of ICT was located within a programme structure that possessed many o f the classic 

characteristics o f a blended mode of programme delivery (Rothery 2004, Reece and 

Lockee, 2005, Vaughan and Garrison 2005). In practice this meant that participants were 

to be encouraged to engage with the online communications aspect of the programme to as 

great a degree as was possible. However there was also an acknowledgement that the face- 

to-face and more traditionally structured inputs that formed a core part o f the teaching on 

the programme would have an influence on how that online interaction was structured and 

developed.

A final, though equally important element influencing the design o f the training programme 

was the broad policy context within which it was developed. The movement by the DES to 

develop a system of school evaluation took a number o f years. Indeed the final shape of the 

evaluation system had not been decided when this programme was initially introduced. As 

a result of this, the researcher decided to adopt an iterative developmental approach. This 

used a three year development cycle and allowed the researcher concentrate on different
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aspects o f the programme at different stages while at the same time giving him the freedom 

to integrate any new initiatives produced by the Department as and when they arrived.

Given this methodology o f course development it is unsurprising that the final programme 

introduced in year three o f the research bore little resemblance to that used in year one. 

There were however a number of common elements which included:

• A concentration on the area o f teaching and learning

• A focus on the practical experience o f the course participants with a view to using 

this as a basis o f knowledge creation

• The provision o f background material on different models of evaluation

• The use of ICT to enhance the process of community building and reflection

• The development of models of data collection which could used across a range of 

educational settings

These ideas formed the backbone of the training programme. In practice, the presence of 

two distinct cohorts o f students and the freedom offered by a three year development 

framework allowed for a deal of experimentation and investigation to take place. Table

11.1 provides a brief summary of each o f the activities undertaken and is followed by a 

more detailed explanation o f each years tasks.

Y ear O ne

The key focus o f this year was an examination o f the possibility o f developing an online 

community in both the ITE and CPD groups. Students were provided with an online forum 

where they were encouraged, and at times required, to make postings relating to their 

current professional practice. For the ITE group this period o f reflection on practice was 

timed to coincide with their extended teaching placement and lasted for six consecutive 

weeks. Following an initial survey o f ICT competence in the CPD group, it was decided 

that they required additional support in the area and for this reason most of the online work 

took place in the final four weeks o f a twelve week module.
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Drawing from the work o f Scheerens, MacBeath and Simons the primary input focus was 

in the area o f  teaching and learning and this provided a context within which participants 

were encouraged to use the online fora.

Y ear One Y ear Two Year Three

ITE CPD IT E rc p D ITE CPD
Use of Online Discussion Forum X X X X X X

Provision of Multi-media material to aid reflection X X X X

Provision o f training input -  reflective engagement 
on current practice X X X X X X

Identification o f criteria for structured reflection X X X X

Links to academic and other resources X X X X X X

Provision of training input -  models of evaluation X X X X X X

Working with information- using data to make 
judgements X X X X X X

Introduction of LAOS evaluation framework X X X X

Provision o f training input- development o f online 
communities o f practice X X X X

Design o f data collection instruments X X X X

Provision o f training input- school evaluation 
models X X X X

Production o f  original DV material X

Design o f data collection instruments -  using T&L 
section o f LAOS framework X X

Provision o f training input -  autonomy, 
accountability and self-evaluation X X

Table 11.1: Overview o f  three-year training programme

In addition to the general training material participants were provided with specific training 

inputs including,

• Working in an online environment

• Reflecting on current practice using ICT

• Models and modes of evaluation
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• Identifying key teaching and learning criteria and using them as a basis for 

developing a framework for structured reflection

• How to work with the data they were generating

There was also a commitment on the part o f the researcher to provide useful and 

challenging stimulus material to facilitate the process. For this reason participants were 

provided with,

• Specially commissioned multi-media resources consisting o f video clips, extensive 

explanatory notes and links o f online resources designed to act as a stimulus to 

reflection on the teaching and learning process (see Appendix E)

• Structured reflection questions designed to focus online discussions

• Links to a wide range o f relevant online resources

There were a series of experiments conducted in relation to the format of the reflective 

process with focus at times being place on group reflection and at other times on individual 

reflection. Following an extensive evaluation, this initial iteration on the training 

programme was deemed to have been quite successful however there were a number of 

issues that needed to be addressed in the second cycle.

Y ear Two

While the second year o f the programme was quite similar to the initial year there were a 

number o f significant changes, some of which were introduced as a result of the initial 

evaluation others as a result o f the changing external policy context. Areas o f continuity in 

year two included,

• Use o f online fora

• Provision o f a range o f inputs in the area of online communities, reflection etc

• Provision o f a range o f stimulus material including multi-media packages

• Focus on teaching and learning and use o f practical experience as a basis for guided 

reflection

• Learning to work with different types o f data

• Use of this experience as a basis for the defining criteria for reflection
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As well as these similarities there were a number o f changes. Perhaps the most significant 

was the introduction o f the LAOS framework to both participant groups. The Framework 

had been published in the course o f year two of the programme and was used to provide an 

additional input to aid the process o f criteria selection. It is unsurprising given the work of 

writers such as Nevo, Scheerens and MacBeath that the researcher chose to use the Quality 

in Learning and Teaching and Learning ‘area’ of the LAOS  framework as a basis for 

discussion and reflection (DES 2003b : 23-28). This section contained three ‘aspects’. An 

aspect is defined as a concept which ‘represent(s) the different activities collectively 

constituting the area o f the schools operation that is to be evaluated’ (DES 2003b: ix).

Each aspect was further broken down into components (see Table 11.2 below).

Aspect A: Planning and Preparation

Component 1: Planning o f Work Component 2: Planning for Resources

Aspect B: Teaching and Learning

Component 1: Methodology Component 2: Classroom Management

Component 3: Classroom Atmosphere Component 4: Learning

Aspect C: Assessment and Achievement

Component 1 : Assessment o f modes and 

outcomes

Component 2: Record Keeping and 

reporting

T a b le  1 1 .2 : Breakdown of the LAOS Framework
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In addition, experience from year one o f the programme resulted in more specific inputs on,

• Developing online communities o f practice -  it was decided that more discussion 

needed to take place regarding the process o f community formation, the 

practicalities o f online interaction and the use o f professional practice as a basis for 

individual and group reflection / discussion

• Models o f evaluation -  the publication o f the LAOS  framework led to a more 

focused concentration on school evaluation models as opposed to the general 

discussion on evaluation conducted in the first year.

• Experimentation with different models of online facilitation -  these ranged from 

the focused research question to a more ‘hands o f f  approach designed to allow 

participants to develop their own online discussion leaders and facilitators.

The programme ran for a full semester in its second year and there was far greater spread of 

activities within that twelve-week period for both cohorts o f  participants. Again, the 

programme finished with a comprehensive evaluation which led to a substantial 

restructuring of the third and final year o f the intervention.

Year Three

In the period between the completion of the second cycle o f the programme and the 

beginning of the third significantly more information became available on the practical 

impact o f LAOS  on the education system as a whole. As a result o f an initial analysis of 

this information, a decision was made to change the focus o f  the training programme 

somewhat. While no significant elements were dropped, some were combined with 

different aspects being highlighted. In addition, the sequence in which different elements 

of the programme were introduced was altered with a view to emphasising particular areas 

o f the LAOS  programme.

The revised programme undertaken by both ITE and CPD participants is presented below.
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Phase One - Preparing to self-evaluate

Autonomy and Accountability in Education
• National and transnational influences

Evaluation in an Irish Context
• The LAOS system -  origins, influences and implementation

Developing an online learning community
• Strategies, goals and exercises
• Reflecting in an online setting

Gathering information in Schools
• Models, modes and techniques o f data collection and analysis

Phase Two - Working as an evaluating community

Using the LAOS framework to evaluate Teaching and Learning
• Designing data collection instruments
• Using the instruments in a professional practice setting

Phase Three -  Reflecting on self-evaluation

• Reflecting on self evaluation in practice
• Critiquing the data collection instruments
• Evaluating self-evaluation

At a general level, this final iteration of the training programme was designed in such a way 

as to take account o f the insights generated in the course o f the first two years of the 

intervention and the increasing body of knowledge emerging from other elements of the 

research relating to the implementation of the LAOS model o f school evaluation. There 

was also a clear intention on the part o f the researcher to keep the core ideas o f the 

programme to the fore and in particular to emphasise the role of the online learning 

community reflecting on professional practice using self-generated data collection 

instruments. For this reason, the changes introduced tended to be more ones o f sequencing 

than a radical overhaul o f the system. Whilst acknowledging that, the change of 

sequencing did provide a more defined structure for the training programme as whole. The 

final iteration now follows the traditional training model which begins with providing
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background material, continues with the development o f appropriate responses and finishes 

with the implementation o f and reflection on those responses.

In the first phase, the background material section, a clear and focused input was provided 

not only on evaluation but also on important elements o f the programme including online 

communities and data collection (see Appendix F and G). This took the form of a series of 

academic inputs and training workshops where participants were encouraged to engage 

with both the information being presented, and perhaps more importantly, with each other. 

In both the CPD and ITE courses participants were broken up into sub-groups and 

encouraged to work on a series of training exercises in those groups. This process was used 

as a way o f creating vital interpersonal links between individuals that could hopefully be 

built on later in the programme

The second phase concentrated on applying this background information in a practical 

context. The major change here was the decision to focus on the design and use o f data 

collection instruments. In order to streamline the process o f instrument generation, it was 

decided to use sub-groups created in the earlier part of the programme as the basic units of 

development. Each o f these subgroups was given the task of generating an instrument 

which they considered appropriate for the purposes o f fulfilling the evaluation requirement 

set down by one o f the LAOS  Teaching and Learning area components (see Table 11.2 

above) .

Considerable thought went into process used to train individuals and groups to generate 

their own self-evaluation instruments. The researcher was mindful at all times o f Nevo’s 

(1995) warning o f the need to clearly differentiate between the methodological training 

necessary for individuals to engage in formal educational research as opposed to that 

needed by educational professionals seeking to understand their own work in a self- 

evaluation setting. For this reason, the training was always presented in the overall context 

of facilitating the process o f investigating participants own teaching.
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This element o f the training programme was delivered in three discrete though linked 

stages (see Appendix H). The first stage provided participants with a basic though 

comprehensive introduction into different types of question categories used in survey 

instruments. It had been realised as a result of the evaluation carried out on the second year 

of the programme that participants needed an easy to follow guide that dealt with the 

specifics o f question design in surveys. This resulted in a short document being produced 

which was distributed to all students and used as a basis for a workshop on instrument 

design (see Figure 11.1 below). In this workshop participants were asked to produce a 

concise three-question survey and to provide a rationale for the inclusion of each type of 

question.

Designing Self Evaluation Instruments: Sample Question 
Categories

Question Type 1: Numeric Scale

In this sort of question you are asked to use a numeric scale to indicate your 
agreement with a particular statement or idea. For example:-

Instructions: Please answer the questions using the numerical scale below( 7 
being the highest rating and 1 being the lowest rating) by circling the number 
that comes closest to your opinion.

Please rate the importance of planning to teaching 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Please rate the extent to which you achieved your aims 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

F ig u r e  1 1 .1 : Designing Data Collection Instruments: Stage One

The second stage o f this process was marked by the introduction of targeted resource 

material connected to the LAOS Teaching and Learning area. It was decided to continue 

the practice o f assigning individual component sections o f this area to sub-groups and to 

ask them to produce a data collection instrument relevant to this component. The process 

of assigning the section was a collective one with individual groups indicating a preference
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for one component over another. The experience o f the second year o f programme 

development had convinced the researcher that the process o f  distributing this material had 

to be carefully managed and in some cases significantly augmented. For this reason the 

material distributed consisted of:

a) The relevant subsection from LAOS

b) A reminder o f the possible range o f question types available to the participants

c) Additional resource material drawn from organisations such as OFSTED, the How 

Good is our Schools Programme and the Schools Must Speak for Themselves 

programme (see Figure 11.2 below and Appendix H)
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Teaching and Learning Methods

Themes for Self Evaluation (LAOS)

"he appropriateness of teaching strategies and methodologies employed and the account taken of the 
range of pupil abilities, needs, and interests

'he extent to which lessons are structured so that content and pace are appropriate to to
the time available

‘he degree of variation in teaching strategies and methodologies used in the curriculum area

he effectiveness with which teaching strategies and methodologies in the curriculum area are used

"he appropriateness of the range of professional and material resources used to support the teaching of 
the curriculum area

'he account taken of best practice in relation to health and safety and environmental requirements in 
the teaching of the curriculum area

Questions you might ask include:

Rank the following methods in order of your preference (Question Type 
Hierarchical Scale)

Are the methods I use appropriate to my class group? (Open Question) 

Which of the following methods do I use when teaching?

Groupwork, Discussion, Role Play, Experiment (Scale)

Figure 11.2: Designing Data Collection Instruments: Stage Two

The third and final stage saw sub-group participants brainstorming around the theme they 

had chosen and producing a draft o f the data collection instrument (See Figure 11.3 for a 

partial example o f one such instrument). This process was facilitated by the researcher and 

other members o f academic staff and participants were assisted with some o f the more 

technical aspects o f questionnaire design when this was requested. It is important to note at
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this stage that academic staff only became involved when requested and then only to offer 

advice on a specific topic. The overall structure and content of the data collection 

instrument was entirely in the hands of the participants. On completion o f this process, 

each sub-group took on the responsibility of formatting the instrument and distribute 

electronically to the broader participant group.

Self Evaluation Instrument 
Classroom Management

Name: Date

Class Topic

Question 1 how would you rate the level of student behaviour in this class (1= 
Excellent, 2 =Good, 3 = Neither good nor bad, 4 = Bad, 5 = Unacceptable)

1 2 3 4 5

Question 2 Does your school have a discipline / classroom management policy?

YES NO

Question 3 If it does, did you use it in today’s class? YES NO

F ig u r e  1 1 .3 : Designing Data Collection Instruments: Stage Three

What Was Developed? -  Examining the Data Collection Instruments

The design process engaged in required both the CPD and ITE cohorts to produce and 

distribute four data collection instruments (see Appendix I). The areas of professional 

practice to be evaluated using the questionnaires were:

• Planning

• Classroom Management
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• Teaching and Learning

• Assessment

Each o f these areas formed part o f the LAOS  Teaching and Learning theme and were 

initially considered to be non-negotiable.

The design process took place over a two-week period early in the programme with 

participants being given the opportunity to review the operation o f the data collection 

instruments both during and after this period. There was a common order o f usage adopted 

by the two programmes with each beginning with the planning instrument and moving onto 

a new instrument each week (see Table 11.3). As a result o f the initial review, the CPD 

cohort requested that the designated area o f classroom management be changed to 

classroom management and learning atmosphere as they felt this more accurately 

represented their understanding o f the role o f that particular theme in their professional 

lives. At a later stage in the process, the ITE group requested that the design process be 

revisited and that a different type o f daily evaluation instrument be produced and used in 

place o f the assessment instrument. Both of these requests were acceded to. This meant 

that the process design resulted in the production o f three thematically linked and two 

discrete instruments (Table 11.3).

In order to assist the process o f evaluating the instruments it is proposed to examine their:

1. General type as defined by Airasian and Gullickson’s ‘Categorization o f Self- 

Evaluation Examples’ (1997:18)

2. Structure in terms of numbers and type o f questions
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Data Collection Instruments Designed

CPD ITE

Planning Planning

Classroom Management Management 

and Learning Atmosphere

Classroom

Teaching and Learning Teaching and Learning

Assessment Daily Evaluation Sheet

T a b le  1 1 3 :  Data Collection Instruments Designed 

Categorising the Instruments

Airasian and Gullickson (1997) designed their Categorization of Self-Evaluation Models in

order to provide education professionals with a series of templates with which to examine

their own work. They suggest that any process seeking to improve educational practice

needs to base itself on solid information. In their opinion, the only way to get this

information is to examine professional practice through multiple lenses and from multiple

perspectives. In essence they argue that even with the current popularity o f systems of

professional development based on the concept o f reflective engagement,

Before we can meaningfully reflect on practice, before we can chart avenues that 
need change, before we can make meaningful decisions about practice it is 
necessary that we have a clear awareness o f our teaching practice; our actions, 
assumptions, beliefs and effects (1997: 16).

The model suggests therefore that data collection instruments that seek to allow educators 

examine their professional practice should be grouped under the area o f that practice that 

they are tiying to assess. The four areas identified by Airasian and Gullickson (1997:18)

• Beliefs -  Underpinning values o f educator relating to subject / pupils/ profession
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• Knowledge -  Professional knowledge and expertise

• Practice -  What actually happens in a learning situation

• Effects -  How this impacts on students / colleagues / learning organisation

The process o f categorising the instrument involves the researcher reading each o f the 

questions and assigning the question to one o f the areas of interest. Instruments can cover 

more than one area.

Categorization of Self-evaluation Instruments

Area Assessed

Course Instrument Beliefs Knowledge Practice Effects

CPD

Planning v/ «y

Classroom

Management

s / n/ x/

Teaching and 

Learning

v/ s/ y/

Assessment n/

ITE

Planning -J n/

Classroom

Management

%/ n/

Teaching and 

Learning

n/ n/ «y

Daily n/ v/

T a b le  1 1 .4 : Categorization of Data Collection Instruments adapted from Airasian and Gullickson 1997
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There are a number o f notable issues that emerge from the process o f  categorising the 

instruments. The first is the total lack of instruments coded in the category that seeks to 

examine the ‘effects’ (1997: 18) of professional practice. This is all the more striking as at 

least one o f the instruments, assessment, is meant to be primarily concerned with the 

assessment o f student learning. Interestingly, one of the programme participants raised 

exactly this issue as a criticism o f the instruments designed. They claimed in their final 

report that they,

found that the questionnaires were focused on me even when they should have been 
focused on the students! I found this really confusing at times. How can I examine 
assessment without looking at what students do? Also, why does self-evaluation 
only seem to value what teachers say about themselves? Do the other people 
involved in education not have a voice?

Another somewhat more pithy response to the online forum makes a similar point about

one o f the CPD instruments,

Again I seem to have a block with regard to this questionnaire as I find it 
difficult to see how one can self-evaluate a participant's learning

(CPD Online Discussion: Using the T & Learning Instrument)

A second significant outcome is the discovery that all o f the instruments designed have 

some form of practice focus built in. This is understandable, particularly given that the 

broader thematic area o f Teaching and Learning is concerned with the mechanics of 

practical engagement in an educational setting. It also confirms something o f the general 

point made in the participants’ contribution above. The instruments were designed to focus 

on what happened in individual learning encounters and for most participants this was co

terminous with their actions as teachers.

A third interesting outcome of the process involves a comparison o f the thematically linked 

instruments designed by the two cohorts. The planning and teaching and learning 

instruments follow the same categorisation pattern with the former including questions that 

address areas o f beliefs and practice only and the latter dealing with beliefs practice and 

knowledge. The instruments diverge at the classroom management / learning atmosphere
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instrument level with the CPD using this instrument to assess beliefs, practice and 

knowledge and the ITE participants indicating an interest in only their beliefs and practices.

Taken as a whole, and accepting the caveat about the general lack o f effects focusing, this 

process has highlighted the broad range of information and interests being investigated by 

the programme participants. If this evidence is to be believed, they are obviously interested 

in developing an in-depth understanding of most elements o f their professional practice.

The Structure of the Instruments Designed

As has been explained above, prior to their producing the data collection instruments, the 

course participants were provided with a range o f support materials designed to assist them 

in the process o f their creation. Among the support materials provided were a series of 

briefing documents containing a short introduction to common question types used in 

surveys. Participants were encouraged to use as broad a range o f these question types as 

possible in the final instruments designed. This was done in order to vary the type of data 

generated but also to give the participants the opportunity o f considering alternative ways 

o f examining recurring issues in their professional practice.

A number o f respondents commented on precisely this aspect o f the design process in their

final evaluative reports. One mentioned that,

We deliberately included questions that provided both quantitative and qualitative 
data. This framework provided the writer with a framework by which she could 
review her practice and helped the reflection process by triggering thoughts, views 
and opinions that might otherwise not have occurred.

As is pointed out in the above quotation, the question types were grouped under two 

headings, qualitative and quantitative (see Appendix G). For the purposes o f simplifying 

the explanatory process qualitative questions were renamed open questions and were 

defined as any question that required respondents to write in proper sentences. Quantitative 

questions were designated as closed questions and were introduced as questions which
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required the respondent to complete a simple action of choice in a format decided by the 

researcher. The closed question categories in provided for participants included:

• Numeric Scales

• Hierarchical Scales

• Agreement Scales

• Multiple Choice questions

• Yes / No questions

There was no attempt to claim that this was a complete list o f question types and 

participants were actively encouraged to seek out other modes o f question if  they felt it 

would be useful for the collection instrument. One further type o f question was introduced 

to the students who chose to call it a combined question. This was a question which, as its 

name implies, combined a quantitative with a qualitative format.

At the end o f the design process, as we have already seen, the two cohorts produced eight 

discrete data collection instruments. Each o f these instruments, even those which were 

thematically linked, had a different structure and included different question types. A 

number o f general patterns emerge from the table below. It is interesting, for example, to 

note that the ITE participants were significantly more willing to the use open questions. In 

particular, the daily evaluation questionnaire designed by this group in the latter stages of 

the programme was made up almost exclusively o f open questions. In addition, the average 

number o f questions used was in or around ten other than on the CPD Assessment 

questionnaire which limited itself to four. Both o f these issues were to prove important in 

the final part o f this section dealing with participants evaluation o f the use o f the 

instruments and will be further addressed there. (Appendix I)

A more useful set o f comparison data can be uncovered when comparing the thematically 

linked questionnaires.
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Types of Questions Used in Data Collection Instruments

Course Instrument Open Closed Combined Total

Planning 1 6 6 13

Classroom

Management

0 9 1 10

CPD Teaching and 

Learning

2 4 3 9

Assessment 1 2 2 4

Planning 1 8 2 11

Classroom

Management

1 5 3 9

ITE Teaching and 

Learning

5 1 4 10

Daily 8 1 0 9

T a b le  11 .5: Types of questions used in data collection instruments (note, questionnaires listed in order of

usage)

As can be seen from figures 11.4 to 11.6 below, and in keeping with the data generated by 

the categorisation exercise, a thematic connection does not necessarily guaranteed a 

structural similarity.
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Planning

F ig u r e  11 .4 : Planning Question Types 

Classroom Management

□  ITE 
■  C PD

d u e  
■  CPD

Figure 11.5: Classroom Management Question Type

Closed

Combined
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Teaching and Learning Methods

® ITE GROUP 
■ C P D G R O U P

F ig u r e  1 1 .6 : Teaching and Learning Methods Question Types

The graphic display o f the data clearly charts the change in question focus adopted by the 

ITE participants. There is a smaller but discernible alternation in the CPD group however 

this is probably more noticeable in the assessment instrument (see Appendix I).

When the instruments were finalised, participants were encouraged to use them for a 

specified period in their workplace and were required to post their evaluations o f the 

instruments online. This is significant as it allowed course participants engage in detailed 

discussions relating to specific elements o f the LAOS framework, one o f the key 

prerequisites o f any approach to self-evaluation that seeks to promote dialogue.

The final phase provided the forum where these data rich discussions took place and the 

availability o f this information allowed for a number o f different dynamics to emerge in 

terms o f online facilitation. While the programme developer tended to take the lead at the

Closed
Combined

CPD GROUP

ITE GROUP
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beginning of each weekly discussion by choosing the topic to be addressed for that week, 

there were a number of attempts made to give to the course participants the opportunity to 

take control of the discussion fora where appropriate. In addition, the programme 

developer sought to model different modes of online facilitation at different stages of the 

process including that of the critical friend, social facilitator and lurker.

It should be noted that there was an additional element of the programme introduced for the 

ITE students alone. They were supported in the creation of original DV material for use as 

a stimulus for reflective discussion and self-evaluation. The materials concentrated on the 

use of specific teaching and learning skills, specifically the microteaching skills (McIntyre, 

McCleod and Griffiths 1977, Brophy 2004) studied by all students at DCU. Participants 

were asked to record, edit and place a clip of 30 seconds to one minute online and to invite 

discussion as to its value as an exemplar of good teaching. It was the self-generated 

element that was considered most important as participants were being encouraged 

specifically to use examples of their own practice to assist the development of the 

knowledge base of the online community of which they were are part. The limitation of 

this aspect of the programme to the ITE students was a logistical one alone. As full time 

students they had more free time on campus to make use of the equipment available to 

record and edit their material. The CPD participants were in a much more time pressured 

situation and it was not considered practical to require them to produce such material. In 

subsequent iterations of the programme the greater availability of portable DV technology 

has led to this element of the programme being extended to all participants.

By the end of the three-year development cycle there was in place a comprehensive and 

complex training programme designed to facilitate the development of the ability to self- 

evaluate in a two linked groups of educational professionals. By choosing to adopt an 

iterative approach which built towards a final programme structure in its third year, the 

researcher gave himself the freedom to experiment with different ways of approaching a 

potentially controversial subject area. The iterative cycle also allowed the researcher to 

take account of the rapidly changing external policy context which had a major influence 

on the final shape of the programme. What eventually emerged from this process of
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development was a blended approach to the development o f self evaluating educators 

which managed to combine the benefits o f traditional face to face teaching with the 

potential o f emerging ICT systems to enhance the professional skills o f course participants 

(see Figure 11.7)
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O A Blended Model for Developing the Self-Evaluating Teacher

Brainstorming 
and production 
of instruments
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and production 
of instruments

Brainstorming 
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of instalments
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Figure 11.7: A Blended Model fo r  Developing the Self-Evaluating Teacher
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Developing the Self-Evaluating Teacher: An Analysis of the Data

The analytic model developed and discussed earlier in chapter ten argues that there are 

three distinct though connected categories under which the data generated in the course of 

this project should be examined (see Figure 11.6). Those categories focus on:

a) The ability o f course participants to generate, use and evaluate a series of 

contextually appropriate data collection instruments

b) Participants understanding o f the concept o f self-evaluation and its potential role in 

their professional lives

c) The role played by ICT in facilitating the development o f self-evaluating 

professionals

In this section o f the study we will analyse the data under each o f these categories in turn 

while at the same time exploring the linkages that connect them. This latter point is 

important as one o f the central arguments made by the study is that the programme as 

designed was able to facilitate the development o f self-evaluating educational professionals 

by providing them with practice focused, data generating, ICT enabled community. The 

particular understanding o f community offered requires that each o f the discrete categories 

is working in concert and therefore some appreciation o f the interplay between them must 

be provided.

Generating, Using and Evaluating Data Collection Instruments

At numerous stages in this study we have examined the importance attached to the process 

o f empowering teachers to generate useful, appropriate and relevant data collection 

instruments for use in their own professional settings. MacBeath (1999, 2005) argues that 

the act of generating information about elements o f professional practice considered to be 

o f value by the teacher is what differentiates self-evaluation from self-inspection. As we 

have seen in the previous section, Nevo (1995, 2002) suggests that the process of training 

teachers to evaluate their own work using materials generated by the learning community in 

which they are located is a critical initial step to developing the dialogue that is at the heart 

o f his understanding o f the self-evaluation process. Barzano (2000) Simons (2002) and 

Scheerens (2002) also acknowledge the importance o f preparing educational professionals
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to formally investigate their own practice and argue that it should be at the heart of any 

professional development process seeking to address the area o f school evaluation.

From the perspective o f this study, the process o f training programme participants to create 

data collection instruments capable of generating contextually appropriate information 

about their own professional practice was seen as a critical aspect o f the approach to self- 

evaluation being developed. The broader context of the emergence of the LAOS model of 

School Evaluation and the paucity of existing methods for allowing teachers to assess the 

quality o f their own work seemed to require that the developing programme at least 

attempted to address the issue. For this reason each iteration o f the programme included a 

section which was devoted to assisting participants to develop their own evaluation 

instruments. The process normally required the participants to be divided into sub-groups 

which were randomly chosen. By the third cycle o f the programme, this element had 

developed into the three-stage process outlined earlier in this chapter. In summary, the three 

stages involved:

1. Development o f the data collection instruments -  Including:

a. The identification o f the particular aspects of LAOS  Teaching and Learning 

section to be evaluated by each sub-group

b. Provision o f training on the process o f generating data collection 

questionnaires

c. Brainstorming around the area

d. Production o f the instrument by the sub-group

e. Distribution to the broader programme group

2. Use o f the data collection instrument by all programme participants

3. Evaluation o f the instrument both online and in final programme reports

In this section of the study we will assess the reaction o f the course participants to the 

process described above. This will be done in two parts. Section one will address the 

process of instrument development with section two exploring participants’ experiences 

when using the instruments in a variety o f educational settings.
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Evaluating the Process of Instrument Development

When asked their opinion on the usefulness of being facilitated in developing their own 

self-evaluation instruments, a clear majority o f both the CPD and ITE programme 

participants indicated that they found the process helpful (see Figure 11.8 below).

Instrument development process

■ ITE

■ CPD

Figure 11.8: In your opinion was the Instrument Development Process useful?

(ITE n = 13 ; CPD n = 24)

With 79.2% of the CPD and 92.3% of the ITE participants respectively indicating their 

overall satisfaction with the process, it would seem on the surface at least, that the three- 

stage model developed was considered a success. A close examination o f the qualitative 

data generated in the course o f the study indicates a similar though more complicated 

pattern. While there is an overall satisfaction with the process indicated, there were two 

significant issues flagged by participants which deserve to be addressed in more detail.
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Issues in Instrument Design: Working in Groups

One o f the key elements o f the design process was the establishment o f sub-groups of 

participants to work on individual instruments. Chosen at random, each sub-group was 

asked to design one self-evaluation instrument for use by the whole cohort. While this 

process led to the production of a number of usable instruments for both groups of 

participants, it did provoke some debate. Members o f the CPD cohort in particular 

expressed a series o f  at times ambivalent opinions regarding the usefulness of the process.

On the positive side, those who found the discipline of working in groups useful tended to 

emphasise the value o f the creative dialogue created by having members from a variety of 

educational contexts taking part in the process. One participant, in response to a question 

posed in an end o f programme evaluative survey, encapsulated this viewpoint when they 

stated,

due to the class diversity a great amount of information and experience went into 
the creation o f the questionnaires which were used in the process o f self-evaluation. 
These questionnaires I found invaluable and 1 doubt if  I could have developed such 
questionnaires on my own, .. .If you have other people on board during the 
development o f the instruments tools, it makes the whole thing more relevant and it 
stands a better chance o f overall success

Here the diversity o f the group is seen as adding to the usability and durability o f the 

instruments created. In addition, the very process o f working in a group is seen as being an 

essential prerequisite to the process o f instrument creation.

Another participant, writing in her final report on the programme, developed this

understanding of the importance o f group diversity pointing out that,

The questionnaires used in this self-evaluation process, being developed by so many 
people with so many diverse backgrounds in the class gave the author a much 
broader outlook o f the areas in which she might improve her teaching practices

In this situation, the broad range of professional contexts represented in the group 

encouraged the respondent to ask questions of her practice that she may never have 

previously considered. This type o f response directly addresses one o f the potential
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criticisms of the self-evaluation process, namely its perceived tendency to avoid asking 

difficult or uncomfortable questions (Davies and Rudd 2000).

The theme is taken up by a third member of the CPD cohort who links the cycle of

instrument development to the cycle o f reflection that is at the heart o f much o f the

professional development and self evaluation literature. In outlining the different stages of

the development cycle she explained that her,

group began by brainstorming. We were from very different backgrounds. The 
process identified multiple and varied ideas. Over a period of time we reviewed and 
reflected on the relevant material in the area o f evaluation. This was critical to the 
process. We devised a definitive set of themes and questions based on our 
reflection.

Another response to the final evaluation survey chooses to emphasise the impact of the

group design process on their own interpersonal skill when it states that,

During the development o f self evaluation instruments my communication skills 
were vastly improved. This occurred as a result o f the deep reflection that was 
required when structuring the questionnaires with other people. I had to be able to 
make my points about what I thought was important and listen to others who 
mightn’t have agreed.

This point was picked up and amplified somewhat by a respondent who also hinted at the

range o f opinions that were being expressed about the suitability o f the group development

process when they said,

Yes and this is really in keeping with the rest o f  the year and course. I know some 
o f my group complained because they felt that there was too much difference 
between the individuals involved but I thought that was very useful. It forced us to 
explain our positions and compromise over the questions we were going to ask.

It is interesting to note that what this participant saw as a positive aspect, the necessity of 

explaining positions and compromising, was seen by others as a significant drawback o f the 

group design methodology adopted. One ambivalent respondent suggested that while 

working in groups ‘allowed constructive discussion, it left us with static evaluation tools,

i.e. because o f our group the majority had to be used’.
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Others were more direct with their criticisms and suggested that the wide variety o f work 

contexts represented in the average group led not to a diversity o f opinions but to a process 

o f instrument development that favoured the bland, uncontroversial and overly generic.

This had the result o f  making them, in the opinion o f the respondents at least, unusable 

without some significant remedial action on their part.

This position is summed up by the response of one CPD participant who criticised the

group-enabled process,

‘cos it was too “general” when I used them in my own work context it felt 
incompleted (sic). I ended up redesigning a new tool for my specific work context

Another more trenchant criticism along similar lines broadened that analysis of the

limitations o f the design process to include the insights o f MacBeath. Again we have a

statement from the end o f  programme survey that lets the reader know,

It was essential that I redesigned the tools to take into consideration my personal 
context as well as my professional one. The tools designed in the groups me ideas 
about how to design my own. If I remember rightly McBeath has something to say 
about the danger o f  using “templates” (pre-designed tools) in self evaluation. If self 
evaluation is to be “real” it must include “se lf’.

While it may be a little extreme to equate a group development process with the imposition 

of external strictures on an independent professional the comment does indicate to an extent 

the frustration inherent in engaging in such a process for some participants.

Interestingly, but perhaps not too surprisingly given the overwhelmingly positive response 

to the initial question, the ITE participants had a different view o f the group development 

process. One reply to the survey question relating to the usefulness of the process stated 

that,

It was good to develop them in groups because you got to share ideas with other 
people. Some o f the questionnaires weren’t really relevant to my school but I 
understood where they came from because o f  the discussion around them.
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Another indicated that they,

Liked this part o f the process a lot. It gave us a chance to use the experiences we 
were having in schools and to put them into the questionnaires. It was also great to 
have the groupwork to focus our conversations on topics that were really relevant to 
us.

In both of these responses the group is seen as adding to the process by acting as a

sounding board and an explainer o f different aspects o f the instrument design process.

A final set o f comments from this group moved the analysis on from one that dealt with the

mechanics o f instrument design to one that emphasised the importance of the process for

the ITE participants emerging sense o f themselves as professional educators. The first

comment, drawn from the end of programme evaluation survey, states that,

I really think that this was very important. For too much o f your time as a studente 
(sic), you feel as if  you are being told what to do all o f the time. We were now being 
expected to be teachers and it was important that we got a chance to have an input 
into what we were doing. It would have been a bit ridiculous to expect us to make 
decisions and then to stop us from getting involved in planning how we were going 
to evaluate them.

This position finds a strong echo in one o f the final evaluative postings made on the 

MOODLE site. Here, speaking o f the process of self-evaluation, we have a participant 

announcing that,

On another issue, I liked the way that we were asked to get involved in putting 
together questionnaires in this module. I really feel that this shows that we were 
being taken seriously as teachers. This is really important because we have to feel 
like teachers if  we are ever going to become teachers. When we are treated like 
students but are out in schools it gets really confusing at times. Asking our opinion 
was really good and getting us to do things based on what we knew took us 
seriously.

ITE Online Dialogue : General Discussion

In summary then, the use o f the group focused design process was seen as having a number 

o f both positive and negative points. On the positive side, participants valued the 

opportunity to feed in the collective experience o f a range o f individuals from a broad 

spectrum o f educational contexts. For this reason a number o f them acknowledged the 

challenge posed by differing perceptions and the initial difficulty in overcoming these.
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However there was also an acknowledgment that the very process o f overcoming these 

challenges resulted not only in the production o f better data collection instruments but also 

in facing questions that:

a) They had never thought of

b) Might have chosen to ignore due to the difficulties o f addressing these in their 

organisation.

Issues in Instrument Design: The Role of Participant Experience

A second broad theme to emerge from both the CPD and ITE groups relating to the process 

of instrument production was the perceived attitude taken by the programme to prior 

participant experience in the general area. It should be remembered that the researcher, 

mindful o f N evo’s (1995) warning about the danger o f developing a research methodology 

course rather than a self-evaluation skills development programme, actively sought to 

contextualise the research methods material within broader self-evaluation literature (see 

Appendices G and H). While this approach undoubtedly had a strong conceptual basis, its 

implementation resulted in participants engaging with the literature in ways that led them to 

offer an experience focused critique on the underpinning values o f the training programme 

designed.

One o f the most significant areas identified by this critique was the selection o f the field of 

investigation which provided a thematic basis for the programme designed. For some, and 

in particular those from the CPD cohort, the prescriptive nature o f the instruction to 

examine areas o f  teaching and learning invalidated their own position as experienced 

educators. In addition, some participants suggested that there was an inherent contradiction 

in a process which sought to empower educators to identify quality in their own work but 

only allowed them do so within a tightly prescribed area.

This position was summed up by one participant who chose to make the following point in 

a section o f her final report dealing with ‘problems and difficulties identified with the 

process’.

Problem: The themes fo r  evaluation were imposed on the evaluator.
Does this not immediately negate the very essence o f ‘se lf  evaluation?!
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Though the themes were relevant, more focused  themes, chosen by the evaluator 
would have elicited a greater amount o f useful material. I f  themes were chosen by 
the evaluator, a greater sense o f ownership o f them and their outcomes would have 
resulted. These criticisms are consistent with those o f MacBeath (2004) who 
criticizes (sic) the move towards the use o f designer packages in self evaluation

(italics in the original)

Another made the point that she,

Felt that I was in a straight jacket. I was being asked to look at teaching and learning 
when what I really needed to do was look at how my school was managed. What 
was the point in this for me? I was meant to be self evaluating but I ended up 
evaluating what I was told to do by others.

Not everyone agreed with this perspective however. One of the sub themes to emerge from

the data was the value that some participants placed on having a clear structure to follow

when designing their questionnaires. In addition, the provision o f information under each

heading drawn from OFSTED and FENTO was seen as adding significantly to the process

o f actually producing data collection instruments. In direct contrast to the ‘straight jacket’

comment o f above a number of participants felt that the provision o f clear instructions and

a designated area o f investigation was particularly helpful. A comment from the general

evaluation forum sums this perspective up,

The stuff from LAOS and OFSTED was really useful when we were designing the 
questionnaires. It helped us to concentrate on what was important in the area we 
were asked to look at. This was really important when we were working on areas 
that we didn’t agree on. I think we would be still there arguing now except that we 
were able to point to your notes and say no that is not what we are being asked to 
do.

CPD Online Dialogue: General Evaluation Discussion Forum

To an extent, these are matters o f interpretation. What appears unnecessarily limiting to 

some participants is a helpful guide to others. It is possible to accept that both perspectives 

are valid and that it is the context and type of professional experience o f the individual 

participant that leads them to respond in a given fashion.

For the ITE participants, the issue o f the interaction of prior experience was at one level 

less important. There was no real evidence o f their having any problems with the use of a 

designated thematic area. Indeed, where there were comments about the use o f the LAOS
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documentation they tended to be at the informational rather than the analytical. That is not 

to say, however, that the ITE participants were unaware of the importance o f the experience 

they brought to the process of designing data collection instruments, just that they tended to 

conceptualise it in a different way. For these participants, experience was something they 

were trying to develop and therefore they were keenly aware o f occasions when they felt its 

perceived absence negatively impacted on their ability to engage with the process o f self- 

evaluation. For a number of this cohort, the process o f designing data collection 

instruments represented one such occasion. Their position was perhaps best summed up by 

the comment made in a post programme interview by one the ITE cohort.

I don’t think that we had enough experience to deal with the information about the 
types o f questions to ask to help us form good self evaluation sheets. I thought it 
was great the way that you allowed us to make our own in areas that we thought 
were relevant but whenever we came to filling them out it was obvious that we 
didn’t have enough experience to ask the right sorts o f questions

ITE Participant Interview: Appendix O

Another, picking up the theme in their final programme report, suggested that,

I felt a bit confused by the questionnaires early on. I knew that I was meant to be 
asking questions about my teaching and I knew that I had to agree them with others 
but I wasn’t too sure about what sort o f questions to use. The notes were really 
detailed but it was a bit hit and miss when I went to use them in the class. I think we 
got better at this and when we decided to change things around at the end I liked 
that we all sort o f agreed about what type o f questions were best.

A final comment from another participant had a forward look to it

I think I will be much better at this thing next time I try it. Going through the 
process o f  designing and using the questionnaires once really thought me a lot about 
how you need to put them together. Looking back on it now, a lot o f the questions 
we put in weren’t needed and we left out a lot that we did. It was frustrating but I 
suppose that is how you learn.

Aside from the welcome though perhaps rhetorical commitment to the idea of repeating the 

process at some future date, what these three quotations do is to suggest the vital 

importance o f the process o f  using the instruments to the participants overall perceptions of
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the value o f the process of design. For both cohorts o f participants, the actual use of the 

questionnaires added to the quality o f their professional experience and to a certain extent, 

they viewed the issue o f the quality o f the design process through this lens.

Using the Data Collection Instruments -  Cycle of Implementation and Impact

One of the central themes of this study has been the necessity o f providing self-evaluating 

professionals with the tools to generate useful and usable data about their own professional 

practice. However it is interesting to note what the self-evaluation literature claims should 

happen as a result o f a professional engagement with these types o f structured evaluation 

instruments. In theory at least, the provision of appropriately designed instruments not only 

allows practitioners’ to judge the quality o f their own work, it also provides them with the 

information and vocabulary with which to engage other key stakeholders in the education 

process (Nevo 1995, MacBeath et al 2000, Simons 2002).

The use o f the practitioner designed data collection instruments by both cohorts of 

participants gave the researcher an opportunity to actually investigate the validity o f these 

claims. In particular, the availability o f weekly online postings combined with final 

evaluative reports and survey material allowed him assess the extent to which the use o f the 

data collection instruments moved from something that was in reality imposed by the 

dynamics o f the programme to something that participants valued and would continue to 

employ in subsequent years.

In essence the analysis o f  the various data sources suggested that both cohorts followed a 

similar implementation cycle when using the data collection instruments (see Figure 11.9).
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Figure 11.9: Data collection instrument implementation cycle

The cycle begins with an initial engagement with the process o f instrument use which, if  we 

are to be honest, is at times an imposed engagement. In most cases however it moves from 

an imposed engagement to a voluntary engagement which in turn results in the emergence 

o f an understanding o f the value of the process being engaged in. The final stage o f the 

cycle sees participants take ownership of the process o f instrument use. This final stage is 

particularly interesting as it can result in participants altering the received instruments to 

make them more usable in their own professional context. In this way they move from 

being products o f a group to being the property o f the individual. However, because the 

individual is part o f the broader community who produced the initial instrument, they bring 

their own context-based understanding o f how to improve the instruments back to the larger 

group and in the process, add to the knowledge base o f that professional community.

This cycle takes place at both the micro or individual questionnaire level, and at the macro 

or programme implementation level. Naturally individuals and groups progress through the
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stages at different speeds. Indeed it is arguable that some o f the more interesting postings 

to emerge from the discussion fora came about as a result o f dialogues between individuals 

at different parts o f the cycle. In the next section, we will examine the individual stages in 

detail with a view to developing an understanding o f the key thematic areas that arise in 

each.

Stage 1: Initial Engagement

The initial engagement with the data collection instruments tended to result in a detailed 

examination o f the minutiae o f the process being conducted. Participants in general sought 

to examine the instruments through the prism of a context specific implementation rather 

than taking a broad view of the meaning o f the process they were being asked to undertake. 

This resulted in some interesting if  very specific themes emerging. Probably the two most 

significant were,

1. The length o f the questionnaires

2. Question format

Quite a number o f the initial postings relating to the use o f the data collection instruments 

concentrated on how the surveys were designed. Among the most commonly posted 

comments were those relating to the overall length o f the questionnaires and the number o f 

questions posed. While some of the comments were positive, typically participants tended 

to equate length with problems. A typical posting o f this sort was made by a CPD 

participant who when asked to comment on the use o f the planning instrument generated by 

her group stated,

I felt that 13 questions was a lot to answer. I f  I were to keep up the self evaluating I 
would be more likely to answer less questions on a regular basis and keep them on 
file. It seemed a lot for just one area - i.e. planning. There are also the other areas to 
consider.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Using the planning instrument)

Another in the same forum claimed that,

It showed me that there is room for improvement but also I found it very long and 
time consuming to fill in.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Using the planning instrument)
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One of the ITE participants, reacting to his cohorts planning instrument, made much the 
same point,

There are just so m any questions and a lot o f them are asking you for the same 
stuff in different ways. Also it was really time consuming. I am teaching five 
classes in a row some days and I just don’t see the point in having to fill out a 
long questionnaire after each one.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Planning)

What is notable about this posting is the connection made between the length of the 

questionnaire and the amount o f time available in the average teaching day to complete 

them. This was particularly acute for those participants who chose to complete the 

instruments after each class, the method recommended by the researcher. One of the ITE 

participants summed up the problems faced by such conscientious evaluators in their final 

report.

Finding time to complete the questionnaires was really challenging. The timetable 
dictates continuous lessons throughout the day with short breaks thus I was required 
to complete some o f the questionnaires at break neck speed. This was ok when they 
were a sensible length but some of them were just too long.

Other than the final quotation above, all o f the others are taken from the early weeks o f the 

implementation process. Later in the process, participants begin to develop different 

methods for dealing with long questionnaires. One ITE participants summed this up when 

they detailed their methodology for dealing with extensive questionnaires.

One thing I have changed is how I use these things. I realise that I need to complete 
them after class if  I am going to remember anything but I also know that they are 
very long. What I do now is tick the boxes quickly and write short notes to myself 
about anything important. Then when I come back later, I know what I was talking 
about.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Using the Teaching and Learning instrument) 

Another made the same general point,

I haven't changed my teaching style really that much because my classes have 
been working pretty well so far with the methodologies I’ve been using. But 1 
have found the evaluation sheets to be much more benefïcally (sic) than the past 
few. I really feel I am getting to grips with how we should work them. I just use
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them now without really worrying about how big some o f them are and have 
found that they aren’t so bad. W ell done everyone on the suggestions.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Using the Teaching and Learning instrument)

Perhaps the final word on the issue o f questionnaire length should come from a CPD

participant who besides demonstrating the how individuals move from one part of the cycle

to another, used her final report to reflect on her developing understanding for the need for

different sized data collection instruments.

In the initial stages o f the process I thought that the questionnaires should be quick 
and easy to use. As I engaged in self-evaluation further, I began to realise that while 
it does need to be user friendly, 1 need to learn from it. It needs to be useful to me as 
a professional practitioner. I cannot compromise on length to the detriment o f the 
quality o f information gained. It is important to use a form that is relevant to my 
work. However it should be capable of feeding into and useful to any existing 
evaluations in the organisations or groups I work for.

The phrase, ‘I cannot compromise on length to the detriment o f the quality of information 

gained’, presents a perfect example o f a practitioner coming to terms with the philosophy 

underpinning a particular approach to data collection. This is the vital step to 

understanding the value o f the process as a whole.

Question Format

A second area that elicited some comment across a range o f data sources at the stage of 

initial questionnaire use was the type and usefulness o f questions used. In essence the 

debate revolved around the value or otherwise of closed questions to practitioners 

attempting to engage in meaningful self-evaluation. The most dynamic conversation to 

take place around the issue occurred in the ITE planning instrument forum. It is worth 

quoting elements of this dialogue at some length as it clearly demonstrates an online 

community beginning to come to terms with an important aspect o f how they derive 

evidence for use in their judgement about the value o f their work.

For many, completion o f questionnaires with a predominance o f closed questions involved 

little more than mindlessly ticking a box. One contributor to the MOODLE site expressed

267



C h a p t e r  E le v e n T r a in i n g  th e  S e l f - E v a lu a t in g  T e a c h e r

the frustration induced by this format o f question quite eloquently. In response to a series 

o f questions relating to how she used the planning instrument, her opinion of the instrument 

and whether she found it helpful she managed to use the phrase ‘tick the boxes’ five times.

(a)After each lesson or at the end o f the day i'd sit down take out a pen and tick 
the boxes. That was it.

(b)There were definitely things in the sheet that have the potential to make you 
think about planning in a different way, the way it was set out though, tick this 
box tick that box, it was just too easy, you could do it without thinking at all.

(c)I didn't find it particularly helpful at the time nor do I think I will find 
completed ones helpful in the future.
There was no room  for explaination (sic) or expansion.
'The m ethodologies I planned to use were effective'- box ticked, big deal, what 
were they?

(ITE Online Dialogue: Planning)

Another respondent to the same forum echoed the criticism when she said,

I ju st filled it in after every class, it made me think about how i planned my 
class and it helped me to appreciate the fact that not all plans go according to 
plan, it wasn't that helpful because when filling it out it was just mostly ticking 
yes and no and there wasn't enough questions to make you think how you could 
really change the lesson and to improve it

(ITE Online Dialogue: Planning)

What is interesting about this response is the reason given for the dissatisfaction with the 

question format. The respondent suggested that ‘there w asn’t enough questions to make 

you think’. This point was taken up by the original respondent who went on to explain her 

dissatisfaction with the closed question in terms o f the limitations placed on the user by the 

format.

The questions posed were really good and could certainly help you to improve 
your planning, but the required response was inadequate.
I'm  not suggesting that we should write an answer to each question individually, 
But more use them as a set o f guidelines for writing relevant information for 
ourselves, so that we can make it useful. It's not the did it work or did it not that 
really matters, it's the what was it and why.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Planning)
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However, not everyone agreed with this perspective. One respondent replying to a quite

trenchant criticism of the planning questionnaire stated that,

im sorry to disagree with most but i thought that the planning instrument was an 
eye opener. ... i thought it was excellently, expertly put together, first question, 
yeah i agree you could just tick the box, but then its broken down into time 
management, methodology, aims and objectives, resources, pace and structure, 
it actually made m y think o f each question, and then relate it to the class i had. 
for instance, i dont think you could change it. it was an eyeopener for me and 
really made me think o f the class from the first m inute til the last.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Planning)

Another that,

I used it by ticking the boxes, although I really thought about how the class 
went in terms o f my lesson plan and I ticked the appropriate box. I also tried to 
elaborate on how the lesson plan went and on areas o f improvement where the 
planning evaluation sheet allowed.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Planning)

It took a post-programme evaluation interview with one o f the ITE participants who to fully 

explain why this issue became so important for the group. She suggested that criticisms of 

the closed question format were popular because,

It was giving people a way out, if  they’re to be completely honest. I think that the 
whole area of tick the box is you don’t have to put thought into it. People secretly 
loved it but whenever they had to go back and reflect on what they had actually 
done they were stuck with nothing. So they were annoyed at the fact that they 
couldn’t look back on it and get some evidence from it o f where they could fix 
things but they actually liked the fact that it didn’t take that long to fill out. They 
were in catch 22, they loved it but they hated it at the same time.

(ITE Participant Interview: Appendix O)

This is an extremely insightful comment which goes to the heart o f much o f the discussion 

that took place in both cohorts relating to the ultimate purpose o f the use of evaluation 

instruments. Essentially participants are dealing with issues o f evidence o f good practice 

and the type o f information needed by professionals if  they are to engage in a meaningful 

analysis o f  the quality o f their work. What comments such as the last one cited above 

indicates is that through use o f the instruments and engagement with the ideas presented 

during online dialogues, participants begin to come to an understanding of the underpinning
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principles which guide both the development and use o f the different evaluation 

methodologies disseminated.

Stage Two: Developing an Understanding

The two examples cited above clearly demonstrate the process whereby the use of the

evaluation instruments in a variety of professional contexts causes participants to move

between a stage o f initial engagement and one where they are beginning to develop an

understanding of both process and issues. Staying with the second theme discussed above,

that o f the type o f questions used in a data collection instrument, in the following posting

we can see more clear evidence o f a participant moving beyond the surface issue of

question type to what is perhaps the real issue o f the type o f evidence required for effective

self evaluation to take place.

The fact that it's quick and simple to do makes it inticing (sic) and one might 
think that because o f this it might encourage people to self evaluate. But it is 
this very fact that means you don't really have to think about it. So are you 
evaluating at all? Self evaluation to me is a means o f trying to improve your 
skills as a teacher and I think a big part o f that is being able to look back and 
see where you have failed or succeeded in the past. And what in particular aided 
that outcome. This evaluation sheet doesn't allow that. You might be 
encouraged to fill out the sheet but to do some constructive self evaluation?

(ITE Online Dialogue : Planning )

This type o f analysis linking question type to evidence needed also appears in the CPD

postings. In the following example, a participant contemplates the value o f different types

of data in a comparatively lengthy posting,

This questionnaire was useful and it helped me reflect. There are a number of 
things that I would do differently with m y class as a result o f  using it - so the 
questions must have been relevant!

Again, I prefer closed questions to flag issus (sic) and open ones to expand and 
reflect. I didn’t know this when I started using the questionnaire but it has 
become clear to m e in the last two weeks that you can mix and match questions 
in order to find out different things. I know that it might seem obvious but I 
think the purpose o f  a lot o f these questionnaires should be to find out different 
things. W hat is the point o f  getting the same information all o f the time? We 
need to know things about what we do to help us get better at our work. The 
only way to do this is to ask ourselves the hard questions. And I suppose to ask 
them in (sic) few different ways to keep us honest! I think that is what I mean
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about closed and open questions. I hope I am m aking m ore sense to you than I 
am to me

(CPD Online Dialogue: Assessment questionnaire)

A final quote along similar lines essentially summarises the general importance of the issue,

W hat I liked about this questionnaire was that it showed me that a few 
appropriate questions can be more valuable than a larger collection o f waffle. I 
am learning the trick to this self evaluation (as in life), is to ask the right 
question. It is usually the direct (hard) question we do not want to ask ourselves 
that seems to be the most telling. Like what did I do rather that look what they 
done!! I am also learning that for this evaluation to be meaningful internal 
honesty, bravery,and self acceptance are the foundations for true development 
and growth.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Assessment questionnaire)

A second critical part o f the understanding phase involves the user developing an

appreciation o f the potential o f the information produced by the data collection instruments

to change their future practice. At times this involves little more than a statement of some

vague future intent however more often than not this is accompanied by a rationale for

potential future uses. For example, one o f the ITE participants indicated her willingness to

use the classroom management questionnaire at a future date stating that,

I would, but not as an everyday self evaluation questionnaire. I would use for 
classes which i am having classroom management and discipline problems. It is 
limited to classroom management so i would only use it on a particular 
troublesome class. So if  i feel i need to evaluate a particular class which im 
having trouble in terms o f  discipline i will start to use this questionnaire for a 
few days and sort out my problems.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Classroom management)

There are clear signs here o f  an understanding of the need to be sure o f the reasons 

underpinning the use o f a particular data collection instrument. In this situation future use 

is dependent on perceived need.

In other situations, future use is predicated on an understanding that teachers might not be 

fully aware o f what is actually happening in every learning situation they engage in. There 

is an explicit statement in this next posting o f the need to engage in future episodes of data
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collection in order to understand what is happening in the average classroom. Asked if  he 

would use the classroom management instrument again, the ITE participant said,

Absolutely, there is no way I can know where I w ill be teaching in future years 
and I can see m yself using this a lot if  I am in a certain type o f school. Even if I 
am not I think it would be hugely helpful to use this at the beginning of every 
year for a week with each class just so you can get an idea o f what works with 
them. I think the best part o f  this questionnaire is the fact that you have so many 
options and that these allow you to understand what is happening if  you use 
them properly. As someone once said, knowledge is power. See youse next 
week ;_)

(ITE Online Dialogue: Week 7, classroom management questionnaire)

A different type o f issue is raised by the next posting quoted. The participant here is in the 

process of making the explicit connection between the use o f  data collection instruments 

and the process o f engaging in meaningful reflection. At an engagement level, it is 

arguable that the two processes could be considered one in the same. However here we 

have an example o f a participant moving to a point where they are able to differentiate 

between the activity o f completing an instrument and that o f ascribing a meaning to that 

process.

I have found that while the questionnaires aid reflection, they do not guarantee 
it. One m ust really engage with the process for it to be successful. It is too easy 
at times to fill in a questionaire and believe you have engaged with self 
evaluation when in fact all you have done is fill in a questionnaire.

(CPD Online Dialogue: General Evaluation Discussion)

This position is echoed in one of the final ITE postings quoted below.

I am really curious about the whole idea o f reflection. Since I have started this 
programme I have been told that I have to reflect and to be honest I haven’t had a 
clue what it meant for most o f the time. I think as I come to the end of this self- 
evaluation project I am beginning to get an idea o f what it might be. It might be 
easier to say what it isn’t. Reflection isn’tt (sic) just filling out forms and forgetting 
about them. In fact I don’t think it really has anything to do with filling out forms 
except that you get information there. From what I can see reflection is about 
thinking about what you do but it is pointless to do it without knowing wht (sic) you 
do. That is where I think the questionnaires come in. They let us know what we do 
and if  we use them properly they should be able to let us know what to do. I think.
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(ITE Online Dialogue: overall reflection)

Overall then, the process of engaging with the data collection instruments in a meaningful 

manner has resulted in a greater level o f understanding and insight for the majority of 

programme participants. The development o f this understanding is an essential pre

requisite for the development o f the final part o f the model proposed, that of ownership.

Stage Three: Ownership

Taking ownership o f the mechanisms for generating useful data about ones own practice is 

one o f  the key goals o f any self-evaluation process. The act o f taking ownership can, and 

indeed probably should, take place at two levels; those o f the individual teacher and the 

broader evaluating community. The former is important as the structure o f our education 

system ensures that this is ultimately the level at which the initial judgements as to the 

quality o f practice are made. The latter is essential also because, as we have seen, all 

individual practice contexts are influenced by the broader community o f practice where 

they are located (Lave and Wenger 1992). In the context o f this study, the process of 

taking ownership involved the participants altering, augmenting and adding to the 

instruments designed.

A significant number o f the comments relating to the alteration o f  the data collection

instruments related to individual decisions made in the context o f the perceived

requirements of a particular learning situation. The normal justification provided for the

decision to alter the distributed instruments was that o f usability. The concept o f usability

tended to be closely allied in the minds o f many o f the programme participants with those

of relevance and practicality. Thus a typical posting, such as the one below, relating to the

alteration o f an instrument tended to indicate what was done and why

For q3,q4 I have added 'what did you incorporate into your learning session to-day 
to benefit your students. Because I work with 4 different classes and teach different 
subjects I need to write down to help me to remember what I did incorporate into 
the session to make it more beneficial.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Using the classroom management questionnaire)

Another CPD participant made a similar point when speaking o f the planning instrument,
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The planning questionnaire did prompt me to reflect on my practice in relation to 
planning. Not all o f the questions were relevant to me and also some of them were 
very general. I feel that my reply to these questions (3,5,9,11 & 12) will be the same 
no matter how many times I complete them. For the next time I use them, I am 
planning to put them in a separate section and only use them when I feel that 
something new has happened.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Using the planning questionnaire)

At times the process o f changing the instruments resulted in the participant engaging in a

more considered reflection on the design philosophy underpinning the questionnaires. In

her final report, one CPD participant pointed out that she,

Found using the four questionnaires after each class to be very time consuming 
leaving very little time for reflection. To avoid this happening again, I decided to 
answer only the questions relevant to my class and changed all o f the questionnaires 
accordingly.

This process caused her to reflect on the process o f instrument design and resulted in her 

commenting that,

If  there is a problem with the questionnaires, it is that four groups designed them 
and then distributed them as generic items. It is my opinion that there is a real need 
for a personal evaluation instrument rather than a generic questionnaire that is 
universally applicable, to all educational establishments and to teachers in general. 
This is what I have tried to do for my own practice and I think it is valuable.

This comment clearly indicates how the process o f using, adapting and reflecting on the 

data collection instruments provides participants not only with a practical ownership of the 

new materials developed but also with a real understanding of the rationale underpinning 

their own practice in the area.

Perhaps the most significant incidence o f a group o f participants taking ownership of the 

data collection instruments can be seen in the case o f the ITE cohort’s development of the 

daily evaluation questionnaire (see appendix ). Having worked through three previous data 

collection instruments, there was a feeling in the group that while much o f the data that was 

being produced was interesting, they needed a form of questionnaire that allowed them an 

overview of what was happening the course o f their teaching day. Following an extensive 

in-class debate the participants decided to produce a collection instrument that ‘combined
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everything we thought was good about the previous questionnaires’ (final evaluation report, 

ITE Student). Perhaps unsurprisingly in the light of the previously quoted discussion on 

question types, this questionnaire was made up entirely o f open questions. The general 

reaction to the instrument was positive with participants going out o f their way to point out 

what they thought was good about it. One participant zoned in on the format,

I found the latest self-evaluation sheet very useful. If  you feel one part 'o f  the 
class went particularly well or bad you have all the opportunities to write about 
it and it will be there for you to look at later. And since there is no ticking 
boxes you will know what actually happened in the class.

(ITE Online Dialogue Using the Daily Evaluation Sheet)

Another in the same dialogue made a similar point,

I liked the evaluation sheet it was broad but had the different sections and the 
second page for any general comments

(ITE Online Dialogue Using the Daily Evaluation Sheet)

The next posting highlights the issue o f the class generated nature of the sheet

I like the latest evaluation sheet. It's concise, easy and quick to fill out and the 
second page is perfect for making comments on any o f the 5 areas. Also, I think 
it is really ours because we developed it as a class and not as groups (no offence 
to the groups)

(ITE Online Dialogue Using the Daily Evaluation Sheet)

The final posting quoted is a little more jaundiced about the overall benefits o f the format 

adopted but it does choose to emphasise the action focus o f  the questionnaire that was seen 

by most users as being a positive aspect o f the new design.

1 was really looking forward to this weeks evaluation sheet because we put it 
together ourselves and I thought it would be really useful. To be honest when I 
used it, I found it ok but a little bit too unstructured. The best bit though was the 
action focus. This was really important for me because when I had a problem I 
was forced to think about what I was going to do about it. Well done K for 
thinking it up.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Daily Evaluation Sheet)

Overall this process o f  taking ownership o f the evaluation instruments as a whole group 

presents something o f a challenge to the design philosophy o f the programme. There is an
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explicit commitment to the use o f sub-groups as a methodology for designing appropriate 

instruments that can then be used by an entire participant cohort. On the surface at least, 

what these comments seem to suggest is that participants do not necessarily see this as a 

method that gives them ownership o f the final product.

However, it is fair to argue that in a real sense, no matter what process is used ownership 

only comes through use and adaptation. What this example demonstrates is how the 

combined practice knowledge developed by a group o f ITE professionals who are working 

very different contexts can be pooled to produce a document that encapsulates their 

experiences o f using data collection instruments. Interestingly, there are strong echoes here 

of the processes engaged in Communities o f Practice when seeking to codify their unique 

practice generated knowledge in ways that represent participants as a community. 

Ultimately, it can be argued that a cycle o f engagement, understanding and ownership 

comes to an end point with a final document such as this which in its turn becomes a 

starting point for another round of use, reflection and revision.

In summary, the design and use o f the data collection instruments proved to be an 

enormously beneficial experience for most programme participants. While not all aspects 

were considered positive by every end user, there was as general welcome for not only how 

the instruments were designed but also for the final results o f that design process. The cycle 

o f implementation described resulted in participants developing a critically informed 

understanding o f the strengths and weaknesses of each of the instruments as well as a 

methodology for making contextually appropriate alterations. At the end of this cycle, 

participants had a clearer understanding of not only how data was generated but also what 

sort o f data was useful in their own professional settings.

ENGAGING WITH SELF-EVALUATION: IDEAS, IMPACTS AND 

UNDERSTANDINGS

The second element o f the analytic framework proposed was designed to assess the extent 

to which participant engagement with a structured evaluation process influenced their
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understanding o f and commitment to the concept o f self-evaluation. While it can been 

argued that the design and use o f the data collection instruments was critically important to 

the participants’ experience o f self-evaluation, it is ultimately their attitude to the very idea 

o f self-evaluation that will decide whether they ever repeat such a process in their 

professional lives. Put simply, if  participants are convinced that self-evaluation is a good 

idea and adds to their practice they may try it again, if  not there appears to be little chance 

o f their ever voluntarily undertaking such a process in the future. In this section we will 

attempt to assess participant perceptions o f the value o f self-evaluation as well as 

examining the practical impact that engaging in the programme designed had on their 

professional practice.

Valuing Self-Evaluation - Ongoing Commitment or Short-Term Engagement?

One o f the central challenges facing any innovative programme designed to influence the 

beliefs and practices o f educational professionals is to ensure that the changes in that 

practice are maintained beyond the life o f the intervention. The data generated in the final 

evaluative survey would seem to suggest that this programme has a high chance o f having a 

long-term impact on the professional practice o f participants. Both cohorts indicated that 

they would continue to evaluate their teaching and training in future years. In total 100% of 

the CPD and 92.30 % o f the ITE agreed with this statement when it was put to them.
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I will continue to evaluate my 
teaching in the future

100
80
60

Figure 11.10: I  will continue to evaluate my teaching in the future 

(ITE n = 13 ; CPD n = 24)

Encouraging though these statistics may be, a researcher should always be a little wary of 

accepting an end of programme declaration of future intentions completely at face value. 

While not seeking to question the intention of participants to continue evaluating their own 

work in future years, it is important to examine the data in order to understand why they 

have made this ongoing commitment.

For most programme participants, whether they were from the CPD or ITE cohorts, the 

process o f  engaging in self-evaluation was invariably linked with the process o f  improving 

their professional practice. Virtually every respondent to the final programme survey 

indicated that they felt that self-evaluation was an essential element o f good teaching 

(100% of the CPD cohort and 92.3% of the ITE group).
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I basically think that self evaluation is important because it helps you to improve 
your teaching and especially helps you improve as a teacher... For you to improve I 
feel you need to be able to see what worked and why it was successful?

The MOOD LE forum saw a number o f participants from both cohorts agree with this 

general position. The point was summarised by one ITE participant in a posting where he 

stated,

I found self-evaluation useful as it allowed me to examine my teaching and how 
to better it. It allowed me to find why something went wrong and also how to 
correct it.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Daily Evaluation Sheet)

There is a clear theme running through these comments which links self evaluation with the

ability to access knowledge about practice. This knowledge allows participants to make

informed decisions about the quality o f their current practice as well as providing them with

a sound basis from which to make changes in that practice. For some, as in the posting

below, it is the discipline o f recording this knowledge immediately after the class period

that makes the information so valuable.

I've learned that self evaluation is an invaluable tool in improving your 
teaching.lt allows you to learn from both your mistakes and your successes by 
giving you real information about each o f them. Because you are forced to 
record what happened soon after it happened you get a lot o f really good 
information that you might have forgotten.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Week 9)

For others, it is the relatively objective and original nature o f the information that makes it

so useful. Writing in the final evaluation survey, one CPD participant pointed out that,

The value o f this whole process to me is that over a series o f weeks I was able to sit 
down and record what I do in a way that I had never done before. This was really 
useful but what was more useful was the fact that when I read over what I had 
written down I was able to see patterns. It is funny that things I have been doing for 
years which I never thought o f suddenly jumped out at me as being issues. Not 
major ones, just simple things like the fact that I always use groupwork in double 
classes. I am not saying that this is a bad thing but it is interesting to know. Because 
o f the methodologies questionnaire I have started to try new things in my double 
classes that at least are making things different.
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This is an interesting comment as it demonstrates that quite often the impetus for change 

comes through a cumulative development o f knowledge rather than one blinding flash of 

inspiration. Also, the type o f change being instituted as a result o f the analysis o f the 

emerging information is relatively limited in scope. In many ways this is more in keeping 

with the notion of incremental change that is suggested by champions o f self-evaluation 

approaches such as MacBeath (1999). Their argument is that small scale, organic change 

which results from insights generated by an individual or school community is far more 

likely to have a long term impact than revolutionary, radical and imposed change forced on 

an organisation by an outside agency or individual.

A second connected theme links the engagement in the process o f self-evaluation with a

higher sense of awareness about the reasons for the participant’s patterns of practice. One

of the CPD participants explicitly acknowledged this sense o f heightened awareness as

being one o f the main benefits of the process in her final report when she said,

I found this process to be extremely beneficial in developing my self awareness 
both personally and professionally. Completing the evaluation instruments raised 
my awareness that in turn enabled me to improve my performance. This research 
has proven to me the importance o f the self in evaluation.

At times this awareness could be uncomfortable and led individuals to uncover aspects of

their teaching that they maybe would have preferred not to address. The CPD participant

quoted below encapsulates this perspective,

Taking part in self-evaluation allowed me to see things about myself and my 
teaching that I had never thought o f before. It opened up comers o f my classroom 
that had been in the dark for quite a number o f years. While this was a good thing in 
the end, there were times when I was doing it that I wondered why I was putting 
myself through it.

Another CPD correspondent, writing in his final evaluative report, made a similar point:

The process o f engaging in a self-evaluation course has impacted on my practice in 
ways that I would never have expected. Flaws and gaps that I have either been 
ignoring or hiding from myself became visible in my practice, the greatest one 
being a lack o f awareness about why I do things in a particular way
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One of the ITE correspondents, speaking at a different stage of his career, acknowledged

the role o f the self-evaluation process in broadening his horizons as a teacher. Here,

awareness o f practice was an essential pre-requisite to developing a professional identity

and the beginnings o f an understanding o f what the role of teacher actually involved,

I feel that se lf evaluation was useful. When you first start out your (sic) so 
preoccupied with teaching you don't see anything else. That's your main focus. 
But gradually with the help o f self evaluation you learn to look at other things, 
and it gets easier as you settle in. I do feel that it helped me to improve as a 
teacher and to understand better what it means to be a teacher

(ITE Online Dialogue: D aily Evaluation Sheet)

Another ITE participant taking part in the same dialogue quite eloquently makes a similar 

point. She suggests that the process o f engaging in self-evaluation has led her to redefine 

herself as a learner as well as a teacher whose fundamental role is to improve her practice 

in order to ensure that her students succeed. Again, she makes explicit the link between 

knowledge, awareness and improvement.

Over the course o f my teaching practice, I have come to realise that self 
evaluation is not only necessary but essential. The success o f a class is crucially 
dependent on effective teacher self evaluation. I think that a good teacher will 
instinctively w ish to reflect on their work, evaluate it and look for ways to 
improve it. A fundamental principal is that the teacher should see themselves as 
learners. I m yself have learned something new after each lesson I have taught, 
w hether it be about planning or classroom management.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Daily Evaluation Sheet)

O f course this awareness did not always lead to dramatic discoveries. Indeed, another of

the CPD participants made the point in their final report that,

Evaluation may not always result in startling findings. While they do fill in gaps in 
knowledge and correct misconceptions they more often than not serve to confirm 
impressions and affirm good practice. Yet as a result o f self evaluation I think I can 
say that my contribution to CTSCC has changed significantly and that this change 
began with a simple alteration made to my planning after using the first 
questionnaire.
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The data generated from the final programme survey would suggest that this was the 

experience o f the majority o f the programme participants. When asked whether engaging 

with the self-evaluation process had had an impact on their teaching, 92.7% of the ITE 

cohort and 72.3% of the CPD group confirmed that it did (see Figure 11.12).

Change in teaching

e c p d

■ ITE

Figure 11.12: 1 changed how I  taught as a result o f  using the se lf evaluation instruments

Perhaps the best overall summary o f the interaction between the different aspects of the 

self-evaluation process was provided by one o f the ITE participants in his final MOODLE 

posting. In it, he was trying to encapsulate his growing understanding o f the importance o f 

self-evaluation to his own professional life and he summarised it as follows,

As a new teacher i have found self evaluation to be very important and practical 
in becoming a better teacher. Been (sic) new to this profession my experience 
and knowledge is limited, but with self evaluation i have been able to improve 
my classroom management, class plans etc. W ith self evaluation i can review 
my perform ance in the class, what areas did i do well in and what areas do i 
need to improve in to suit the needs o f my pupils and make the classroom an 
environment where people can learn. W ith self evaluation i have learnt that you 
can

* identify the professional education you need to further 
develop your capacity to teach well
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^improve the educational experiences you provide for your 
students

* prepare for your performance review with your supervisor
So self evaluation is a beneficial and worth while aspect o f  teaching, with it one
can only improve as a teacher.

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

Here we see the combined themes o f knowledge, improvement and an emerging sense of 

the role o f the teacher as professional being augmented and to some extent challenged for 

this young teacher by the discipline o f investigating his own work. The posting also 

provides three interesting summary points at the end which deal with the participants own 

understanding o f what engaging in self-evaluation can bring to a teachers professional life. 

It can:

• Identify gaps in the teachers knowledge base which might benefit from some 

additional CPD

• Enhance the quality o f the learning experience that can be provided for students

• Prepare the teacher to meet an external evaluative body or individual

In these short points there are clear echoes o f the work o f the OECD (2005) and its focus on 

the need for continuous professional development, MacBeath and McGlynn’s (2002) 

emphasis on the need for all evaluation to be fundamentally concerned with the quality of 

teaching and learning and Nevo’s (1995) identification o f the role o f dialogue as the key 

determinant o f the success o f evaluative systems. The fact that they were generated by a 

young and relatively inexperienced teacher whose only significant encounter with the 

classroom was mediated through a self-evaluation process says much about the potential of 

that process to influence professional educational practice.

Broadening the Self-Evaluation Community -  Valuing other Voices

The second major theme to emerge from participants’ engagement with a structured self- 

evaluation programme was the extent to which this led them to explore the centrality of 

other individuals and communities to the process of investigating their own practice. For
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many participants, the discipline imposed by the requirement to assess the quality o f their 

own work made them aware, perhaps for the first time, o f  how such judgements rarely take 

place in isolation. As a result o f this there were a number o f individual initiatives from 

participants in both the CPD and ITE groups which were designed to find ways of 

involving others in the self-evaluation process being developed. These initiatives tended to 

focus on designing methodologies that brought other members o f the participants school 

communities into the process and in particular, on how to find a mechanism for including 

the voices of students and other staff members.

However, there were also attempts to explore how the new relationship between individual 

school communities and the emerging system o f national evaluation was impacting on the 

participants understanding o f the programme. In this section, we will examine the 

initiatives that were undertaken and attempt to come to a judgement as to their value as 

mechanisms for broadening the focus o f the evaluation process. However, we will start 

with an exploration o f the reasons why participants chose to involve others in what was, at 

least in theory, a self-evaluation process.

Valuing Multiple Voices -  Reasons and Rationale

In attempting to explain why he chose to involve other stakeholders in his organisation in

the evaluation process one o f the CPD participants stated that,

it was essential to get as many views as possible to get an overall picture o f the 
situation. I discovered how many of my colleagues affect, how well I carry out my 
teaching practice.

This notion o f the potential impact o f other colleagues’ actions on the professional practice

of individual course participants was echoed in another CPD final report. Here the

participant stated that,

I have always seen myself as part of a team and up to now would have thought that 
the best way for me to evaluate what I do is to ask other members of the team. My 
view has changed a little over the course o f the programme and I can see the value 
in taking a long hard look at yourself first but I do still think that it is important to 
ask others what they think.
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For some, this engagement with other stakeholders with a view to drawing them into the

process is an article o f faith as well as a quality control mechanism,

Once more I re-iterate the belief that involvement from all stakeholders is highly 
desirable if  the strong forces generated by our own self evaluations that can lead to 
self deception are to be exposed and challenged

(CPD Participant: Using the classroom management instrument)

This theme is taken up by another CPD participant in their final report. In their opinion one

of the major flaws o f the self-evaluation process is that it,

Puts the onus on the teacher to judge themselves. This has the potential to cause 
problems around impartiality and bias, as it can be difficult to put oneself in the 
firing line and make objective judgments about ones own work., (therefore) I 
believe that the self-evaluation process has the capacity to remain inward looking 
and had the potential to lack a holistic vision of the bigger picture unless others are 
involved in enriching the process with their views.

From this viewpoint, the involvement of other perspectives enriches the process as well as 

removing some o f the pressure from individuals to be overly critical o f their own work.

This idea o f other stakeholders providing an objective, external perspective on the quality 

of the participants teaching occurs in a number o f the online dialogues. One of the more 

enthusiastic ITE participants summarised both his experiences o f engaging with multiple 

perspectives and his reasons for seeking them as follows,

‘Self-evaluation- the new miracle cure? ’

It became very apparent to me over the course o f using the questionnaires that 
self evaluation ( while it is a useful starting points) has its limitations. It is a 
well accepted fact that such is the nature o f  the human mind that often to 
ourselves our perceived weaknesses are m agnified and often because of 
m odesty we have not the ability or the where w ith all to notice our 
acheivements and praise them.
For that reason I found using the questionnaires w ith m y colleagues much more 
effective i.e. Peer or group evalutaion allowing m ore view points which halped 
me so much more than individual isolated evaluation 
Also what worked well for me was allowing student evaluation o f the topic, 
what they liked, what they didn't what they would like to see less/more o f etc. 
In summary the teacher is a part o f a system involving colleagues and students 
and engaging the other parts o f  the system makes the whole work more
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effectively. So don't be afraid to ask others opinions and be open to change 
that's what I've learned

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

Aside from the slightly facetious though honest message header, this posting raises a 

number o f interesting points. Here again we see the primary value o f multiple perspectives 

being identified as their ability to challenge biased, personal judgements about quality. In 

what is perhaps a contrast to the earlier comment about ‘self-deception’ this posting 

suggests that one o f  the major problems faced by teachers is their tendency to be too hard 

on themselves. From the perspective of this participant, getting a balanced viewpoint is 

critical if  the natural tendency to be overly critical is to be avoided.

A second important point is the acknowledgement that the process of getting a balanced

perspective involves the teacher not only listening to colleagues but also to students. This

was echoed by another ITE participant in the same dialogue who said,

As i have also said before i think getting students to evaluate us is a great idea 
as they know how much they are learning or not learning, i know it can be a bit 
intim idating at first to ask them to make a comment about you, but if  you set 
down the ground rules from the beginning it works really well, i feel that i had a 
totally different relationship with my 6th years after i asked their opinion. They 
were honest, gave me good ideas and afterwards told me that they were really 
happy to be asked their opinion cos it had nevr happened before

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

It must be borne in mind that both of the teachers were coming to the end of their initial 

training period and that comments such as these demonstrate a confidence and self- 

awareness that is commendable. The second comment is perhaps a little more open about 

the challenge that this process o f engaging with students poses to a student teacher. 

However he clearly feels that it was worth it as it not only gave him valuable insights about 

the quality o f the learning that was happening in the class, the primary focus o f any system
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of evaluation (MacBeath and McGlynn 2002) it also fundamentally altered his relationship 

with the students.

A number of the CPD participants also chose to emphasise the vitally important role of the

student voice in the evaluation process. One participant’s contribution to the MOODLE

forum concentrates again on the unique perspective on the quality o f learning taking place

that students can provide.

To promote this learning and fully engage in self-evaluation and reflection, I feel 
students learning must be assessed through input from them as to how they feel 
about the teacher, the school, and methodologies used and how they feel they learn 
best etc.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Final week)

Another speaks in her final report of the relational nature of teaching and o f how it would

not only be disrespectful but also counter productive not to include the student perspective.

In my opinion any system of school evaluation that fails to take into account the 
legitimate and valid viewpoints o f the students will be incomplete. I have always 
understood my classroom to have been a place where I created a learning 
relationship with my students. Like any relationship that works this has be viewed 
as a two way reality. For this reason I listen to my students and value what they say 
to me. It doesn’t mean that I always agree with them, but I trust them enough to tell 
me what they think the truth is about what they are learning.

Here there is evidence o f the realisation that while the perspective o f the student might be

different from that o f the teacher, it is a valid one that should be listened to whenever

possible. However it also emphasises that listening does not always lead to action. While

it is vital to hear many voices, it is also important to realise that these perspectives add to

the decision making process but do not replace the teachers’ role as the prime arbiter of

ultimate action. Again, the contribution o f one o f the CPD participants in their final report

summarises this point,

The approach o f involving colleagues in the self-evaluation process assisted with 
and provided the opportunity to analyse and reflect on one’s teaching style in an 
attempt to improve it. The direct input of the trainees were also part and parcel of 
this evaluation. The contributions o f all research partners -  trainee, trainers, training 
manager and critical friend were essential for self-validation purposes (Hitchcock
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and Hughes 1997) and for allowing me as a trainer to come to an informed decision 
about the quality o f my work.

O f course, not every participant saw the value o f including other voices. There were a

number o f comments from the ITE participants which indicated a sense of discomfort with

the thought o f engaging with a process that they felt might leave them vulnerable.

The comment below from the final series o f MOODLE postings sums up this perspective,

although i agree with eb on the whole area o f  peer evaluation i would consider 
it more when i was fully qualified, i mean il is fantastic to hear about it, but as a 
student teacher i would need more time to get relaxed in a classroom situation 
before id like my peers to studying my every move, once you feel part o f the 
school, that the classroom is yours then maybe you have no problem with that 
practice, also not having them in means that i f  you make a mistake when you 
evaluate you can understand what happened without thinking your peer thinks 
you are an idiot.

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

This honest assessment o f  their own level o f professional development draws attention 

to the sense o f exposure that teachers can feel when they are asked to ‘perform ’ in 

front o f their colleagues or peers. The sense that external evaluation brings with it an 

element o f discom fort and tension is undoubtedly a common one as is the fear of 

making a mistake in front o f someone who you know. Despite the student teachers 

confidence that this discom fort will disappear as they become more experienced, there 

is a not insignificant body o f evidence to suggest that for m any teachers the process o f 

opening themselves up to external scrutiny w ill always be a difficult process 

(M acBeath and M cGlynn 2002; MacBeath 1999; Davies and Rudd 2000).

This sense o f discom fort with looking for other perspectives can also be seen in some 

of the ITE participant statements relating to the process o f consulting students. While 

most participants who had an opinion on this chose to express it in their final reports, 

one made a very public statement as to his concerns about approaching students,

Finally there is no chance o f me getting the students to tell me what they think 
o f me as a teacher.They would slaughter me. I have enough trouble getting them 
to pay attention to what I am saying without giving them another way o f
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causing trouble for me. W hat could they tell me about m y teaching? That I give 
too much homework? That I am too tough? I have to be. I am the teacher, I am 
not there to be liked.

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

Again there is an underlying sense o f discomfort with the thought o f  leaving 

themselves open to a negative assessment by students. For this participant, and for 

some o f his colleagues, the process o f  teaching is not so much relational as 

confrontational. A nything that gives the student ammunition for this confrontation is 

to be avoided at all costs. While we might decry this view o f the educational process, 

it would be wrong not to acknowledge that it exists.

Participants on the CPD programme indicated a different set o f  barriers to including 

different voices. There was no real evidence o f discom fort with the idea on their part 

but a number o f them reported on the resistance that they encountered when they 

broached the subject o f introducing a form o f peer evaluation in their own workplace. 

The reactions included by one participant in his one o f his MOOD LE postings is 

instructive,

When I suggested to the other teachers they might like to use the questionnaires to 
evaluate their own teaching they nearly had a heart attack they responded with 
questions such as who would I give the results o f their findings to management. I 
had to reasure them the evluation would be for their own benefit. These are very 
good teachers but the fear o f evaluation o f their teaching methods was very strong. I 
will keep working with them to reduce the fear they have o f evaluation.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Final week)

Aside from the colourful comments this posting gives a real sense o f the problems 

faced by anyone considering the extension o f an evaluation system to include a peer 

review element. The idea o f the fear that it induces is real and permeates many other 

teachers approaches to evaluation as a whole and peer evaluation in particular.
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What then can we say about the stated desire by a number o f participants to involve 

others in their evaluation practice? It seems that those participants who chose to 

engage in the process o f  bringing the evaluation to others did so as a result o f their 

desire to augment the quality o f their own investigations. There is no sense from any 

o f  the cases cited that extending the evaluating community in any given professional 

setting removes the need for the participant to engage in rigorous and thorough self- 

evaluation on an ongoing basis. There is however an acknowledgement that where 

appropriate, and where collegial backing can be found, the inclusion o f other 

perspectives in the process o f ascribing value to the work being undertaken by an 

individual or group o f teachers can greatly add to the quality and usability o f the 

insights generated.

Valuing Other Voices -  Addressing External Structures

There was one other set o f external perspectives that was considered valuable by some 

members o f  the participant group. These were the views o f the external bodies that 

had overall responsibility for the establishment o f  a national system o f school 

evaluation. In the case o f  Irish secondary schools the mandated body was the 

Inspectorate, a division o f the Department o f  Education and Science. Interestingly, 

while there was quite a significant amount o f debate in the postings and final reports 

dealing with the inclusion of peer and pupil perspectives on the participant’s self- 

evaluation process there was less on the potential role o f the Inspectorate.

This is not to suggest that the participants were unaware o f the existence o f the 

national system o f school evaluation. As we have seen, a significant part of the LAOS 

(2003 b) document in the every day evaluative practice o f course participants. What it 

does point to is the fact that for most programme participants, encounters with the 

external bodies were as yet theoretical ones and while important, were less significant 

than encounters w ith their colleagues and students. For this reason, when participants 

chose to discuss the inclusion o f external voices they tended to concentrate on those 

who were im m ediately present.
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There were, however, a number o f important exceptions to this rule. In the ITE group, 

one o f the practicum schools was chosen to undergo a W hole School Evaluation 

(WSE) while the student teacher was there. W hile he spoke about it extensively in 

class, he made little real reference to it in his final report. Having said that, in his last 

MOODLE posting he did mention the external evaluation process and his impressions 

o f  the impact that it had on the school.

I also saw another version o f evaluation when I was in the school and I was able 
to compare it to what we were doing. In m y sixth week (I think) the school went 
through WSE. This was really interesting to me because it involved the teachers 
getting used to having someone looking at them. Because I was part o f the 
school, the WSE team looked at me too. I have to say that I found it really 
interesting. They were very nice and professional and gave me some good 
advice on teaching maths. They also seemed interested in what I was doing and 
looked at the evaluation sheets that we were using then and thought it was good. 
The rest o f the school did really well too but you could see that teachers were 
nervous. The Principal spent ages getting documents together and some of the 
staff went sick in the days coming up to it. I don’t think that anyone got a bad 
report because it is a really good school but it was an eye opener to see how 
difficult good teachers found the whole thing.

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

Despite being fragm entary in nature, this posting does m ake some interesting points. 

The first is that the W SE team observed the participant even though he was only a 

temporary member o f staff. Secondly, he was able to make a small but real link 

between his own self-evaluation work and the WSE structure. Perhaps most 

importantly, given the comments in the previous section, he clearly identifies the sense 

o f  discomfort and even fear that the external visit engendered even among experienced 

teachers.

A second and more substantial analysis o f  the impact o f  an external evaluation visit 

was provided by  one o f the CPD participants. As part o f  her final report she produced 

a detailed analysis o f her understanding o f the differences between the self-evaluation 

process that she was undergoing as part o f her ongoing professional development and 

the externally mandated evaluation that she was being required to take a role in as part
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o f her professional duties. The participant chose to summarise the differences in 

tabular form which is reproduced on the next page.

This is a fascinating and quite complex table which summarises w ith great originality 

the fundamental differences, that in the participants view, exist between an external 

evaluation system and a process o f  self-evaluation. Perhaps the most significant 

differences occur at the effect and outcome levels. The overall analysis o f the effect o f 

both evaluation procedures seems to indicate that the self-evaluation process produces 

less anxiety and is m ore honest. However it does suffer from having less 

organisational impact. In terms o f the overall outcome, there appears to be less clarity 

about which is the m ost beneficial. Both result in higher motivation, one at an 

organisational and one at personal level. W hile the externally facilitated evaluation 

process validates the w ork of the entire organisation the self-evaluation process acts 

very m uch as a learning platform that allows individuals to improve the standard of 

their professional practice.

Perhaps the m ost telling comparison is made in the final comment about commonly 

used phrases, where the external system requires professional educators to ask whether 

their work is good enough; the self-evaluation system affirms their current practice but 

challenges them to find better ways o f doing it.
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External Evaluation Self-evaluation

The
purpose

To evaluate the work o f the 
organisation

To identify areas for 
improvement in professional 
practice

The process

A 5 day process involving 6 
external evaluators reviewing all 
practices

A four week process involving 
the practitioner

The
Evaluators

Six professional evaluators The practitioner who is culturally 
and politically immersed in the 
organisation

The Effect

Anxieties very high throughout all 
levels o f  the organisation.
The organisations reputation would 
be damaged i f  the report was bad. 
This resulted in the organisation 
hiding/ disguising weak areas and 
embellishing others.
M any projects previously unfinished 
were prioritised and brought to 
completion.

No anxiety and no impact at 
organisational level, but high 
level impact on a personal level. 
An honest inquiry into all areas o f 
practice
Took place in practice without 
any preparation time or changes 
before inquiry.

The
Outcome

External validation o f the work 
undertaken by the whole 
organisation.
Celebrations and renewed 
commitment and motivation in the 
organisation.
Commonly used phrase ‘is my work 
good enough?’

Review o f m y practice and 
identification o f areas for 
improvement.
Renewed commitment to my 
professional practice. 
Commonly used phrase ‘ How 
can I do this better?

Table 11.6: The difference between external and self-evaluation in my organisation

In a later part o f  her report, the author argues that the ideal solution would be to,

Combine both processes, (as) the strengths o f both will compliment (sic) each 
other and the weaknesses will be diminished

In the context o f  the broader literature regarding the range o f possible relationships 

between systems based on self-evaluation and those based on externally mandated 

evaluations, this comment is significant. To an extent it echoes the position of both the
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authors o f  the LAOS system and that o f M iliband (2004) in that it suggests that 

external and internal evaluation need to interact in a way that ensures that they are 

complementary rather than competitive. However there is a strong hint o f the 

criticisms m ade by M acBeath (2004) and Nevo (2002) about externally mandated 

systems. In particular her comments relating to external evaluators only getting to 

view what the school community thinks they might want to see echoes the debate 

surrounding the self-inspection and self-evaluation dichotomy.

In the overall context o f the drive by programme participants to include alternative 

voices in their efforts to develop a self-evaluation process, what this case seems to 

demonstrate is some o f the difficulties that this can generate. These difficulties seem 

particularly acute when the point o f  interface is between a self-evaluating professional 

who is seeking to improve and an external body who is, to an extent at least, seeking to 

improve. That the tensions identified mirror those in the relevant literature may be o f 

scant comfort to practitioners however at least they can be reassured that their 

experiences conform to an international norm and that any solutions developed will 

have the potential to have an immediate impact on their practice.

Valuing M ultiple Voices -  Case Studies in Practitioner Led Innovations

Leaving aside for the moment the particular challenges o f  developing a relationship 

with a mandated, external evaluation body there were a number o f  highly successful 

attempts made by participants to include the perspectives o f other significant 

stakeholders in their own self-evaluation initiatives. These attempts to include others 

ranged from b rie f one to one encounters with staff who showed a general interest in the 

work being undertaken to formal programmes designed to gather student opinion on 

the work being undertaken by the teacher. In the final part o f  this chapter, we will 

examine a num ber o f  these case studies with a view to examining their success or 

otherwise o f  expanding the community o f evaluators in the organisations under 

investigation.

295



C h a p t e r  E le v e n T r a in i n g  th e  S e l f - E v a lu a t in g  T e a c h e r

Case Study One: Inform al Sharing with Colleagues

The first case study deals with the development o f  an informal evaluating relationship 

between an ITE participant and her m entor teacher. As w ill be seen from the material 

quoted below, this relationship seems to have been enormously enriching for both 

parties without ever really having been structured in any formal sense. The process 

was described as follows by the participant in a post programme interview. She began 

by describing how she had spent some time explaining the central ideas o f the self- 

evaluation process to her colleague. She also shared a number o f  the group designed 

data collection instrum ents which prompted the following response,

(he said that) he would do the whole thing of reflective practice himself. That every 
once in a while he would sit down and say, this is what 1 wanted to get done, this is 
what I got done, what can I change? And he has been teaching now for 45 years and 
he was still doing this. So whenever I gave him, I think I gave him the teaching 
methodology and the combined evaluation sheet, he loved the teaching 
methodology one. He thought it was great. He actually sat down and said, I did this, 
I did this, and I did this. He said “look E, I covered all of these what did you cover 
in your class?” and it was a case o f “oh be quiet M, you’ve been teaching for 
ages” . . ..He was asking me what teaching methodology meant because he did his 
teacher training when he was 16 ... So I was going down through the whole area of 
teaching methodologies and he was going, “oh right, I use an awful lot o f them in 
the class but I never knew what they meant” . So the whole area o f the combined 
evaluation sheet he was able to answer some o f them but the participant learning 
and the teaching and learning methodologies he needed some guidance on. But he 
found them really useful as well. He really enjoyed filling out the sheet and then the 
fact that he was going to be quoted later on MOODLE, he loved that as well.

(ITE student interview: Appendix O)

At an interpersonal level it is fascinating to see how the use o f the data collection 

instruments allowed her to develop a relationship with a colleague who was over 40 years 

her senior. However, there are other important insights that can be gleaned from this 

episode as well. The first o f these is the realisation on the part of the young teacher that 

highly experienced teachers actively engage in the process o f reflecting on their 

professional practice even if  this is done informally. This touches on the general point 

alluded to by Simons (2002) that most successful teachers engage in some form of self- 

evaluation whether they acknowledge it formally or not.
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Secondly, there was the enthusiasm shown by the mentor teacher for the data collection 

instrument designed by the class group precisely because it enabled him to name his 

practice in a way that made sense to a new generation o f teachers. Here we see a strong 

confirmation o f the point made by Barzano (2002) who argued that one o f the key tasks of 

any system of self-evaluation is to give practitioners a vocabulary with which to engage 

initially with each other and subsequently with external stakeholders.

The third and final insight that can be drawn from this short vignette is the mentor teachers’ 

happiness at the prospect o f his insights being shared with a wider community on the 

MOODLE website. Again the notion o f the public nature o f  self-evaluation is brought to 

the fore. Writers from MacBeath (1996) to Nevo (2006) argue consistently that just because 

self-evaluation deals with individual or single organisation practice, it does not mean that it 

should be completed ‘behind closed doors’. There is an essential public aspect to self- 

evaluation that demands that some form o f open sharing of the insights generated take 

place. In this example, the mentor teacher not only accepts that this needs to happen, he 

positively celebrates it!

Case Study Two: Spreading the Message

The second case study provides us with an example o f how an individual with an interest in

self evaluation can have an impact on the professional practice o f an entire organisation. In

a process similar to that described by Barzano (2002) a participant from the CPD cohort

became a champion for self-evaluation in his own organisation and encouraged colleagues

to begin the process o f assessing their own work using two specially designed data

collection instruments. The participant indicates in his final report that the initial impetus

for starting this process came from his participation in the training programme under

discussion. In a posting to the MOODLE discussion forum he details the different stages of

the process o f sharing his self-evaluation focus with his colleagues as well as the impact

that it has had on his professional practice.

I will used and amended version of the four questionnaires in the future and have 
given a copy to the four trainers I work with. We will hopefully produce an 
amended version to use in training.
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Self-evaluation was not always top o f my work agenda in the past. In using this 
self-evaluation instrument it had enabled me to given more focus to self-evalutaion 
(sic) and I have already begun to build this into my training routine.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Using the Planning Instrument)

In a subsequent posting, he expanded on the specific details o f how he encouraged 
others to take part in the process. He also speaks o f some o f the barriers that he faced, 

the use of the questionnaire with my colleagues was optional, a few have used it and
gave me some feedback, Yes i think the culture o f my own organisation has
gone through change o f late, in saying that I really mean the department I work
within Our department is slowly becoming one o f  sharing o f ideas etc. as you
referred to, however, this is not without its problems, competition always raises its 
ugly head, which can at times be positive. The culture is very important to me in the 
process o f self-evaluation, it needs to be supportive and encouraging, again 
something that is changing within my own organisation.

(CPD Online Dialogue: Using the Planning Instrument)

From the outset he seems to have been at pains to emphasise the voluntary nature o f 

the process, possibly hoping to avoid some o f the issues relating to imposition and the 

anxiety this can engender which were mentioned earlier. He also speaks at some 

length about the culture o f the organisation that he works for suggesting that this had 

an important role to play in the success o f his attempt to introduce a self-evaluation 

aspect to his colleagues everyday work lives. The culture as described seems to be in 

transition. W hile there is an emerging sense o f  the importance o f collaboration and 

sharing of ideas he identifies the problem o f competition ‘raising its ugly head’. 

Interestingly though, he suggests that this can at times be a positive thing, although he 

does not develop on this. Still he is keen to emphasise the centrality o f the 

organisational culture to the success o f any attempt to encourage practitioners to 

voluntarily evaluate.

The end result o f  this process was his production and distribution o f two evaluation 

instruments which were to be used by teachers after each class. Figure 11.13 below 

shows a set o f sample questions from one o f these questionnaires. W hat is interesting
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in the light o f  the previous section o f  this chapter is the fact that all o f the questions are 

either qualitative in nature or combine an initial quantitative element with a qualitative 

explanation.

The participant reports that,

To date these questionnaires have proved to be a beneficial evaluation 

instrument, which has lead to the process evaluating each module within the 

overall programme. At present this evaluation process is time consuming as the 

programme has 18 different class modules

In summary then, as a direct result o f taking part in the programme under discussion in 

this study, this CPD participant has designed a similar intervention for his own 

workplace. This intervention seems, at this early stage at least, to have had a positive 

impact on his organisation as a whole and his colleagues appear to be interested in 

continuing to evaluate their own work for the medium term.
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Module

Module Evaluation Sheet

Class

Date Teacher

1. How clear and understandable was the class/ session content? Please explain your thoughts

2. Please rate the module/class preparation and organisation 

Excellent ( ) Good ( ) Satisfactory ( ) Poor ( )

Would you change anything?

Figure 11.13: Sample Evaluation Sheet

Case Study Three: Engaging with an evaluating school community

The third case study presented here deals with the experiences o f an ITE participant 

who found him self teaching in a school which already had a culture o f peer evaluation. 

He chose to integrate the materials that were developed by his colleagues in the 

programme with the culture o f evaluation that he found in the organisation where he

300



C h a p t e r  E le v e n T r a in i n g  th e  S e l f - E v a lu a t in g  T e a c h e r

was working. This resulted in a genuine commitment on his part to the integration o f a 

peer evaluation element into his future professional practice.

We have already quoted extensively from this participants online dialogues in a 

previous section however, he also gave a post programme interview which provides 

significant additional information.

He began by describing the evaluation process that existed when he arrived in the 

school,

They engage in peer evaluation where one teacher will sit in on another teacher’s 
class. That’s the form they have that’s an example o f one where they have one 
column for teacher activities and one for students in three minutes intervals. 
Basically you try to keep the teachers one as low as possible and the students 
activities as high as possible and sort of if  you have all your students one empty 
your running into trouble, that’s just the way they do it on a very basic level.

(ITE participant interview Appendix O)

The central parts o f the evaluation process as described are the peer review element

and the use o f  what appears to be a very basic interaction analysis document. It is

interesting to see that the staff equate good teaching w ith lim ited teacher activity.

The next stage involved the ITE participant distributing the data-collection instruments

designed by his cohort for their use and consideration.

So then I got them to use the questionnaires for themselves for self-evaluation and 
some o f them found them more useful that others, but all o f them agreed that it 
might be a better idea to get peers use them for you o f to allow students evaluation 
o f your lessons, they found that more helpful than self evaluation.

(ITE participant interview Appendix O)
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Despite seeing a value in the instruments designed, the other teachers still valued the

input o f other professionals or even students over and above the information that came

from the questionnaire. The participant gave the following explanation for this

They just didn’t think that they themselves could be objective enough looking at 
their own teaching though it would be better if  someone else was to look at it for 
them. There so involved in the lesson they don’t pick up on things that someone 
else would pick up on you know so they felt it better for some one else to do it for 
them rather than do it themselves.

(ITE participant interview Appendix O)

Here again we have the issue o f objectivity. Teachers are either unable or unwilling to 

tell the truth about their practice, even to themselves, and therefore need the discipline 

o f having an ‘objective’ colleague in the room with them to tell them where they are 

going right and where they are going wrong. W hile there is a common sense aspect to 

this argument, it does seem to go against many o f the central tenets o f the reflective 

practice and practitioner research movement that have had a significant impact on the 

development o f  the self-evaluation approach. U ltim ately it is impossible to know 

whether the argument is valid. M any teachers would argue passionately that they are 

capable o f examining their own work in an honest and objective w ay while a number 

clearly feel that this is not possible.

The ITE participant was certainly convinced about the usefulness o f  the peer review

element. As he explains,

I got one o f  them to sit in and I got one o f them to use our questionnaires for me and 
I found the information I got more helpful for self-evaluation. You know they 
picked up on a lot o f  things I wouldn’t have picked up on I found it pretty helpful

(ITE participant interview Appendix O)

There was a very specific culture in the school which seems to have encouraged

teachers to explore their own practice. Firstly there were the expectations o f a key

body o f stakeholders, the parents.

The parents I think are very demanding o f a good service. I think the teachers are 
aware of that pretty much, that maybe a factor I don’t know, but they definitely are.
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They engage in evaluating their teaching and improving their teaching and they are 
open to it.

(ITE participant interview Appendix O)

Interestingly in the light o f MacBeaths (2000) suggestion that self-evaluation has the 

potential to be harm ful i f  the information is not handled sensitively, the ITE participant 

insisted that the culture was one which sought to facilitate improvement and as such 

the process o f using the instruments lacked a reporting mechanism

I think its something they engage themselves and if something’s spotted they try 
and improve on it. I don’t think there’s any mechanism of reporting it on any further 
or anything like that. I think you know it’s very much done on closed bases, a small 
group o f people, it doesn’t go any further.

(ITE participant interview Appendix O)

Overall, this process was seen as being very beneficial by both the participant and 

judging from the comments reported, by his work colleagues. The culture o f respect, 

improvement and sharing ensured that the peer evaluation element thrived and was 

seen as being a benefit by practitioners rather than an imposition. The distribution of 

the data collection instruments apparently brought a new focus to some o f the 

classroom observations but at its core, the programme remained a peer centred rather 

than an instrument centred one.

Case Study Four: Involving the Student Voice

The fourth case study provides details o f the design and implementation by an ITE 

participant o f an evaluation process which sought to capture the student voice. The 

participant was clear about his reasons for doing this. In his final report he stated that 

he felt that it was wrong that ‘the most informed sources on the qualities o f  teachers 

tend to be ritually ignored, that is the pupils’
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In order to put this to the test, he designed a questionnaire which sought their views on 

the quality o f their educational experiences and, quite courageously, on the standard of 

the teaching they were receiving. The survey was carried out among 1st, 2nd and 5th 

year pupils in order to get a good range of responses. The instrument that was 

distributed was designed by the participant and was simple and to the point (see Figure

11.14 below).

Teaching questionnaire

As part of a research assignment I am carrying out I would appreciate your help, as a 
secondary school student, in telling me what YOU think is important in a teacher. 
Below is a list of attributes (characteristics) of a typical teacher.
Please rate each o f these points as you see as being important for the benefit of your 
learning in class. 1 = most important, 2=2,1[I most important etc.

(You may place the same number beside different points if you feel they are equally 
important to you in your learning)

• A teacher who gets on really well with the student

• A teacher who can keep the class quiet _

• A teacher who can clearly explain information _

• A teacher who is strict__

• A teacher who gives a lot of homework _

• A teacher who gives productive home work

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

If you think there are any points I have forgotten to include, please list them on the 
back of this page and rate them.

Thank you for your cooperation
(Do not write your name on this page !!!!!!)

Figure 11.14: Teaching Questionnaire
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As part o f the process o f getting student information, the ITE participant analysed the 

data and fed it back to them (see Figure 11.15 below). This was considered to be quite 

unusual by the pupils themselves but appears to have been greatly appreciated.

Results

Pupil Teaching Questionnaire

A teacher who gets on really well with students 44 76%
A teacher who can keep a class quiet 8 14%
A teacher who can clearly explain information 25 43%
A teacher who is strict 2 3%
A teacher who gives lots of homework 1 2%
A teacher who gives productive homework 10 17%
A teacher who does plenty o f practical / experimental work 8 14%
A teacher who can vary the running of the class everyday 6 10%
A teacher who carries out continuous assessment regularly 3 5%
A teacher who never raises his / her voice 5 9%

Other notes by pupils:

“A teacher who doesn’t give too much homework and therefore allows you 
to study”
“A teacher who is only strict to keep class quiet”
“Always is in a happy mood and a teacher who can give you help when you 
are stuck

Figure 11.15: Results o f  Teaching Questionnaire

The participant indicates in his final report that this process greatly enhanced the 

quality o f his relationship with his pupils. It also demonstrates that it is quite possible 

to gather useful information from students o f  all ages and to treat it with the same 

respect as inform ation generated by other sources. The particular participants 

experience suggests that there was no diminution o f authority associated with asking 

their opinion. In fact the opposite was true. Students valued the opportunity to offer a
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viewpoint and respected the teacher who asked them. In keeping with MacBeath et 

a l’s (2003) insight, if  asking pupils to comment is so easy and so useful, why do so 

many teachers shy away from it?

In summary, the process o f engaging with a self-evaluation programme was seen by 

most participants as adding to the quality o f  their professional practice. On a personal 

level, it was seen as providing them with the knowledge and awareness needed to 

identify and improve specific areas o f practice. On an organisational level, the process 

o f engaging in a self-evaluation process led many participants to involve other 

stakeholders in the task o f improving the quality o f  teaching and learning that took 

place in their organisation. M any o f these attempts at broadening stakeholder 

involvement resulted in innovative and unique organic programmes o f evaluation being 

designed and implemented at a range o f levels in organisations. These models could 

be seen as providing templates for other individuals or organisations who are 

considering adopting a localised, practitioner led and data driven approach to judging 

the quality o f the practice taking place in their own organisations.

Conclusion

This chapter has concentrated for the most part on an analysis o f the impact that the 

discrete elements o f  the programme had on the professional practice o f course 

participants. In order to do this, an extensive outline o f the programme designed was 

provided which sought to locate the final structure within the iterative cycle of its 

development. Central to an understanding o f the programme is the manner in which it 

enabled and indeed empowered participants to become active generators o f usable data 

in their own professional contexts. The process whereby participants were facilitated in 

designing their own research instruments is at the heart o f  the programme. This was 

ultim ately sub-divided into three stages, each o f which had a strong group focus.

The logical next step after design was implementation and the latter part o f the chapter 

concentrates on providing a detailed analysis o f participant’s experiences when using 

the materials developed. This analysis used the framework proposed in chapter nine,
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concentrating in this chapter on the initial two stages. The first part o f  the findings 

examine participants attitudes to the process o f instrument design as well as detailing a 

very interesting three stage cycle o f instrument usage. The first stage saw most 

participants move through a period o f initial engagement followed by the development 

of a greater practice grounded understanding. In the final stage o f  the process, we saw 

many participants moving to a position where they took ownership o f the instruments 

to the extent that they were willing to change and adapt them.

The final part o f this chapter explored participant reaction to self-evaluation as a 

concept as well as assessing the extent to which it impacted on their practice. On the 

whole, there was a great deal o f  satisfaction with the process w ith the majority o f both 

ITE and CPD participants indicating that they intended to continue to self-evaluate 

even after the programme had finished. Indeed, so taken w ere some participants by the 

process that the chose to share it with their work colleagues and the final part o f the 

chapter provides a detailed analysis o f a number o f interesting case studies that 

emerged from this process.

In the next chapter, the third element o f the analytic framework w ill be examined. This 

element, concentrating on the potential o f ICT to develop self-evaluating professionals, 

is at the heart o f  the study in many ways. It can be argued that the only way to ensure 

that innovative programmes such as the one being described here do not disappear as 

soon as the programme is complete is to provide a m ethodology for maintaining strong 

links with other practitioners. In the next chapter we will examine in some detail 

whether ICT enabled interventions are capable o f  creating m eaningful, reflective 

engagements w ith the key issues o f self-evaluation practice.

307



C h a p te r  T w e lv e T h e  I C T  E n a b le d  S e l f - E v a lu a t in g  P r o f e s s io n a l

Chapter Twelve: The ICT Enabled Self-Evaluating Professional

An earlier section of this study engaged in an extensive overview of the literature relating 

to the potential of ICT to facilitate professional growth and development. Focusing in 

particular on the role played by the communications element of emerging VLE technology 

this overview suggested that ICT had the potential to enable participants engage 

meaningfully with ideas and experiences in a reflective online forum. In essence, the 

argument put forward by Jonassen (2000), Britain and Liber (1999), Bradshaw (2005) was 

that the very discipline of acting, posting and responding led to a greater degree of shared 

reflective engagement that ultimately resulted in the creation of new, shared knowledge. In 

addition, it was claimed that the VLE platform greatly enhanced the capability of the course 

provider as well as the course participants to generate, share and evaluate resources. It is 

not coincidental that these notions of collaborating, generating new knowledge, reflecting, 

engaging and generating evidence are at the heart of both the concept of the Professional 

Learning Community (Hargreaves 2006, Bolam et al 2005) and the Community of Practice 

(Lave and Wenger 1991). The challenge facing the researcher is finding the evidence to 

corroborate these claims.

In this section the data generated during the implementation of the final version of the 

programme developed will be analysed with a view to assessing the claims made by ICT 

theorists. In particular an effort will be made to:

a) Examine the level of engagement by analysing the rate and patterns of student 

participation

b) Assess the level of reflective analysis and communication engaged in by 

participants using the Garrison and Anderson (2000) COI model

c) Explore the capacity of VLE’s to facilitate the development of original content and 

in particular to investigate the potential of DV technology to aid this process.
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Analysing Engagement - Exploring Participation

In her 1992 Analytic Framework, Henri suggests that the first dimension to be explored 

when engaging in content analysis of online communication should be the extent to which 

people actually take part in the process. Lally commenting on this suggests that this level 

of analysis, often overlooked in other models, has the ability to ‘raise questions for the 

teacher’ (2000: 4). In the context of this present study, an examination of the rates and 

modes of participation allowed the researcher analyse what the course participants did and 

use this as a basis for coming to an understanding how this impacted on the dynamics of 

their learning.

Rates of Participation -  Exploring What Happened

One of the enormous advantages of using a VLE in a blended educational environment is 

the capacity it gives course providers to examine exactly what participants did, for how 

long and how often. As has already been discussed, the data generated by the MOODLE 

VLE used in this course was analysed using the SPSS data analysis package with a view to 

examining emerging patterns.

The numeric data recorded, is produced by counting participant access to each particular 

MOODLE page. In practice this means that every time a participant, for example, uses a 

navigation button, clicks on a link to access a resource or makes a new posting, an 

individual record is kept. This provides an enormous amount of rich data however it is 

essential that a structured analysis take place in order to draw out usable themes.

At a global level the analysis of participation rates indicates a high level of use of the VLE 

by course participants. Table 12.1 below provides the raw data for the CPD and ITE 

courses in relation to total numbers of visits, average number of visits per student, the total 

number of pages visited and the average numbers of pages examined per visit.
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Total MOODLE Pages Per Visit: ITE & CPD

ITE CPD

Total Number of 

Participants
15 44

Visits 880 1272

Average No. of Visits 59 37.4

Pages Visited 6833 8641

Average per Visit 7.82 6.79

Table 12.1: General MOODLE usage data

Even the most cursory examination would indicate that in global terms at least, there was a 

high level of basic usage. In total the ITE group visited 6833 pages in the course of the 

programme, an average of 55 visits per student. While both the average total number of 

visits and the average number per student were somewhat less for the CPD course, as a 

grouping they still managed to make 1272 visits in total averaging 37.4 per student.

It is interesting to note that despite the difference in total number o f visits made the average 

number of pages accessed per visit, 7.82 for the ITE course and 6.79 for the CPD group are 

relatively similar.

This generally positive trend in the usage data is for the most part backed up by other 

evaluative material gathered in the course of the programme. Students on both the CPD 

and ITE programme were asked in the course of a final evaluation survey how comfortable 

they were working in the MOODLE environment.
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Figure 12.1: I  am comfortable working in a MOODLE environment 

(ITE h = 13 ; CPD n = 24)
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Here a clear majority in both groups, 100% in the ITE and 62.5 % in the CPD, indicated 

that they felt comfortable working in and posting on MOODLE. An open question which 

followed on from that particular series o f questions probed a little deeper into this area (See 

Appendix M). What was interesting in the ITE responses, though perhaps not too 

surprising given their 100% stated comfort with the MOODLE environment, was their total 

acceptance o f  the online element of the programme. There were no questions about its 

validity, its usefulness and certainly no indications that anyone had problems using the 

technology. Most participants who chose to respond explored the process side o f ICT use 

and saw it as being essentially another mechanism for enhancing the quality o f their 

practice based learning experiences. While this element o f the programme will be explored 

in some detail later in this section, it is worth quoting some o f the comments provided. One 

respondent summarised the feelings o f  many when he stated,

I really liked working in MOODLE. It was a good place to go for information and it 
is really useful and gives us a chance to share ideas and experiences with each other

(ITE Online Dialogue General Reflection)

311



C h a p te r  T w e lv e T h e  I C T E n a b l e d  S e l f - E v a lu a t in g  P r o f e s s io n a l

Another echoed this when she said that,

I like the way you get a chance to put your problems in a place where people who 
are going through the same thing you are can read them.

(ITE Online Dialogue General Reflection)

Indeed if the ITE participants as a collective had a complaint it was not with the online 

environment but the failure of some people to make appropriate use of it. This position was 

perhaps most accurately summed by the participant who stated that,

I found the MOODLE great however I think (it) is obvious that from the length / 
frequency of some peoples’ postings that they didn’t allow themselves to be fully 
actively engaged in the process.

(ITE Online Dialogue General Reflection)

While many of these comments found an echo in the responses of the CPD participants to a 

similar open-ended question there were a number of subtle differences. Perhaps the most 

notable of these was the concentration on the mechanics of the online experience. A 

comment made by one individual in her final report summarises some of the points made 

when she states that,

Using MOODLE was a good experience. Many resources were readily accessible; 
notes and video clips and it was also easy to go on the internet to do further 
research. Clicking on a link for example is so much easier than trying to find a book 
in a library. Most of us were comfortable working with computers and had internet 
access at home and at work. You can contribute as much or as little as you feel 
comfortable with. You can choose your own time to contribute which is particularly 
useful for part time students.

Here we see mention of ‘clicking’, the extent of Internet penetration among the participants 

as well as the process element mentioned earlier.
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The theme is continued in another response where the participant stated that MOODLE,

Has opened up new pathways of learning and provided opportunities for shared 
learning with colleagues. Working online has opened up a collaborative approach 
to a positive learning process and will now become part of the lifelong learning tool. 
It has also improved my basic IT skills and to date I have found it a veiy productive 
experience. It has helped me forge new friendships.

Again the acknowledgement of the skills element is important and is clearly viewed as 

being an essential part of the learning.

A final example of this type of analysis can be seen in the following comment. Referring 

explicitly to the experience of one of the sub-groups working on the data collection 

instruments the respondent states that,

Our group as a unit found the medium to be a very beneficial way of sharing 
information quickly and efficiently from a time and cost perspective. It allowed us 
interact from home and places of work, which helped get rid of the initial ambiguity 
that was felt in terms of working in teams. The most important point was that we 
came to understand is that this is a tool which can enhance and improve the learning 
experience however it cannot support every facet of the group work required.

The latter part of the last statement is a useful reminder that even participants who were 

generally well disposed to the online element of the programme had problems with it. In 

fact the evaluation survey suggested that almost exactly one third of the CPD respondents 

stated that they were unhappy with some aspects of the online experience. Again they 

chose to use the open question to expand on their initial replies.

Perhaps not surprisingly, one of the major reasons given for reacting negatively to the 

MOODLE environment resulted from problematic experiences with and fear of technology 

in general. One respondent summarised this very well when she stated in her final report 

that,
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All of us had difficulty at some point with the technical side of working online, with 
frustration at being cut off, losing important information or not being able to get 
online in the first place. Technical skills within the group differed. Some had poor 
keyboard skills which led to problems in fluency.

Again the theme of skills and practical activities comes to the fore but in this case it is seen 

as a negative contributor to the overall experience. Another participant was honest enough 

to admit that they found using MOODLE ‘a little unnerving’ as ‘they had never worked on 

line before’. A third respondent demonstrated an ability to see the benefits of the 

environment in principle whilst acknowledging her own practical issues with it when she 

said,

I see MOODLE as a positive medium generally when access is not a problem and 
when I have time. My input was limited by access and time restraints alone.

However not all replies were so measured. One detailed and particularly pointed response 

stated that,

Another downside is the cost factor to students and college:
• Students spend vast amounts of personal time online at home. This increases 

the home telephone bill and engages the phone line so other family members 
cannot receive incoming calls.

• The college tutorial costs might be higher compared to other methods. Is the 
cost of MOODLE to each student justified? The lack of computer software 
on students’ personal computers results in the inability to download online 
educational information. As a result, students feel very vulnerable and open 
to criticism.

Here we see two critical factors that have long been identified as reasons for resistance to 

adopting ICT enhanced learning modes, cost and time (Murphy, Walker and Webb 2001; 

Grabe and Grabe 1998). Cost is an obvious issue, particularly for part time adult CPD 

participants who in an Irish context are already making significant financial sacrifices in 

order to take part in skills development programmes such as the one under discussion. The 

second issue raised, the time investment needed to engage in online learning, is another 

interesting one. Certainly prior to the widespread advent of broadband infrastructure dial 

up enabled CMC communication could be painfully slow and frustrating. However recent 

years have seen a significant upgrading of the general ICT infrastructure in Irish 

educational institutions at all levels. While there is undoubtedly still some way to go, most
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schools and FE centres in Ireland have seen a real improvement in their communications 

capabilities in recent years (Shiel and O ’Flaherty 2006).

An analysis of an additional set of MOODLE baseline data reinforces this point. One of 

the categories of information that is relatively easy to identify is that relating to the time 

when people access the VLE (see Table 12.2 below).

MOODLE Visits by Time: ITE & CPD

CPD % ITE %

6 am-12pm 285 22.41 140 15.91

12pm-6pm 567 44.58 356 40.45

6pm-12am 274 21.54 301 34.20

12am-6am 146 11.48 83 9.43

Total 1272 100 880 100

T a b le  12 .2: Usage Pattern By Time

The table above clearly identifies the 12pm to 6pm time slot as the most popular for 

accessing the VLE for both ITE and CPD participants. The fact that nearly half of the CPD 

participants (44.58 %) and four in ten of the ITE cohort (40.45 %) chose to work online at 

this time is potentially significant. What it seems to suggest is that the most opportune time 

for VLE access is during the professional working day. Indeed if you add the six hour 

period immediately preceding the one under discussion it suggests that upwards of 67% of 

all CPD access took place in a period of time where most participants were either at or 

travelling to and from work. The ITE figure, while smaller at combined 55% 

approximately, indicates a similar if not as marked pattern. It should be noted, however, 

that approximately one third of VLE access by the ITE course took place between 6pm and 

12am. The equivalent CPD figure was a little over one fifth.
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This pattern of usage is potentially important for a number of reasons. It could be 

suggested that the concentration of usage in a period when participants are actually working 

is significant given the type of activities they were engaged in. The programme as designed 

asked participants to reflect on their experience of engaging in self-evaluation in their own 

professional settings using self-designed data collection instruments. The fact that they 

chose to at least enter into an element of this reflection in a period close to their actual use 

of the instruments would seem to suggest that the opinions offered will have the benefit of 

immediacy. One of the many potential benefits claimed for ICT enabled communication is 

just this sort of immediacy.

A second, and no less important implication, relates to the technology infrastructure 

available in schools and education centres. The frustrations in the area of cost and 

technology breakdown, while obviously important to some participants, were a minority 

experience. It is reasonable to assume that one of the reasons for this is the increasing 

availability networked ICT infrastructure in their places of employment. The recent 

National Centre for Technology in Education (NCTE) ‘Census on ICT Infrastructure in 

Schools’ (Shiel and O ’Flaherty, 2006) provides some corroboration for this point. 

Conducted in 2005, this census indicates that 79 % of post-primary schools in the state had 

Internet access with 80% of the computers available being networked (2006: vi).

Perhaps as significant is the comment in the report that that the ‘arrival of networking and 

Broadband in schools had led to a need to purchase/upgrade computers’ (2006: vii). While 

this was seen as a challenge to many schools, it is indicative of a general upgrading of the 

ICT infrastructure in Irish educational institutions. Again this is significant for the 

programme under discussion as many of the functionalities offered by the VLE demand a 

robust ICT infrastructure if ease of use is to be guaranteed.

Patterns of Participation: Who Went Where?

While it is undoubtedly essential to have an understanding of participants access patterns 

and general attitudes to the use of online environments it is arguable that it is even more 

important to understand exactly what they chose to do when they were engaging with the
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VLE. Luckily MOODLE records just such data and in this section we will explore exactly 

how students made use of the many functionalities offered by the VLE.

The raw participation data is presented in MOODLE under 21 headings which have been 

grouped together into four categories for the purposes of this study. The categories 

identified are:

• Course

• Forum

• Resource

• User

The ‘course’ heading encompasses all student visits to the site homepage. Under the 

heading ‘forum’ a record is presented of all student activity in the area o f asynchronous 

discussion postings including reading postings, making postings and deleting postings. The 

‘reference’ heading includes data on all student interactions with the reference material 

presented in the MOODLE site. Finally, the ‘user’ heading deals with the visits made to 

the site by the course administrator.

Visits By Category CPD

Category Number %

Course 1745 20.19

Forum 4182 48.40

Resource 2030 23.49

User 684 7.92

Total 8641 100

Table 12.3: Global Data on VLE use fo r  CPD class
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Perhaps the most notable piece of information to emerge from the analysis of the data 

presented in this table is the fact that nearly 50% of all CPD participant access activities 

were connected with the asynchronous discussion forum. This is significant given the 

centrality of the act of communication to both the development of communities (Harris and 

Muijs 2005) as well as the critical importance of dialogue to the idea of self-evaluation 

(Nevo 2006). A second interesting issue to arise is the access pattern relating to resources. 

That there was a high level, almost 25% of ‘hits’ were in this category, suggests that 

participants were seeking to enhance their own personal and professional knowledge with 

additional tailored material provided by the researcher.

Interestingly, this resource access pattern is not repeated in the parallel ITE participation 

data (see Table 12.4 below).

Visits By Category ITE

Category Number %

Course 753 10.94

Forum 4264 61.95

Resource 62 0.90

User 1804 26.21

Total 6883 100

T a b le  12 .4: Global Data on VLE use for ITE class

Here less than one percent of all visits to the VLE are targeted at accessing resources 

relevant to self-evaluation. This, on the surface at least, is a somewhat worrying statistic. 

As we have seen, an essential element of any programme designed to develop self- 

evaluation capacity in teachers is the presentation of key texts and information on the area 

(Barzano 2002, Nevo 2006). What this seems to suggest is that the ITE teachers are 

refusing to engage in this critical aspect of the programme designed.
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However when the data produced by the study is interrogated in a more thorough manner, it 

is possible to see a different pattern emerging. When asked to comment on what they have 

learned about self-evaluation from the resources distributed in class or on the web, the 

majority of participants refer to a broad range of written sources. They use the material in 

an interesting way. For example, the participant quoted below seeks to contextualise his 

emerging understanding of the role of self-evaluation in the broader literature on reflective 

action. He then ties this into his own current and future professional practice.

The first thing i learnt about self evaluation in light o f some readings I read is 
that self evaluation is not a new philosophy. The notion o f self evaluation has 
been around as far back as 1933, Dewey, who contrasted 'routine action' with 
'reflective action'.
This notion of reflective action has been developed and applied to teaching in 
the form of self evaluation. Van Gynn 1996 said that the reflective process is 
based on Dewey's theoretical perspective on critical inquiry and how it reflects
to practice  Also according to Merry field 1993 perservice teachers must be
exposed to reflective excerises in order to prepare them for continual growth as 
professionals.
Through the research above on self evaluation i have discovered more 
understanding of its importance, it is very important since when we finish 
college and begin our lifes in the work place it is our only form feedback and 
only way o f growing as a teacher

(ITE Online Dialogue: Daily Evaluation)

The pattern here follows the ideal suggested by both Barzano (2002) and Hargreaves 

(2006). Exposure to expert knowledge leads to reflective engagement with participants 

own professional practice with a view to shaping future actions.

A second participant demonstrates how initial scepticism on reading the literature was 

changed by the filter of professional engagement with the ideas in the course of their 

teaching practicum.

Well I was looking around on the Internet and reading a couple of the sheets 
handed out in class (no really I was). Anyway it seems that they all seem to say 
the same things about WHY we should use self-evaluation. Its usually along the 
line of, helps improve the educational experience of the students..
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It is essential for teaching and improving your teaching methods. It helps both 
you and your students.
I was sceptical at the start but I have to say it has helped me.

(ITE Online Dialogue: Daily Evaluation)

A final comment from this particular discussion gives some indication of how participants 

accessed resource material as well as demonstrating how exposure to external material can 

lead to an informed comparative analysis relating to the quality of the work undertaken by 

the learning community to which he belonged.

From looking at some stuff on the resource section o f moodle and other stuff 
from the web - compared to some of the evaluation sheets being used out there, 
ours are really good (far better in some cases)

(ITE Online Dialogue:Daily Evaluation)

Here mention is made of the resource section of MOODLE. This was, as its name 

suggests, a specific section of the VLE dedicated to the provision of resources. In terms of 

the VLE architecture, it was hosted on a different part of the site and was accessed by 

linking to a separate homepage. Perhaps as a result of the different levels of comfort with 

ICT mentioned in the previous section, it was found that participants from a CPD 

background were less likely to transfer to a different site whereas ITE students were quite 

happy to migrate in order to access material. This point is backed up by the usage statistics 

from the resource site outlined in Table 12.5 below.

Careful interim analysis of the data emerging from the VLE clearly indicated to the 

researcher that the location of resources for the CPD participants was emerging as a crucial 

factor.
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Resource Access Pattern: ITE Participants

Participant Total No. of Visits Pages Visited Average No. per Visit

A 5 18 3.6

B 4 7 1.75

C 5 10 2

D 14 97 6.93

E 8 23 2.88

F 6 18 3

G 10 30 3

H 6 33 5.5

1 7 9 1.29

J 10 23 2.30

K 6 7 1.17

L 30 405 13.50

N 13 50 3.85

0 0 0 0

Table 12.5: ITE Resource Access Pattern

It was decided, in direct contrast to the ITE programme, to place the resources on the home 

site accessed by the CPD participants. This greatly enhanced the number of hits on the 

resource element and is responsible for the somewhat skewed usage graph below.

This vignette provides a perfect example of the enormous advantages offered by the use of 

a VLE in a blended learning environment. The usage pattern of the resource site clearly 

indicated that there was a problem with the CPD participants access of the material placed 

there.
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It was comparatively easy for the researcher to change the structure o f the CPD home site 

in order to position the research material in a more easily accessible place. He was also 

able to assess the extent to which the material placed on the general research site was 

actually being used by the ITE students as a stimulus to reflection by asking a focused 

question in a discussion forum.

This latter point relating to one use made of discussion fora in the programme is important 

in the overall context of forum usage. As can be seen in Figure 12.2 above, and as has been 

mentioned earlier in this section, the pattern o f online activity indicated that by far the most 

significant functionality o f the VLE for participants was the asynchronous discussion 

forum. The general usage data presented earlier shows that 48.4% o f the CPD and 61.95 % 

of the ITE access events related to forum usage. While this is interesting in itself, a more 

detailed analysis o f the data under a series of subheadings is even more enlightening. Table

12.6 below provides a detailed breakdown of all forum related postings.
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Forum Page Visits by Course

ITE CPD

Activity Total No. % Total No. %

Forum View Discussions 2038 47.81 1802 43.44

Forum View Forum 1726 40.49 1589 38.31

Forum View Forums 100 2.35 287 6.92

Forum Mail Blocked 115 2.7 227 5.47

Forum Mail Digest 0 0 84 2.03

Forum Add Post 85 1.99 77 1.86

Forum Subscribe 2 0.05 24 .058

Forum Add Discussion 163 3.82 16 .39

Forum Search 0 0 16 .39

Forum Update Post 33 .77 16 .39

Forum unsubscribe 1 .02 10 .24

Total 4263 99.955 4148 99.498

T a b le  1 2 .6 : Participant Usage of Forum Functionality

What is immediately obvious from even a cursory analysis o f the data is that the vast 

majority o f the activity relating to forum usage is connected to the viewing rather than 

adding. The statistics are somewhat startling. In the ITE course a combined 90.65 % of all 

forum visits are in the forum-viewing category. This is replicated in the CPD course where 

a remarkable 93.67 % of all activity relates to forum viewing. Given the dominance o f 

viewing aspect it is perhaps not that surprising that the percentage o f activity relating to 

posting or adding discussions is quite small. In terms o f the precise figures 6.58 % of all 

forum activities on the ITE programme involved posting or adding with the CPD 

participants performing the same activities 2.64 % of the time.

At first glance the almost ten to one ratio o f reading to writing would seem to suggest a 

profound imbalance in forum usage. However it is possible to argue that this is precisely
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the type o f ratio that should be expected in a community o f  practitioners who are seeking to 

develop their professional skills in what is for many o f them a novel environment. There 

are also strong echoes here o f the notion o f ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ suggested 

by Lave and Wenger (1991:129). For the most part participants are observing and learning 

rather than posting. They were, to use a term favoured by ICT network specialists ‘lurking’ 

(Rafaeli, Ravid, and Soroka, 2004). There is nothing to suggest that the limited o f postings 

indicated either a lack of interest in the process o f  communicating in online fora or that 

participants failed to value the material placed online by colleagues. Indeed, participant 

responses in to a series o f focused questions in an evaluative survey conducted at the end of 

the programme suggest the complete opposite. Asked to indicate their level o f agreement 

with a series o f statements relating to posting online participants demonstrated a clear 

liking for the forum as method o f communication as well as an understanding o f the 

importance o f the format as a way o f sharing information and enhancing practice (Table

12.7 below).

■  C P D

■  ITE

Usefulness of MOODLE Postings

ITE 

C P D

Opinion Disagree

F ig u r e  12 3: Making MOODLE Postings Was Useful 

( IT E  n = 13 ; CPD  n = 24)

In this survey, 92.3% of ITE and 75% of CPD respondents indicated that they thought 

making MOODLE postings was useful. This is significant as it demonstrates the extent to 

which participants had come to value the process o f communicating online. It is arguable
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that without this acceptance it would be impossible to engage in any meaningful 

professional learning community development activities using VLE’s, a key element o f this 

study.

While seeing a value in the concept o f communicating on MOODLE, a question relating to 

the mechanics o f the process o f making postings resulted in a more equivocal response. 

Asked whether they found the process o f writing online easy, the CPD group o f participants 

split exactly down the middle with 50% saying they agreed with the statement and 50% 

saying that they disagreed. The answers for the ITE group were substantially different with 

77% of the respondents indicating that they were comfortable posting online and only 7.7% 

suggesting they were not with 15.4% stating that they were unsure. This type of response 

would seem to corroborate the data explored earlier relating to general comfort with 

technology. The ITE group, whether because o f their age or easier access to PC’s, are 

significantly more comfortable with the process o f communicating online (see Figure 12.4).

Ease of Online Writing

No Opinion

ITE

■  CPD

■  ITE

Disagree

F ig u r e  12.4: It is easy to write online 

(IT E  n =  13 ; C P D  n =  2 4 )

Having explored some o f the general issues relating to online communication, the survey 

sought to examine exactly how the process of posting online impacted on the everyday
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professional practice of the participants. Again there is a marked difference in the 

experiences and opinions of the CPD and ITE groups. When asked the extent to which 

they made use of the ideas posted by colleagues in their own professional practice, 65.2% 

of the CPD group indicated that they did with a significant 30.4% stating that they didn’t. 

This is in marked contrast to the ITE responses where 92.3% of the respondents indicated 

that they made use of others ideas in their teaching.

A similar, though less marked pattern is discernable in the different participant groups 

response to a question about their actually changing their teaching as a result of posting on 

MOODLE. While 33% of the CPD group indicated that had indeed changed their practice 

as a result of posting, 45.8 % stated that they had not with a large group of 20.8% stating 

that they had no opinion. This high incidence of neutral statements was repeated and 

actually increased in the ITE class with fully 41.7% of the group choosing it as an answer 

when responding to this question. As a cohort the ITE participants were more positive 

about the transformative element of writing online with 50% stating that they had in fact 

changed how they taught as a result of engaging in the process.

A final process based question dealt with the extent to which writing on MOODLE caused 

participants to think differently about teaching. Here again the ITE / CPD differences come 

to the fore although in a less marked way. While 50% of the CPD participants agreed that 

they thought about teaching differently as a result of posting on MOODLE, 37.5% 

indicated that they had not. The ITE participants were more positive with 66.7% stating 

that their teaching had changed as a direct result of writing online with only 16.7% 

disagreeing.

Interesting though this data was in itself, the issues hinted at in the statistics quoted above 

demanded further exploration and explanation through the interrogation of some of the 

connected qualitative data. When the qualitative data was interrogated as to the reasons 

why different groups of participants found the process of posting to MOODLE useful, the 

results were significant. Almost to a person, the ITE students mentioned the value of the
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process as a mechanism for keeping in contact and sharing experiences. In a typical

observation one ITE participant states that,

i found moodle to useful, sometimes you can see that your not on your own 
with a certain problem, that one of your classmates is in the same boat or has 
encountered that particular problem and might have a suggestion to solving it.

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection )

Another student made much the same point saying that,

I found moodle to be very interesting. It was great to see how everyone else was 
getting on and what issues they were facing. At least you knew that you weren't 
alone and could swap ideas on how to deal with a particular issue.

(ITE Online Dialogue:General Reflection)

Another provided a slightly less enthusiastic endorsement but made explicit a concept that 

was implicit in both of the previous postings, the idea of community.

I don't know how useful it was for me during my time teaching. But it was nice 
to see how others were getting on and nice to get any problems off my chest to 
people who understood. It was like a nice little community with everyone in 
similar boats. It made me feel less isolated. But it was also somewhere that you 
could find a possible solution or advice to experiment with from classmates 
who were having similar problems, a little resource all of its own.

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

The mention of community here is particularly important. One of the primary goals of this 

research was to investigate the potential of a VLE enabled blended learning programme to 

create a learning community for a geographically disparate educational professionals. Here 

we have an explicit acknowledgement on the part of one of the participants that this is 

exactly what happened. As importantly the participant identified, as did the other two who 

were quoted, the notion o f shared practice based experience as being at the heart of that 

community. The emphasis of the importance of shared practice as a foundational element 

of the community echoes the work of Community of Practice (COP) theorists such as 

Brown and Duguid (1999), Lave and Wenger (1992).
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A second key element in the process of the creation of a COP is the development of shared 

responses to practice based problems. This process of solution generation comes about as a 

result of engagement with practice and discussion of issues that arise in a shared, public 

forum. The data presented in the discussion fora clearly indicates that the ITE participants 

felt that the process of posting online impacted on how they taught and perhaps more 

importantly that the ideas offered by fellow participants had an impact on their own 

practice. Invariably participants made and explicit connection between a problem they 

were having, a solution offered online and the impact this had on their own practice.

One participant summarised this process in the final evaluation survey when they stated,

I like the way you get a chance to put your problems in a place where people who 
are going through the same thing you are can read them. I also found that a lot of 
the answers were very useful and they helped when I was having problems.

Another, in answer to the same question, stated that,

I liked the moodle thing, it made me feel as if I was connected to the rest of the 
class even when I wasn’t talking to them. It was really interesting to see that other 
people were having the same problems as I was and I learned some useful things 
from postings that I was able to use myself.

The following extract from a discussion that took place very early in the participant’s 

placement gives an idea of exactly how this process developed. Asked to indicate what 

they considered the most important thing they had learned that particular week three 

participants entered into a short dialogue, name checking others ideas and proposing some 

of their own.

How am I supposed to limit my reply to the MOST important thing?!!! Never 
mind the students learning outcomes; mine have been coming by the truck load 
this w eek... I am in complete agreement with EB that students need to be kept 
active, especially the boys.

But the most important thing I ’ve learnt this week is that the success of a class 
depends on your ability to cope with the reaction o f the students. I ’ve had some 
problems with discipline in my 1st year and 2nd year classes but B ’s idea of 
punishments sheets and some of my own innovative ideas have been helping. 
..W e’ll see how long that lasts!
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My week went well but I can see the discipline factor becoming an issue for me. 
I f  anyone has any suggestions to help me I'd love to hear them.
P.S Might be attending the parent teacher meeting on Thursday! Wish me 
luck!'Q)

Re: Week 2

maybe you could bring in detention slips or something and be really strict with 
them and the first person to cross you give them detention, that will show the 
rest that they shouldn't mess with you and maybe you should try that in every 
class next week, i hope that my help a little bit.

Re: Week 2

There's your oppurtunity a parent teacher meeting for the next week or so your 
students will probably be little angels depending on which year the meeting is 
for. Make sure you hang it over them to keep them quiet.
Anyway good luck with it and dont take no.....
You know what i mean,
C ®

(ITE Online Dialogue: Week 2)

Whatever about the quality of the ideas offered, it is possible to see a clear progression of 

solutions being offered to that perennial issue for all student teachers, classroom 

management and discipline. Even while presenting the problem, the initial posting 

specifically mentioned two other participants’ comments and solutions. The responses 

built on the original problem identified and offered targeted solutions based on the 

participants own experience.

Is this an example of practitioner created knowledge in the sense that Lave and Wenger, 

Hargreaves and Hung might understand it? Well, there are a number of key elements 

present. Participants are drawing on their experience and collectively offering solutions to 

issues as they arise. While it is arguable as to whether the solutions offered are particularly 

original they are new to the community of learners who are suggesting them and this is 

vital. At the heart of the COP idea is the notion of the community taking charge of creating 

their own knowledge which is appropriate to their context and makes sense in the light of 

their experiences. The dialogue included above clearly provides an example of this process 

in action.
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Of course not all participants were so well disposed to the idea of MOODLE and the online 

posting element. One of the more thoughtfully critical assessments of the process drew 

attention to the blended nature of the programme and the impact this had on their 

appreciation of the MOODLE element.

The participant said,

I feel i should be honest and not just say i liked moodle just for the sake of it. I 
didnt find it very helpful due to the fact i was in contact with most people 
anyway through meeting them in DCU or on the phone, to be honest i found 
moodle was something annoying i felt i had to do every week. I did like 3 
though!

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

Here the fact that the participant had other ways of communicating and discussing issues 

with fellow practitioners resulted in an appreciation of the positive elements identified by 

other participants being replaced by a sense of frustration.

Another participant made a similar point in a slightly more colourful though no less 

effective manner.

In general I think the moodle is good for conferring with other pupils with 
regard teaching ideas & methodologies how ever that is the only benefit I got 
from it. I could easily do that over a coffee or a pint though.

(ITE Online Dialogue: General Reflection)

Accepting the value of these postings it is fair to say that they are a minority view in 

relation to ITE participant’s appreciation of the value o f online postings to their 

personal and professional development. Both the qualitative and quantitative data 

seems to support the contention that the ITE participants on the course not only saw 

the value o f the discipline o f regular posting from a theoretical sense but also used this 

form of communication to inform and improve their own and others practice.
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While the data produced by the ITE participants seemed to indicate that they were 

generally well disposed to the theory and practice o f using MOODLE as a 

communications and community development medium the data drawn from the CPD 

participants was, as we have seen, far more equivocal. When the qualitative data was 

interrogated what became obvious was the extent to which the lack of familiarity with 

and comfort using technology mentioned earlier impacted on participants attitudes to 

process of communicating online. One participant stated in her final evaluation survey 

that she found posting difficult and that she ‘at times avoided posting questions to 

avoid being exposed to my peers’. Another when asked to review her usage of the 

VLE pointed out that she was,

not a particularly literate computer person and did not feel entirely comfortable 
using moodle as a teaching tool.

A third response in a similar vein again highlighted the role of perceived comfort with 

the medium. Here the respondent stated that she,

was not always comfortable writing online. I sometimes feared what others 
would think about my postings. Can’t really type fast and at times made silly 
spelling errors.

It is significant that in two of the three replies quoted the respondents mentioned the 

discomfort o f having their peers reading their postings as being a critical part of their 

overall lack of appreciation of the medium. This is potentially quite important as one 

o f the key elements of the COP idea is the honest and open sharing of information and 

experiences within a group of practice oriented professionals. Is it possible that the 

absence o f relevant skills and the associated lack of confidence relating to online 

communication actively militated against the creation of a community of learners 

among the CPD participants?

The quantitative data analysed earlier is largely silent on this issue although it does 

indicate that a significant majority o f the participants saw a value in posting online
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(75%) while a smaller majority actively used some of the ideas posted by colleagues in 

their teaching (65.2%). Given that both of these, and in particular the latter, are 

critical aspects o f COP notion there seems to be something of a contradiction 

emerging. To an extent this can be explained by expanding the quotations presented 

above. The participant who indicated a fear of being exposed to their peers went on to 

say that ‘after completing my project I would have no difficulty in posting on future 

moodle sessions’. The participant who was worried about spelling errors added that 

‘with practice I did make improvements. Moodle is great for sharing ideas and I would 

definitely use it again’. What is important here is the developmental aspect associated 

with taking part in the course. The participants moved from a situation of discomfort 

to comfort, from a perceived incompetence to a evolving sense of their own 

competence. This reiterates the fact that for adult learners the development of base 

line ICT skills is one of the critical factors in ensuring that the various functionalities 

of VLE’s and other platforms are properly exploited.

There remains the question however as to the extent to which it can be said that 

participants actually formed a community o f professional learners using MOODLE. 

Again while the quantitative data is somewhat unclear in this aspect the qualitative 

material throws up some interesting comments. One of the CPD participants when 

interviewed at the end o f the programme mentioned that he found the online element 

‘excellent’,

because reading other peoples comments self evaluation was interesting to see the 
way some people used self evaluation. Some people did some very in-depth notes 
on how they used self evaluation in their environment and I thought that was very 
good and what I really like about the online was like if I ’m in work and I have a 
hour I can read this stuff and I can say it doesn’t have to be done at any particular 
time ..I thought it was excellent I found it very helpful.

(CPD Student Interview -  Appendix O)

Here the sharing of ideas and experiences is brought to the fore. Another participant, 

echoing some of the ITE replies, indicated in their response to the final survey that,

One of the main strengths of Moodling re self-evaluation is that it gives you a 
chance to realise that all is well, that you share the same thoughts as others and can 
be given some much needed impetus during more leaner times
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Another developed on this to an extent when they said that,

I really liked Moodle. I liked the way that you could share ideas with people at any 
time of the day or night. It was good to be able to post ideas and get other peoples 
responses.

A particularly thoughtful response was offered by one participant in their final report. They 

wrote that the MOODLE discussion forum allowed,

individuals construct knowledge from their interactions with the environment and 
the social cultural context ..Information was gleaned from other students on how 
they used their questionnaires, what they found useful.. .The Moodle site was a 
good way to elicit and share practical know-how that would otherwise remain 
untapped.. .Reading Moodle postings stimulates your own thinking to find common 
ground and areas of disagreement.

Again we are seeing, as was the case with the ITE students, that when participants chose to 

engage with the technology they began to see it as a mechanism for reflecting on their own 

practice, communicating ideas and sharing insights.

This is perhaps demonstrated by examining a small segment of one of the dialogues relating 

to the use of one of the group generated self-evaluation sheets. Here participants were 

asked to speak about their experience of using the instrument.

Wednesday, 11 May
I tried out this questionnaire after a training session yesterday and I think I 
might be overdoing the self-evaluation! I am not sure how useful it is to have 4 
different questionnaires...it may lead to a reluctance to engage in thi long self- 
evaluaiton process. It is interesting to note that most o f the questionnaires led 
me to reflect on the same thing...even though they were all about something 
different. Maybe I would be more inclined to self-evaluate if  there was only one 
questionnaire-rather than 4 !

Sunday, 15 May
Hi E

I agree that four questionnaires might be too many. Time is always an issue in 
my job. Also I have found that while the questionnaires aid reflection, they do 
not guarantee it. One must really engage with the process for it to be successful. 
It is too easy at times to fill in a questionaire and believe you have engaged
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with self evaluation when in fact all you have done is fill in a questionnaire.

Monday, 16 May
Hi T

Have you any other ideas I found you have to complete about three 
Questionnaires to get the right information for evaluation findings to reflect on. 
During the week I tried a focus group to test the students learning I might try 
one for planning.
Talk again soon 
Rgds M

Saturday, 21 May
Hi M

I am finding the same thing with regards the questionnaires. In relation to your 
other evaluation project, it might be an idea to ask people involved in the course 
what the focus of the enquiry should be. So maybe invite the tutor, one of the 
participients, the manager etc to a meeting and find out what questions they feel 
should be asked and take it from there. All sorted. Its great to know everything. 
Good luck with it

Take care
CPD Online Dialogue : Assessment

Here in the course of seven-day period we have three people sharing experiences, asking 

questions, coming up with solutions and offering them to each other. In other words we 

have the beginnings of a practice-focused community of learners who are seeking to 

enhance the quality of their professional experiences by sharing and interrogating the 

experiences of other colleagues in a similar position.

If we take an overview of both participants groups use of the VLE and in particular of the 

asynchronous discussion element of that platform it is clear that there is a real engagement 

with the technology on the part of both groups. While usage patterns and access averages 

might differ, each grouping has found a way of integrating the technology into their own 

practice in a manner that suits their own particular professional and personal contexts.

Both indicate a comfort with the process of communicating online and both suggest, to 

admittedly different degrees, that they use this type of forum as a way of sharing and 

developing responses to specific practice focused problems. In each group there is a
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majority of users who choose to make use of the insights offered by colleagues in their own 

practice. Given that the insights are often sharpened and clarified by the process of 

interaction that takes place in the discussion fora there is an argument to be made that these 

insights are the products of the group as much as of the individual. By combining the 

findings from each of these discrete elements it is possible to argue that both groups of 

participants are, in their own ways, using the technology enhanced element of the blended 

learning environment to create communities of practice which are practice focused, 

knowledge generating and fuelled by public reflection on practice. In the next section, we 

will examine the extent to which the public reflection actually facilitates the development 

of higher order thinking skills on the part of the participants by applying the Garrrison and 

Anderson COI model to a selection of the participant postings.

Applying the Community of Inquiry Model

In Chapter ten of this study the reader was provided with a detailed overview of the 

different frameworks for analysing asynchronous computer mediated communication that 

have been developed in recent years. Following an extensive analysis of the relative merits 

of a number of frameworks, the researcher chose to adopt the Community of Inquiry (COI) 

model initially published by Garrison and Anderson in 2000. While there were a number of 

reasons put forward in Chapter nine for the adoption of the COI model the two most 

significant were the perceived strength of the conceptual underpinnings of the framework 

as well as the recent research published which reported on an attempt to apply the COI 

approach to a blended learning environment.

The conceptual strength of the model lies in its identification of the discrete elements that 

make up an educational experience and the manner in which it combines them into a 

coherent whole. Essentially the authors argue that any educational experience is made up 

of complex interaction of cognitive presence, social presence and teacher presence. 

Providing a clear definition of each of the three elements identified, the model also 

provides measurable criteria for analysing the presence of each in any given online learning 

situation.

335



Chapter Twelve The IC T  Enabled Self-Evaluating Professional

The application of this model to a blended learning situation in recent research was 

particularly significant for this study. Work carried out by Garrison and Kanuka (2004) 

and Vaughan and Garrison (2005) suggested that this mode of course delivery was 

particularly effective in facilitating the development of an effective and engaged learning 

community when used in a professional development situation. The similarities between 

the research reported on by Garrison et al and the study being undertaken here were striking 

enough for the researcher to decide to apply the COI model. This was done with a view to 

assessing the extent to which the blended model designed facilitated the development of a 

community of learners among the different participant groups involved.

Blended Learning and Cognitive Presence

In common with many other concepts discussed in the ICT enabled learning literature, the 

notion of blended learning is a comparatively new one. For this reason, while there are 

many theoretical studies making interesting claims about its potentially transformative 

impact on our traditional modes of programme delivery there are comparatively few 

examples of research where these claims were put to the test. The work of Vaughan, 

Garrison and Kanuka is therefore doubly significant, as they have attempted to investigate 

whether there was some truth in the claims being made. What they suggest is that a 

blended mode of delivery is particularly suitable for programme designers who are seeking 

to enhance the skills of professional educators. They argue that the face-to-face element is 

ideal for the creation and maintenance of the interpersonal and social aspect of a learning 

community while the online aspect provides time and space for participants to test, explore 

and integrate ideas generated by the community.

To put it another way, Garrison et al suggest that the online element of a blended learning 

community is where a significant element of the cognitive processes associated with the 

development of knowledge takes place. This claim becomes more significant when viewed 

in the light of the work of Rovai (2002). He has demonstrated that learning communities 

with a significant element of cognitive presence have an enhanced sense of community 

which in turn can lead to improved learning outcomes. From the perspective of this study, 

the research cited would seem to require that the level of cognitive presence in the online
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discussions engaged in by participants be examined. The discoveiy of a significant degree 

of this element would, if  the research is to be believed, suggest that the community of 

learners created by the programme were actively engaged in creating knowledge and 

improving the outcome level of their learning.

Of course the first stage in examining the level of cognitive presence in the online 

discussions is to find a way of accurately defining it. The COI model suggests that it is a 

four-stage process consisting of:

• Triggering (presenting the problem or question)

• Exploration (searching for information)

• Integration (constructing a possible solution)

• Resolution (critical assessment of the solution)

As was discussed in chapter 10 the process of analysing online communications with a 

view to assessing the presence of any or all of these four stages involves the researcher

a) Identifying the postings to be examined

b) Deciding on the unit of analysis

c) Applying the framework

d) Reporting the findings

In the context of this study the first stage, that of deciding which postings were to be 

examined, required the researcher to develop a defensible rationale for the choice made. 

Best practice as reported by other researchers working in the area suggested that a random 

sample of postings from different stages of the programme should be chosen with a view to 

ensuring that as broad a range of usage patterns as possible were included in the final 

analytic group (Lally 2000, Hara, Bonk and Angeli 2000, Meyer 2005). The norm in these 

situations is to designate a thematic or time limited group of postings as a unit. In addition, 

the presence of two clearly distinguishable groups of participants seemed to require that an 

equal number of groups of postings be included from each. Finally, the actual topics
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discussed online by participants could be grouped into different conceptual categories, for 

example using a group generated data collection instrument or engaging in general debate 

about the value of self-evaluation. It was therefore decided to include examples of each in 

the final choice. Table 12.7 below provides a summary of the online communications 

chosen.

Discussion Units Analysed

CPD ITE

Using the planning questionnaire Using the planning questionnaire

Using the learning atmosphere 

questionnaire

Using the classroom management 

questionnaire

General discussion on evaluation Overall reflections on self evaluation

Table 12.7: Discussion Units Analysed

Two of the thematic units dealt with the use of group generated self-evaluation 

questionnaires. A conscious decision was made to analyse one questionnaire from each 

group with a common theme and one that was dealing with a separate theme (see Appendix 

I). The final unit chosen from both the CPD and ITE participant groups was a general 

discussion relating to their experience of evaluation.

The issue of the unit of analysis was discussed at some length in chapter 10 and it was 

decided to adopt Henri’s concept of the unit of meaning as opposed to the whole message 

unit proposed by Garrison and Anderson. It was felt that this was more suited to the 

dynamic of the fora generated by the participants and the blended nature of the programme 

structure.

In the next part of this section we will examine the last two stages of the process of 

applying the framework. These are at the heart of the model and give an overall view of 

the extent to which any online dialogue can be said to include any element o f cognitive 

engagement and knowledge development.
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Applying the Framework: Assessing Cognitive Presence in a Blended Environment

In line with normal practice adopted when analysing postings, the three individual 

discussion units analysed for each participant group were combined in order to give an 

overall sense of the level of cognitive presence (Meyer 2004, 2005; Hara, Bonk and Angeli 

2000, Pramanee 2003). Table 12.8 below provides a summary of the findings for the two 

groups of participants.

Rates of Cognitive Presence

CPD ITE

Category
Total Units of 

Meaning
%

Total Units of 

Meaning
%

Triggering 33 18.2 16 9.8

Exploration 64 35.35 62 38.2

Integration 80 44.25 82 50.67

Resolution 4 2.2 2 1.23

Total 181 100 162 100

Table 12.8: Rates o f  Cognitive Presence

What is immediately evident is that the vast majority of postings cluster around the two 

middle categories of the process, those of exploration and integration. Among CPD 

participants’ postings, approximately 80% of codes were made in one of these two 

categories while 89% of ITE codes were made here. These two categories correspond to 

very specific cognitive processes. The exploration category records attempts by individuals 

and communities to brainstorm, exchange information and where necessary, disagree. The 

integration category is characterised by a push to synthesis and convergence and the 

development of tentative solutions on the part of the learning community. There is a clear 

need for both processes to be present in any community which is seeking to develop new 

and contextually appropriate approaches and solutions to practice generated challenges. 

Indeed there is an argument that these processes should be viewed as occurring in a cyclical 

rather than a linear manner as quite often the process of clarification and solution
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proposition leads to further challenge and the need for further elucidation. There is also a 

clear echo of the concept of collective reflective engagement with practice that 

characterises Hargreaves (2002) and Bolam et al (2005) notion of the professional 

community of knowledge generating learners.

Developing the analysis a little further and examining the amount of engagement at the 

level of individual categories, a similarly interesting pattern emerges. In both the CPD and 

ITE programmes we see a preponderance of the postings being assigned to the integration 

category (44.25% CPD postings and 50.67 % ITE). This is interesting, as it seems to 

suggest that the primary focus of online interactions engaged in by both cohorts of 

participants in the programme under investigation was a synthetic one. If we accept the 

accuracy of the pattern, it points to the emergence of a solution focused community of 

learners using their own experiences as resource base from which to develop common 

positions on issues related to the task at hand.

However we are left with a finding that suggests that a smaller proportion of the online 

communication engaged in was concerned with the process of brainstorming and 

challenging ideas than was spent coming to agreements and tentative solutions (35.35 % of 

CPD and 38.2% of ITE postings respectively). To an extent this seems counter intuitive as 

one of the common views of an online discussion forum is that it is a place where 

individuals freely offer ideas and engage in heated debate regarding the relative merits of 

their stated positions. As we have already seen in the previous section of this chapter, this 

notion of free flowing online conversation does not necessarily correspond to a reality 

where individuals spend significant periods of time carefully planning what they are going 

to say and working out exactly how they will come to terms with the technological 

challenges of actually saying it online.

What the research evidence would seem to suggest is that the requirement to communicate 

online leads to a situation where individuals engage in a period of detailed reflection and 

planning which can, and at times does, lead them to produce a message that focuses more 

on resolving issues than challenging positions. Research conducted by Meyer (2004)
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makes much the same point arguing that the very process o f posting leads to a level of 

engagement with ideas over an extended period of time that results in a higher level of 

conceptual engagement at the integration level. Her analysis of 278 postings using the COI 

model resulted in 32.4 % being assigned to the integration category with 27% being placed 

in the exploration grouping (2004: 109).

Stepping back a little from an exploration of the reasons for the dominance of the 

exploration and integration postings, it is interesting to examine the numbers of postings 

coded in the first and last categories of the cognitive presence area. O f the postings 

analysed for this study, approximately one in ten of the ITE cohort and one in five of the 

CPD group’s postings were at the triggering level (9.8% ITE and 18.2 % CPD respectively) 

while a remarkably small 2.2 % of CPD and 1.23 % of ITE postings were categorised at the 

resolution level. Given that the model purports to provide a coherent, staged explanation 

for the development of cognitive engagement in CMC communication, this pattern would 

appear to be somewhat worrying. At an initial reading at least, it seems to suggest that a 

comparatively limited amount of either groups time was spent triggering or changing the 

focus of discussions or indeed coming up with clear defences of the tentative solutions 

adopted based on their own professional practice.

This reading of the statistics, although apparently a coherent one given the figures quoted, 

is deficient insofar as it fails to take account of the blended mode of programme delivery 

adopted. The programme as designed required participants to:

• Engage with a series of formal inputs on self-evaluation theory and practice

• Develop data collection instruments in a group environment and use them in their

own work settings

• Report on their use in a structured online forum

• Produce a final written report assessing the value of the process

Of the four stages set out above, only the third required any meaningful engagement with

an asynchronous CMC environment and that was, in most cases, a highly structured one.

341



Chapter Twelve The ICT Enabled Self-Evaluating Professional

There is a strong argument to be made that the initial problem setting and triggering events 

actually took place during the questionnaire design and engagement with theoiy phases. In 

addition to this, the type of structuring messages used by the researcher served to act in 

such a way as to initiate and guide the discussion (see Appendix J, K and L). In a similar 

manner, the resolution phase, or that phase where solutions were tested and defended 

tended to take place in the final reports produced by participants after they had completed 

all stages of the programme.

This argument is substantially backed up by the work on blended learning environments 

carried out by Vaughan and Garrison (2005). Their research into a faculty development 

programme found that only 8% of the postings could be categorised as triggering event 

with only 1% being designated as being part of a resolution phase. Their argument, based 

on interviews with course participants, was that face to face interactions tended to be 

dynamic and often resulted in ideas being produced that initiated a reflective process that 

was carried on in the online element of the programme. Similarly resolution, when it 

happened, tended to be completed at an individual level or in an environment where the 

outcomes could be controlled and not necessarily communicated.

While this argument focusing on the importance of the blended mode of delivery appears to 

have a conceptual coherence at the level of global postings analysed in the course of the 

study, it was considered important to see whether the micro level analysis would support it. 

For this reason two of the individual discussion units originally chosen were examined in 

greater detail with a view to identifying not only the individual levels of cognitive 

processing that were present but also to see if it were possible to uncover the structural and 

external factors that might impact on those cognitive elements.

ITE Discussion Unit One: Classroom Management

The learning atmosphere data collection instrument was designed by a sub-group of the ITE 

cohort and was the second such instrument used and reported on by all participants.

The process for designing the instrument was explored in some detail earlier in the chapter. 

Stage one involved students being asked to brainstorm around the idea. Following this the
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instrument was designed, distributed to all CPD participants who were asked to use it and 

report back on their experiences in a designated MOODLE forum (see Appendix I).

The forum discussion was initiated by a series of questions from the researcher and 

participants were encouraged to answer each as full as possible. The questions posed were:

a) Did you find using this questionnaire useful?

b) Did it cause you to think about issues o f classroom management in a 
different way?

c) Did the way you approached the classroom management issue change 
as a result of thinking about it in a more structured manner?

d) Would you use it again?

(ITE Online Dialogue: Planning)

When analysed using the COI model, the following cognitive presence profile emerged.

Classroom Management: Cognitive Presence

Category No. %

Triggering 4 10

Exploration 16 40

Integration 18 45

Resolution 2 5

Table 12.9: Classroom Management Cognitive Presence

In many ways the cognitive presence profile presented matches the overall combined 

profile perfectly. At a triggering level, 10 % of postings fall into this category. The 

exploration and integration categories make up the vast majority of the coded postings
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(40% and 45 % respectively) while just 5 % of the recorded units of meaning can be coded 

in the resolution category.

CPD Discussion Unit One: Learning Atmosphere

The learning atmosphere data collection instrument was designed in exactly the same 

manner as the ITE instrument. One significant difference occurred in the course of the 

design process however. As a result of this brainstorming session, the subgroup here 

sought to change the focus of the instrument from classroom management to learning 

atmosphere. This was done because as a group they claimed that, ‘we see the classroom 

management as being one part of the learning atmosphere and would prefer to work on 

that’ (Brainstorming Outcome, Appendix H). Following this the instrument was designed, 

distributed to all CPD participants and a MOODLE forum was established to (see 

Appendix I).

As was the case with the ITE forum, the researcher produced highly prescriptive questions 

to initiate the dialogue. The questions posed were,

a) How did you use the evaluation instrument?

b) In your opinion, was the area relevant to your education practice?

c) In what way was it different to using other self evaluation instruments?

d) Did using it encourage you to think about the whole area of creating a 
positive learning atmosphere / classroom management in a different way?

e) Was it helpful?

f) Did you change it? If so, how?

g) Do you think it is a good way to encourage you to self-evaluate?

(CPD Participant Dialogue: Learning Atmosphere)
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When analysed using the COI model, the following cognitive presence profile emerged.

Learning Atmosphere: Cognitive Presence

Category No. %

Triggering 19 31.1

Exploration 16 26.3

Integration 26 42.6

Resolution 0 0

Table 12.10: Learning Atmosphere Cognitive Presence

In contrast to the ITE profile examined, the coding of this discussion does not conform 

precisely to the macro norm presented earlier. Here we see a high level of triggering 

activity with 31% of all communications being coded at this level. The exploration and 

integration categories still account for the majority of the coding at a combined total of 

approximately 69%. There are no coded examples of the resolution phase in this 

discussion.

Examining the Discussion Units: Assessing Similarities / Exploring Differences

There are a number of obvious similarities that emerge when the two units of discussion 

analysed are examined together. In terms of initial external or initiating influences, both 

discussions are focused around the use of a data collection instrument designed by 

members of participant group. The instruments were produced using the same design 

methodology and the final product in each formed that basis for the subsequent discussion.

A second similarity can be seen in the type of structuring questions provided by the 

researcher at the beginning of each dialogue. Focused, directive and clearly designed to 

shape the type of reflection undertaken, these questions became the initial triggering 

mechanisms in both discussions and are recorded as such in each. They also structure, to 

an extent, the types of responses provided and by extension the cognitive category of these
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responses. To take an example, in the ITE cohort one of the participants chose to answer 

each question in turn, responding specifically to the question asked. When analysed, the 

interaction of her mixed experience of the instrument with the specific questions posed led 

to a situation where a number of her responses were coded in the exploratory category as 

they exemplified ‘divergence within the online community’ (Garrison et al 2004: 18). 

Equally, a number of her responses were coded as integrative as the questions posed caused 

her to produce ‘justified, developed and tentative’ solutions (Garrison et al 2004: 19) (see 

Figure 12.5 below).

C la ssro o m  m a n a g em en t e v a lu a tio n

b y  S tu d en t A  - T u e sd a y , 2 6  A p ril 2 0 0 5 , 0 5 :5 4  PM

(a )D id  I f in d  th is  u se fu l?
W e ll n o t r ea lly , I don 't h a v e  a n y  p ro b lem s w ith  c la s sr o o m  m a n a g em en t in  m y  c la s se s  (to u ch  
w o o d !) .I  su p p o se  i f  I d id  it  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  m ore  u se fu l. B u t it  w a sn 't r e a lly  an y  u se  to m e  
fo c u s in g  o n  an area that, at the m o m en t I'm  h a v in g  n o  p r o b le m s w ith .
B u t I d id  lik e  it.

(b )I th in k  that it g a v e  so m e  id ea s o f  w h a t y o u  c o u ld  d o  to  im p ro v e  d is c ip lin e  in  yo u r  c la ss . 
T h in g s y o u  m ig h tn 't o f  th o u g h t o f  y o u r se lf . S o , y e s  it  d id  h e lp  m e  th in k  d iffe r e n tly  abou t CM  
I th in k  th e  b o x  t ic k in g  su ite d  b etter  here  than the p la n n in g  o n e s , p lu s  there w a s  ro o m  to  
ex p an d . I th in k  r e sp o n se s  o f  a g ree , d isa g r e e  e tc . are a n o  no.
(c )N o

( d ) I f  I w a s h a v in g  p r o b le m s w ith  c la ssr o o m  m a n a g e m en t in th e  future I w o u ld  ro o t it o u t to  
g iv e  m y s e l f  so m e  id e a s  o f  d ifferen t ta c tic s  and a p p ro a ch es. T h in g s  I d id 't do that I c o u ld  try 
out n e x t  t im e . B u t o n ly  in c o n ju n ctio n  w ith  o v e ra ll ev a lu a tio n .
A g a in  th o u g h  I w o u ld  lik e  it in  the fo rm a t o f  th e  o r ig in a l e v a lu a tio n  sh ee t w ith  th e  q u estio n s  
and r e sp o n se s  a v a ila b le  l is te d  as a se t o f  g u id e lin e s , to g e th er  w ith  th o se  fro m  the p la n n in g  
sh e e t  and  w h a tev e r  e ls e . T h en  y o u  can  w rite  w h a t is  r e lev a n t and  is g o in g  to  h e lp  y o u . S o  
yo u r  n ot fo c u s in g  o n  an area that isn 't c a u s in g  an y  p r o b le m s, y o u  ca n  fo c u s  o n  th e  areas that 
are.
I f  I w a s h a v in g  se v e r e  or  p e rsista n t p ro b lem s w ith  c la s sr o o m  m a n a g em en t I w o u ld  p ro b a b ly  
u se  th is  o n e  as it is  to  m o n ito r  m y  p ro g ress.

Exploration

Integration

E xploration

Integration

Figure 12.5: Classroom Management Evaluation ITE Student

A similar dynamic can be seen at work in the CPD cohort. Again, one of the participants 

chose to use the questions asked as a structuring focus, responding directly to the questions 

asked which again resulted in a very pronounced coding pattern that was concentrated
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entirely in the exploration phase of the cognitive presence model. There were two reasons 

for this. Firstly, the divergence element was clearly present and understandable given the 

general tenor of the response. The second reason is potentially more interesting, as it 

appears that the format, multiple short questions posed by the researcher, resulted in short, 

underdeveloped and ultimately ‘unsupported conclusions’ (Garrison et al 2004: 18).

Q uestionnaire

by C P D  Student Z M onday , 18 A pril 2 0 0 5 , 09:45  PM  

I u sed  this questionnaire  today  d irectly  fo llo w in g  a c la ss w ith  m y  

Q )In your op in ion , w a s  the area relevant to your education  practice?  

a) Y es  in  so m e w a y s

Q ) In w hat w a y  w a s it d ifferent to u s in g  the other s e l f  eva lu ation  instrum ents?

a) It w asnt as g o o d  as the others, m ore on your o w n  s e l f  reflection
Q ) D id  u s in g  it encourage y o u  think about the w h o le  area o f  creating a p o s itiv e  learning atm osphere /  

c lassroom  m anagm ent in  a d ifferent w ay?

a) N o  as I am  v ery  aw are already o f  c lassroom  and learning atm osphere (y o u  have to b e  b e in g  a literacy  
tutor - on e  o f  the first th ings y o u  learn).

Q ) W as it helpfu l?
A ) N o  it w as boring.

Q ) D id  y o u  change it? I f  so , how ?
A ) N o  didnt chan ge it as it ju st didnt ex c ite  m e in  any w a y  to do so.

Q ) D o  y o u  think  it is a g o o d  w a y  to encourage y o u  to se lf-eva luate?

A ) N o  not in a questionnaire form at - this should  be done o n  observation  o f  learners - h o w  th ey  fe e l in  
the c la ss  - safe?

Sorry for such  n eg a tiv e  ou tco m es on  this on e  - ju st  sa y in g  the truth.

Figure 12.6: Questionnaire - CPD Student Z

What both of these examples clearly demonstrate is the importance of the initiating activity 

in any CMC setting. In both situations analysed, the responsibility for initiating or 

triggering the discussion was taken by the researcher. While there are understandable
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reasons for doing this, there needs to be an awareness of the fact that the implicit or indeed 

explicit themes chosen by the discussion initiator could have a significant impact on the 

final level of cognitive engagement discernible in the dialogue (Meyer 2004).

Perhaps the most striking differences that emerge when examining the cognitive profile of 

the two discussion units analysed occur in the triggering and resolution categories. To 

focus on the latter initially, it is interesting that this dialogue sees one of the few examples 

of resolution in the entire ITE CMC experience. In the light of the previous point regarding 

the role played by structuring postings in determining the cognitive level of responses, it is 

noteworthy that the participant in this dialogue chose to ignore the implied structure 

imposed by the triggering questions completely. As Figure 12.7 below demonstrates, the 

respondent chose to interpret her experiences using the general themes of the initiating 

questions without slavishly responding to each one.

I fo u n d  th is  e v a lu a tio n  sh e e t  m u ch  m o re  u se fu l than th e  la st, as it g a v e  m e  th e  ch a n ce  to  
ev a lu a te  the s tu d e n ts ’ b e h a v io u r  in  the c la s s  rather th a n  ju s t  m y  o w n  p er fo rm a n ce . I 
fo u n d  it e a s ier  to  rem em b er  th e  is su e s  reg a rd in g  b e h a v io u r  u s in g  th is  sh e e t  and  I w a s  
a b le  to  p in p o in t e x a c t ly  w h a t I n e e d e d  to  do to  r e s o lv e  the is su e s  ra ised  in  th e  c la ss .

I used it a few times earlier in the week and then decided to ask my cooperating 
teacher Milo to help me with it. Between us we had a look at it and decided what 
we would keep in it and what we would get rid of. M was really helpful and had 
some good ideas about the type of questions to ask. He sort of said that checking 
the same thing day after day would become repetititive so I decided to see if  I 
could change some o f the questions or make them optional. W hat I did in the end 
was similar to what I think B was saying and use the open ended types of questions 
that we had in the earlier sheets. This was really helpful and got away from the 
mechanical thing that we have all being complaining about a bit. I w ill e-mail the 
sheet to the rest of the class if  anyone is interested. It think it really works and gets 
over some of the complaints people have about it.

I r ea lised  u s in g  th e se  sh e e ts  that m y  d isc ip lin e  p ro b lem s w e re  n o t as bad  as I th o u g h t  
and that th e  f e w  p r o b le m s I had  w ere  c a u se d  b y  the t im e  o f  the d ay .
I w o u ld  u se  th is  sh e e t  a g a in  i f  I n e e d e d  to  w o rk  o u t e x a c t ly  w h a t w a s  w r o n g  in  the c la s s  
that w a s c a u s in g  the d is c ip lin e  p ro b lem s.

R esolution

Figure 12.7: Example o f  Resolution Phase
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The example of dialogue above demonstrates how a participant used a single paragraph to 

present a context, synthesise previous postings, report on her own professional experience 

and give an example of how a solution to a real world problem was tested.

While there were no examples of this type of cognitive presence in the CPD discussions, 

there were a large number of similar observations made by participants in their terminal 

reports. Although these reports are outside of the scope of the traditional application of the 

COI model the very fact of their presence is important. What they appear to do is to 

provide another forum for participants to provide solutions to problems identified in the 

course of their use of the instruments developed. They therefore use the fora to explore 

ideas, provide initial thoughts relating to potential solutions which are normally posted 

immediately after an experience of using a data collection instrument but wait for the final 

written report before providing a coherent, practice supported resolution.

The second significant difference that emerges from the comparison of the two discussion 

units relates to the number of codes assigned to the triggering category. There is a 

comparatively simple explanation for this which relates to the online behaviour of the 

researcher. In the ITE example, all triggering codes occur in the initial series of questions 

posted by the researcher. He has no additional role in the forum following that. In CPD 

example, the researcher is heavily involved in the developing dialogue and is responsible 

for generating a significant number of additional triggering codes. The different 

approaches adopted can be seen clearly when the interaction / social presence diagrams for 

each discussion are examined (see figures 12.8 and 12.9).
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F ig u re  1 2 .8 : CPD Learning Atmosphere Interaction

C lassroom

Figure 12.9: ITE  Classroom M anagement Interaction
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The learning atmosphere discussion is clearly more organic in structure and involves a high 

level of instructor participation which in turn is responsible for the presence of a high 

degree of triggering activity in the discussion. This is largely absent from the ITE 

Classroom Management diagram and results in a more linear and less engaged discussion 

for the most part.

In summary then, what we can see is that in a blended learning environment the existence 

of other learning fora has a significant impact on the type of cognitive engagement 

undertaken by programme participants. In addition, a detailed analysis of the individual 

units of discussion gave a strong indication of the potentially vital role of the researcher or 

learning facilitator in determining the type of cognitive presence in evidence in any given 

set of discussions. We will examine this point in some detail in the next section of this 

chapter which will specifically examine the role of what Garrison et al call teaching 

presence in the facilitation of enhanced cognitive engagement in a blended learning 

context.

Teaching Presence and Cognitive Engagement

For the designers of the COI model, teaching presence plays a vital role as a unifier in the 

learning process. It acts as an initiator and a sustainer of investigation and inquiry and 

provides a superstructure within which both social and cognitive engagement can take 

place. In terms of direct functions, teaching presence influences the other phases of the 

learning cycle through direct inputs, learning facilitation and crucially, programme design. 

While traditionally teaching presence could be said to have been primarily embodied in the 

person of the researcher or course teacher, the COI model can envisage situations where 

responsibility for teaching presence is taken on by course participants and they become the 

facilitators of the learning experience. Vaughan and Garrison argue that this latter point is 

‘particularly true in a faculty development context where considerable expertise exists in 

the community’ (2005: 14).

We have already seen a number of examples of how researcher or teacher activity can have 

an important impact on the extent to which and the level at which individuals engage
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cognitively in a CMC setting. Garrison and Anderson argue that teaching presence is a

crucial determining factor in the level of engagement found in all learning experiences.

This understanding of its importance can be seen in the definition they provide in their most

recent work on the subject. They define teaching presence as,

The design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes for the 
purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning 
outcomes

(Garrison and Anderson 2004: 66)

It should not come as too much of a surprise then to discover that the COI model suggests 

that teacher presence can be subdivided into three categories:

• Instructional design and organisation

• Facilitating discourse

• Direct instruction

Each of these is seen as representing a different aspect of the educator’s role in an online or 

indeed blended learning environment. The design and organisation category deals with 

structuring issues such as the setting of curricula, designing methods, giving an overview of 

course content and where necessary moderating the discussion. The discourse facilitation 

category sees the teacher actively engaging in shaping and building understanding. 

Activities here include the identification of agreement or disagreement, encouraging, 

acknowledging and reinforcing participants, drawing out the ‘lurkers’ and building 

consensus. The final category, that of direct instruction, allows the teacher exhibit what 

Garrison and Anderson term ‘scholarly leadership’ (2 0 0 4 : 7 0 ). Essentially the teacher is 

expected to get involved at a deep level with the dialogue offering ideas, focusing the 

discussion specific issues, summarising key points and making scholarly inputs based on 

his or her own reading and understanding.

In the context of this particular study, a decision was made to analyse the examples of 

teacher engagement with a view to examining how different patterns and categories might 

impact on the global quality of the educational experience. In addition, the researcher was 

heavily influenced by the analytic work of Meyer who suggested that ‘the solution to 

raising the level of online discourse may be more faculty intrusion by setting the

352



Chapter Twelve The IC T  Enabled Self-Evaluating Professional

discussion’s agenda or actively moderating the discussion’ (2004: 112). In order to assess 

the validity of this analysis, a decision was made to adopt different online behaviours with 

different participant groups. Essentially this meant that teacher interaction with the ITE 

group was largely confined to the initial triggering activities whereas activity with the CPD 

group was far more hands on and involved. In the next section, the initial findings of the 

analysis of teacher presence will be discussed and this will be followed by an examination 

of two of the individual units of discussion with a view to comparing the micro and macro 

levels of teacher impact.

Analysing Teacher Presence in a Blended Learning Environment

Again adopting the current best practice model suggested by Lally (2000), Hara, Bonk and 

Angeli (2000) the analysis was carried out on a combined series of three discussion units 

from both the CPD and ITE programmes. The initial findings of this analysis are presented 

in Table 12.11 below.

Rates of Teacher Presence
CPD ITE

Category Total Units 
of Meaning % Total Units 

of Meaning %

Design & 
Organisation 7 8 6 31.6

Facilitating
Discourse 30 34.5 1 5.2

Direct
Instruction 50 57.5 12 63.2

Total 87 100 19 100

Table 12.11: Rates o f  Teacher Presence

What is immediately noticeable about the rates of teacher presence recorded in the table 

above is the difference in global numbers between the CPD and ITE groups. As 

mentioned, this was as a result o f a conscious decision on the part of the researcher to 

model different types of teacher presence in the programme. The resulting coding pattern 

in the ITE programme sees the teacher intervening on only 19 occasions in the course of 

three discussion units. When the individual data is examined, it becomes clear that 16 of
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those 19 interventions took place at the initial triggering level. In terms of the actual codes 

assigned to the ITE postings, 12 of the 19 or approximately 63 % are in the direct 

instruction category with only one belonging to the facilitating discourse area. The 

remainder of the codes occur at the macro or design and organisational level. These are the 

general housekeeping instructions that establish ground rules and set initial parameters.

In contrast to the ITE element of the programme, a pattern of enthusiastic engagement on 

the part of the teacher can be seen in recorded interactions with the CPD cohort. A total of 

87 postings have been coded demonstrating a substantially different profile of engagement. 

What is immediately noticeable is the comparatively small numbers of postings categorised 

at the design and organisation phase. Given the importance assigned to it as a structuring 

phase, it is interesting to note that only 8% of postings are made in this category. A second 

notable issue is the relatively high level of posts coded at the discourse facilitation 

category. As we have seen this category encompasses activities that represent the lifeblood 

of an active learning community. In many ways, the postings coded here provided the glue 

for the community aspect of the COI and it is significant that there nearly one third of the 

postings in this category.

Given the role of the facilitating discourse level in maintaining ongoing communications 

between group members, it is perhaps not too surprising that the communications patterns 

of the CPD group are substantially different to those of the ITE cohort (see figures 12.8 and 

12.9 above). However there is a commonality in terms of the percentages of messages 

coded at the direct instruction level. In both groups we see the teacher intervening at this 

high end of the process spectrum around 60 % of the time (57.5 % CPD and 63 % ITE). 

What this would seem to suggest is that teacher engagement with these dialogues tended to 

concentrate on expertise type interventions, challenging interventions and focusing the 

discussion on specific areas.

Assessing the Impact of Teacher Presence on Cognitive Presence

On of the more interesting comparative analyses that can be undertaken in a study such as 

this is one that involves an examination of the impact of different patterns of teacher
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presence on the type of cognitive presence coded in CMC discourse. To do this we will 

again explore two of the individual discussion units, concentrating on discussions relating 

to the use of the planning data collection instruments in both the CPD and ITE cohorts.

ITE Discussion Unit 2: Planning

The process of developing, distributing and discussing the planning instrument followed 

the same pattern as that outlined earlier in this chapter. When the asynchronous forum 

related to this instrument was analysed for both cognitive and teaching presence the 

following data emerged.

ITE Planning: Teacher Presence
Category No. %

Design & 
Organisation

1 12.5%

Facilitating
Discourse

1 12.5%

Direct
Instruction

6 75%

Table 12.12: ITE Planning -  Teacher Presence

ITE Planning: Cognitive Presence

Category No. %
Triggering 6 11.7%

Exploration 28' 55%

Integration 17 33.3%

Resolution 0 0%

Table 12.13: IT E  P lanning -  Cognitive Presence
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Two issues are immediately apparent. The first relates to the number of teacher presence 

postings coded. There were eight in total, all of which came in the initial structuring 

posting by the teacher (see Figure 12.10 below).

F a cil.

D is c o u r s e

Instruct.
Design

Direct
Instructioi

The majority of the codes were in the direct instruction category as they sought to focus the 

discussion on specific issues (Garrison and Anderson 2004).

The second issue relates to the related cognitive presence coding patterns. Here we see a 

dominance of postings in the exploration and integration categories. What is noteworthy is 

the reversal of percentages of postings in these categories from the macro level postings 

discussed previously.

H i all,
I re-read the brainstorm ing docum ents that y o u  produced w h en  d ev e lo p in g  the planning  
instrum ent w ith  so m e interest. I know  that a num ber o f  y o u  w ere  concerned  w ith  the m ove aw ay  
from  the m ore generic  form s o f  se lf-ev a lu a tio n  that w e  had b een  d o in g  up to  n o w  but I think that 
the w ork  y o u  have put into this is really  g o in g  to pay off.

I w ill be happy to d iscu ss the issu es w ith  y o u  on  W ednesd ay , particularly after y o u  have had a 
chance to actually  u se  the instrum ent in practice.

T o help  the d iscu ssio n , I w o u ld  lik e  y o u  to answ er the fo llo w in g  qu estion s at som e stage during 
the w eek .

a) H o w  d id  y o u  u se  th e  e v a lu a tio n  in stru m en t?

b) D id  u s in g  it e n c o u r a g e  y o u  th in k  a b o u t p la n n in g  in  a d iffe re n t  w a y ?

c) W a s it h e lp fu l?

d) H o w  w o u ld  y o u  c h a n g e  it?

e ) D o  y o u  th in k  it is  a g o o d  w a y  to  e n c o u r a g e  y o u  to  se lf-e v a lu a te ?

f) W o u ld  y o u  u se  it  aga in?

Figure 12.10: Levels o f  Teacher Presence
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The question arises as to what extent the high level of direct instruction postings influences 

the large number of coding examples in the exploration categories? The equivalent data 

from the CPD cohort does not seem to support a direct relationship between the two coding 

levels (see tables 12.14 and 12.15 below)

CPD Planning: Teacher Presence

Category No. %

Design & 
Organisation 1 2.5

Facilitating
Discourse 14 36

Direct
Instruction 20 & 4 61.5

(note: figures in red indicate codes drawn from initial teacher forum posting)

Table 12.14: CPD Planning: Teacher Presence

CPD Planning: Cognitive Presence

Category No. %

Triggering 8 7.8

Exploration 42 40.7
Integration 49 47.6

Resolution 4 3.9

Table 12.15: CPD Planning: Cognitive Presence

Again we see a much higher number of postings coded in the direct instruction category 

over and above those assigned to the facilitating discourse area. However, while the 

majority of cognitive presence coding events remain in the exploration and integration 

categories, the reversal of the macro pattern is not present here. In addition, this discussion 

has a number of postings coded at resolution category level which is relatively unusual both 

in this and other uses of the COI model.
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The structure and number of the teaching presence postings is also substantially different. 

Here, while five of the postings coded were in the initial instructional message from the 

course facilitator, there were thirty-four other examples of teaching presence coded. The 

difference in numbers was, as we have seen, a result of a deliberate decision on the part of 

the researcher to try out different patterns of interaction.

This latter area of investigation may begin to provide and explanation of the relationship 

between teaching presence and cognitive presence. In essence what it argues is that any 

examination of the impact of teacher presence on cognitive presence has also to take into 

account the structure of the discussions taking place. In other words, the patterns of social 

organisation and the nature of the social presence profile adopted by the teacher becomes 

critical.

Teaching Presence, Social Structure and Levels of Cognitive Engagement

Social presence is the third interlinking concept of the COI model and is simply defined by 

Vaughan and Garrison as ‘the context that makes possible critical discourse and reflection’ 

(2005: 2). They identify three categories of social presence and argue that they are an 

important element of any online CMC setting. The categories identified are:

• Affective -  use of humour, self disclosure, expression of emotions

• Open communication -  expressing agreement, continuing threads and quoting 

others etc.

• Cohesive -  using language to create a sense of cohesion e.g. use of names, we etc

While this element is certainly still important, to an extent it can be argued that the active 

creation and analysis of a social space in a blended learning community is less critical than 

in a pure online setting (Reece and Lockee 2005). There is an emerging consensus that in 

blended communities, much of the social presence is invested in the face-to-face encounters 

between participants. In other words, the social context that makes possible the discourse is 

actually generated and maintained in the physical encounters between course members.
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This was certainly the experience o f the programme under discussion in this study. The 

programme designed was deliberately given a significant, upfront classroom based content 

delivery element. One o f the purposes o f this part o f the programme was to give 

participants an opportunity to network and create interpersonal relationships. This process 

was enhanced by the use o f a group focused materials development methodology which 

sought to enhance the quality and quantity o f interpersonal and social encounters between 

subgroups o f individuals. At the heart o f this approach was the attempt to create the social 

context o f the programme prior to the introduction o f the online element.

This of course does not deny that there is a social aspect to the communications recorded in 

the discussion units analysed for this study. However what it does suggest is that the 

blended context demands a slightly different approach to exploring the influence o f the 

social element. It is suggested that it is more appropriate to explore the pattern o f social 

interactions between all online community members, participants and teacher's / facilitators 

with a view to analysing the impact o f these patterns on the levels and range o f cognitive 

engagement present in the asynchronous discussions.

The framework used to track patterns o f social interactions was adapted from Hara, Bonk, 

Angeli’s, ‘Electronic Interaction Patterns’ model (2000: 13). It essentially sought to map 

graphically the relationship between the different message units with a view to discerning 

any emerging pattern. At a conceptual level, as has been discussed, the argument being put 

forward is that a social pattern characterised by a high level of teacher activity and 

enhanced teaching presence will result in a greater amount o f enhanced cognitive presence, 

the ultimate purpose o f any blended learning space.

In order to assess this argument, the interaction maps of the two discussion units analysed 

on page 357 were examined (see figures 12.11 and 12.12 below).
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Planning Questions

Figure 12.11:1TE Planning

Figure 12.12: CPD PIanning
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The diagrammatic structure of the ITE discussion demonstrates that while the majority of 

the posting units were single responses to the initial teacher posting, five of the nineteen 

postings units were student-to-student dialogues. By way of contrast, only one of the CPD 

posting units came as a direct response to a fellow student’s communication. In this latter 

case, there were twelve teacher posting units which were made as a direct result of student 

comments.

A general argument can be made to suggest that an engaged online teacher challenging 

students through direct instruction causes a higher level of cognitive engagement on their 

part. The qualitative evidence from the discussion units analysed provides some backing 

for this position. Figure 12.13 below presents an example of an element of the ITE 

dialogue where a participant initially responded in a very limited response directly to the 

triggering questions which in turn elicited a rather limited affirmation of the position from a 

fellow group member that provided no justification whatsoever for their 

position.

Exploration -  
Information 
exchange

Exploration -  
Information 
exchange

Figure 12.13: Im pact o f  teacher presence on cognitive engagement (i)

Planning Questionnaire

S u n d a y , 10 A p ril 2 0 0 5 , 0 6 :2 1  P M

H o w  D id  I U s e  It - Q u ick  tick in g  o f  the b o x es after each  lesso n  

U sin g  it didn't m ake m e think about p lan ning  in  a d ifferent w a y  

W as It H elp fu l - N o t V ery

H o w  w o u ld  I change it - G o b a ck  to the o ld  one o f  ju st  sim p ly  lo o k in g  at the strengths and 
w ek n esse s  o f  a sp ec ific  le sso n

G o o d  w a y  to encourage y o u  to s e l f  evaluate - Y ea  becau se  its com pulsary  w ouldn't u se  it i f  I 
w a s a qu a lified  teacher

W ou ld  I use  it again  - N o t  u n less  I w as m ade upon pain o f  death; n oth in g  personal to the 
p eo p le  w h o  co m p o sed  it its a g o o d  p ie ce  o f  w ork ju st I didn't find it b en e fic ia l to m e

Re: Planning Questionnaire
- M onday , 11 A pril 2 0 0 5 , 0 8 :43  A M

h e y  i ag ree  w ith  y o u  en d a  i d id n t th in k  it w a s  v ery  h e lp fu l at a ll. N o t  o n  its  o w n  a n y w a y
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This can be contrasted to the interaction between the teacher and participant in the CPD 

unit of analysis. Here the participant is challenged to clarify his position and ultimately 

develops, implements and justifies a stance which was coded as an example of resolution.

NOTE: Initial posting consisted of answers to individual questions posed.

Re: Evaluating your planning
by T ea ch er  - T u esd a y , 14 June 2 0 0 5 , 10:01  A M  

Hi ,

T h an k s for th is . It w a s w o rth  th e  w a it  I am  p articu la r ly  in terested  in  yo u r  u se  o f  th e  
q u estio n n a ire  o u tp u ts w ith  y o u r  c o lle a g u e s . B y  the w a y  y o u  ta lk  a b o u t it, it s e e m s  to  h a v e  b e e n  a 
v e ry  natural and n o t in  a n y  w a y  th reaten in g . D o  y o u  th ink  that th is  is  as a resu lt o f  th e  particu lar  
ty p e  o f  cu ltu re  in  y o u r  o r g a n isa tio n ?  T here is , a s  I am  su re  y o u  are a w are, a lo t o f  m ateria l w ritten  
reg a rd in g  the ty p e s  o f  cu ltu res that e x is t  in  e d u c a tio n a l se ttin g s . F or m a n y  the id ea l is  o n e  o f  a real 
c o lle g ia l i ty  w h ere  p e o p le  are free  to share id e a s , co n c er n s , p ro b lem s and  in n o v a tio n s  in  a sa fe  
en v iro n m en t. M a n y  w riters w o u ld  su g g e s t  that th is  is rare. D o  y o u  fe e l  that th is is the ty p e  o f  
su p p o rtiv e  cu ltu re  that y o u  w o rk  in? I ask  b e c a u se  I so m e tim e s  th in k  that it w o u ld  be v e ry  d iff icu lt  
to e n g a g e  in  a g e n u in e ly , o p e n  and c o lle g ia l  s e l f  e v a lu a tio n  i f  th e  cu ltu re  is  n e g a tiv e  and  at tim es  
fa u lt fin d in g . W hat do y o u  th in k ?  H o w  im p ortan t is the cu ltu re  o f  an o r g a n isa tio n  to  the p ro cess  o f  
s e l f  ev a lu a tio n ?
Just a f e w  th o u g h ts . H a p p y  co g ita tin g .

Direct
Instructioi

S h o w  parent | S p lit  | D e le te  | R e p ly

R e: Evaluating your planning
b y  - T h u rsd ay , 23  June 2 0 0 5 , 0 9 :1 0  A M

H i

T h an ks v e ry  m u ch  fo r  th e  q u es tio n s , it  g o t  m e r e f le c t in g  at lo t and  h as ad d ed  to m y  project! 
B e e n  m u llin g  o v e r  y o u r  rep ly  and  a lso  try in g  to try o u t a fe w  id e a s  in  w ork! the u se  o f  the  
q u estio n n a ire  w ith  m y  c o lle a g u e s  w a s  o p tio n a l, a fe w  h a v e  u se d  it and g a v e  m e  so m e  
fe ed b a c k , I in ten d  to  w r ite  a b ou t th is  m y  report. Y e s  i th in k  the cu ltu re  o f  m y  o w n  
o r g a n isa tio n  h as g o n e  th rou gh  c h a n g e  o f  la te , in  sa y in g  that I r e a lly  m ean  the departm en t I 
w o rk  w ith in . I fe e l  th is  is  partly  due to m e  a tten d in g  the d e g r ee  c o u r se , ag a in  I w i l l  b r ie fly  
d isc u s s  o rg a n isa tio n a l cu ltu re  in  th e  p ro ject. Our d ep a rtm en t is  s lo w ly  b e c o m in g  o n e  o f  
sh a rin g  o f  id ea s  e tc . as y o u  referred  to , h o w ev e r , th is is n o t w ith o u t its p ro b lem s, c o m p e titio n  
a lw a y s  r a ises  its u g ly  h e a d , w h ic h  can  at t im es be p o s it iv e . T he cu ltu re  is v ery  im portant to 
m e in the p r o c e s s  o f  s e lf -e v a lu a t io n , it n e e d s  to be su p p o rtiv e  and  e n c o u r a g in g , ag a in  
so m e th in g  that is c h a n g in g  w ith in  m y  o w n  o rg a n isa tio n . W hat I tr ied  to d o  to  c h a n g e  it w a s  
u se  the r e -o r g a n isa tio n  o f  the q u estio n n a ire  as a w a y  o f  g e ttin g  th em  to  ta lk  abou t h o w  w e  do  
th in g s . T h is  w o r k e d  r e a lly  w e l l  and r ed u ced  so m e  o f  th e  e le m e n ts  o f  c o m p e tit io n  that w ere  
p resen t earlier .

I haven 't had  real t im e  to  c o n v e r se  in  d eta il on  m o o d le  and w il l  a tem p t to  report further  
b e fo r e  c o m p le t io n  n e x t  w e ek .

T h an ks and regards

S h o w  parent | S p lit  | D e le te  | R e p ly

Figure 12.14: Impact o f  teacher presence o f  cognitive engagement (ii)
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Overall the data seems to demonstrate the high level of teaching presence in terms of 

absolute numbers of teacher interventions made seems to have a positive impact on the 

number of meaning units assigned to the cognitive presence categories. In all of the 

examples analysed, the preponderance of the cognitive presence codes were made in the 

exploration and integration categories. In terms of absolute numbers of codes made, a high 

number of teaching presence codes seemed to indicate a high number of cognitive presence 

codes irrespective of the actual numbers of posting units analysed. In addition, the 

qualitative material analysed suggests that focused teaching intervention at the direct 

instruction level can result in participants being challenged to move through the stages of 

the cognitive process from exploration to integration and even at times to resolution.

Online Presence and the Critical Friend

The final part of this section will broaden the analysis of the number and meaning of online 

interactions to examine, albeit briefly, whether it can be claimed that the online fora 

developed the characteristics of the ‘critical friend’ as identified by MacBeath and 

Swaffield (2005). Defined quite simply by MacBeath and McGlynn as someone who can 

‘ask difficult questions’ (2002:87). The critical friend acts as a guide and an encourager 

who at times cajoles, at other times challenges but always tries to facilitate quality self- 

evaluation either at individual or organisational level (Swaffield 2005). In the context of 

this study, it was assumed from the beginning that one of the central functions to be 

performed by the asynchronous discussion element of the programme was to act as a 

‘virtual critical friend’. The application of the COI model provided the raw data to analyse 

whether this CMC actually turned into fora which challenged and ‘asked difficult 

questions’.

In order to assess the presence of the ‘virtual critical friend’ aspect of the asynchronous fora 

analysed, the researcher decided to engage in a relatively detailed investigation of one 

particular discussion unit with a view to analysing the extent to participants were 

challenged by the teacher or indeed each other. The discussion unit chosen was the general 

evaluation discussion forum of the CPD group. This was a voluntary forum which ran for
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the length of the programme and where individuals were free to post ideas, thoughts or 

questions.

As a first step to understanding what happened in the forum, an interaction outline was 

drawn up (see Figure 12.15 below). What this demonstrated was that there was a high level 

of involvement and interaction on the part of both the participants who chose to engage and 

teacher. While the total number of participants was only ten, from a class group of 34, the 

quality of the interactions was quite high.

An examination of some of the qualitative data demonstrates how responsibility for guiding 

and challenging oscillated between teacher and participant throughout the discussion and 

that at times, teacher interventions led to the completion of a series of postings rather than a 

beginning of a new set (see Figure 12.15 below).

364



Chapter Twelve The ICT Enabled Self-Evaluating Professional

CPD

Figure 12.15: CPD General Evaluation Discussion



E xtem al/In terna l/Se lf-eva lu ation  
- W ednesd ay , 8 June 2 0 0 5 , 07:41 PM

H i,
I think I understand the con cep t o f  the continuum  o f  eva lu ation  w ith  external at on e  end  and  
s e l f  at the other and w ith  internal in the m iddle. H o w ev er , on  rev iew in g  literature b y  A rnold  
L o v e  and other literature o n  se lf-ev a lu a tio n  I fe e l that sc h o o ls(L o o k in g  at our 
sch o o l/seco n d a ry  and prim ary)talk about partaking in  se lf-ev a lu a tio n  but are probab ly  on ly  
d oin g  internal evaluation .
It is not 's e lf  as in  the 'individual', the s e l f  is the organ isation ,so  is this not internal? Som e  
teachers that I h a v e  asked about se lf-ev a lu a tio n  say  that th ey  do not en g a g e  on  an 'individual 
basis' in the form al process o f  se lf-eva luating .
I w o u ld  be grateful i f  y o u  co u ld  clarify  this for  m e!

K ind  regards, M O M

Re: E xtem al/In terna l/Se lf-eva lu ation  
Thursday, 9  June 2 0 0 5 , 12:16  PM

H iM
I agree w ith  your point, I have s lo w ly  co m e to the rea lisation  that the s e l f  eva lu ation  talked  
about in  m o st o f  the literature is the sch o o l(o r  organisation) itse lf. I p resu m e!! (careful 
now )that for th is type o f  s e l f  eva lu ation  to be gen u in e  the ind ividual stakeholders w ith in  the  
sch o o l have  to s e l f  evaluate, b ig  p resu m p tion !!. F rom  ta lk ing  w ith  teachers, c o llea g u es  and  
peers I rea lise  that as o ften  is  the case , the theory bears little  resem b len ce  to the practice. I 
h ave not co m e  across any ev id en ce  y e t on  the ground that teachers are w id e ly  supported or 
en g ag in g  in  s e l f  evaluation , as descr ib ed  b y  M acbeath . In m y  w ork practice w e  reguarly get 
ca lls from  teachers ask in g  a d v ice  on  deliver in g  the F E T A C  child  care m odu les v ery  often  
th ey  c ite  their fee lin g  o f  p ro fession a l iso la tion  w ith in  their sch o o ls. R esearch in g  both  the  
IN T O  and the N U T  (E n g lan d )w eb sites and papers there appears to b e  a c lim ate o f  fear, 
frustration, and stress around external evaluation  p ro cesses and a lot o f  am bigu ity  about s e l f  
evalu ation  H as an yb od y  e lse  foun d  that?

H iC
I am  b eg in in g  to  find as I C O M PL E T E  the questionnaires ju st h ow  iso la ted  I am  in the  
centre. I h ave ask ed  the other part tim e teachers h o w  th ey  fee l and the agreed th ey  arrive at 
the centre take their c la sse s  and g o  hom e so m e  days th ey  never ev en  m eet each  other or 
m anagem ent. T he training m anager o n ly  co m es to them  w h en  there is a p rob lem  w ith  their 
class. T o address th is w e  ha v e  agreed  to m eet on ce  a forthnight. I a lso  foun d  co m p letin g  the  
planning questionnaire h o w  little contact I H A V E  W IT H  M A N A G E M E N T . W hen  I 
su g g ested  to  the other teachers th e y  m ight lik e  to u se  the questionnaires to eva lu ate  their  
o w n  teach in g  th ey  nearly  had a heart attack th ey  responded  w ith  qu estion s su ch  as w h o  
w o u ld  I g iv e  the results o f  their find in gs to m anagem ent. I had to reasure them  the ev lu ation  
w o u ld  be for their o w n  benefit. T h ese  are very  g o o d  teachers but the fear o f  eva lu ation  o f  
their teach in g  m eth od s w a s v ery  strong. I w ill keep  w ork ing  w ith  th em  to reduce the fear 
they  have o f  evaluation .

R egards for n o w .
M B

H iM
T hanks for the rep ly  Sou nd s lik e your  d o in g  g o o d  w ork , I am  b eg in n in g  to rea lise  h o w  m uch  
support p eo p le  n eed  to s e l f  evaluate. I am  lu ck y  in  m y  w ork  that I h ave a lot o f  support from  
m y  c o llea g u es  and m anagem en t w e  o ften  p lan  together and w e  cou ld  ta lk  for Ireland about 
our teach in g  p ractices and h o w  w e  w ant to im prove childcare, our problem  is g e ttin g  the  
tim e to  do it. E v en  w ith  all th is support s e l f  eva lu ation  is a d ifficu lt p rocess - g o o d  lu ck  w ith  
the m eetin gs, th ey  w ill  b e  a d od d le  after the p ro ject!!!!
C

'ing Professional

Initial
statement of 
problem and 
posing of 
questions

Response, 
amplification, 
explanation of 
context, 
affirmation and 
request for 
more group 
input

Explanation of 
context, 
description of 
solution

Affirmation, 
restating of 
position, 
opening up
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Figure 12.16: Impact o f  critical friend persona on online discussions

In the first set of dialogues seen above it is clear how an initial participant posting leads to a 

series of supportive, clarifying and at times challenging responses from colleagues. The set 

o f postings below is completed below by an extended, and in the event, summarising 

posting from the teacher.

Hi M ,
T h ese  are rea lly  g o o d  qu estion s and I w o u ld  not in any w a y  be w orried  about p lac in g  them  on  
M oodle. Y o u  h ave raised a fe w  points that qu ite o ften  cause confusion . The first is the 
im precision  in the term s used  to define and exp la in  approaches to evaluation . Y o u  are right to 
think o f  a continuum  from  external to s e l f  evaluation . A s to p lac in g  internal eva lu ation  in the 
m iddle , d e fin ite ly  L o v e  w ou ld  argue that but others w o u ld  su g g est that this is not quite correct 
as often  w hat he is ta lk ing about is an organisation  setting up an internal eva lu ation  unit w h ich  
could  be seen  as an external b od y  to other sec tio n s o f  the organisation.
In term s o f  the L A O S  docum ent, it has a num ber o f  purposes. It is d esig n ed  to  act as an aid to 
s e l f  eva lu ation  i.e . the them es and categories d ev e lo p ed  can b e  used  b y  ind iv idu al teachers to  
exam in e their o w n  w ork. A s w e ll as th is (as y o u  identify ) it can b e  u sed  as a m eth o d o lo g y  for  
the w h o le  sc h o o l to evaluate its work. T he latter is norm ally  done in preparation for  the  
v isit o f  an external eva lu ation  b od y, nam ely  the inspectorate. H ere you  
cou ld  ind eed  argue that L A O S cou ld  b e  used  as a m eth o d o lo g y  for en couragin g  organisation  
w id e , internal eva lu ation  but rem em ber, the b od y  en g a g in g  in the eva lu ation  is  external (u n less  
o f  course y o u  consider that education  sy stem  as b e in g
one d iverse  organisation  w ith  the inspectorate b e in g  an e lem en t o f  it. I think that th is is an 
u n co n v in c in g  argum ent m y se lf).
W e h ave u sed  the L A O S  categories as an entry point into s e l f  eva lu ation .W e have  done this b y  
ask in g  y o u  as a c lass to generate evaluation  instrum ents that y o u  are to  u se  in d iv id u a lly  (at 
least so m e o f  the tim e) to eva lu ate
your o w n  training. T his is  probably  d ifferent to h ow  m ost p eop le  u se  it ,h ow ever  as I said it is a 
starting p o in t.S o m e o f  y o u  w ork  in sectors that are not covered  b y  L A O S so  I don't see  a real 
problem  w ith  this.
H ope this c lar ifies th ings  
B est w ish es

Clarification
and
extension

Support and 
clarification

Figure 12.17: Development o f  online critical friend persona

Again, the general point to be made here is that the essential elements of the critical friend 

role are clearly present in the dialogue presented above. What is perhaps more significant 

is that the most successful question posers are the participants and not necessarily the 

teacher.
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It is possible to argue, of course, that this was a unique type of discussion in that it was 

voluntary, relatively unfocused discussion and therefore resulted in a more open dialogue 

between participants and the teacher. While there is undoubtedly an element of truth in this 

contention even the most cursory examination of the examples of initiating questions 

quoted throughout this chapter will indicate the extent to which an online forum can be 

used to set difficult tasks and, when needed, pose difficult questions. To take an example, 

the initiating question below (Figure 12.18) is taken from the last ITE posting when 

students are asked to reflect on their overall experience of self-evaluation, using self 

evaluation instruments and indeed the process of posting on line.

A t lo n g  la s t ... th e  end!
I w o u ld  lik e  y o u  to  g e t a lit t le  r e f le c t iv e  th is  w e e k  (or  m a y b e  sh o u ld  I sa y  a little  
m o re  r e f le c t iv e )  and to  c o m m en t o n  th e  p r o c e s s e s  o f  te a c h in g  an d  s e l f  e v a lu a tio n . I 
w il l  d iv id e  th e  p o s t in g  in to  tw o .

1) T e a c h in g  p ra ctice  

A  fe w  q u e s t io n s  here.
a) A t th e  en d  o f  th e  te a c h in g  p ra c tice  p e r io d , w h a t do y o u  n o w  th in k  th e  k e y  sk ills  
o f  te a c h in g  are?
b ) W h at w e r e  the m o st  im portant is su e s  to a r ise  for  y o u  and  h o w  d id  y o u  ad d ress  
them ?
c ) A n y  g en era l co m m en ts?

2 )  S e l f  e v a lu a tio n

a) W a s it  u se fu l?
b) D id  y o u  fin d  M o o d le  u se fu l?  W h y ?

T h an k s a g a in  fo r  a ll the t im e  y o u  h a v e  ta k en  to  w rite  in  th e se  p a g e s  and  b e s t  o f  
lu c k  fo r  th e  n e x t  f e w  d a y s .

Questions 
focusing 
discussion on 
what
participants 
learnt about 
teaching

Questions 
focusing 
discussion on 
what
participants 
learnt about 
self-evaluation

Figure 12.18: Impact o f  focusing questions



Chapter Twelve The IC T Enabled Self-Evaluating Professional

As an aside, the effect of these questions can be seen by analysing the profile of cognitive 

presence in the postings made in response.

CPD: Final Reflection

Category No. %

Triggering 6 8.5

Exploration 18 25.3

Integration 47 66.2

Resolution 0 0

Table 12.16: CPD Final Reflection Data

Any analysis of the data presented above demonstrates that the participants were 

sufficiently challenged by the structuring questions at the beginning to engage at a 

comparatively high cognitive level with the ideas advanced and with their own professional 

practice experiences.

Finally, at a most basic level, these questions force participants to engage and to produce 

material that is then presented online. The five questions posed above led to fifteen direct 

participant responses and three further internal responses (see Figure 12.19 below). Each 

of these responses dealt, to some extent, with the type of issues raised in the initial 

questions and as such participants engaged with the issues considered important by the 

teacher and researcher.
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Figure 12.19: Impact o f  questions on interaction patterns

Overall, there is a strong case to be made that the online forum model acts in precisely the 

same manner that a traditional critical friend as envisaged by MacBeath et al suggests. In 

fact, it is possible to argue that the question and answer dynamic o f the fora combined with 

the participant interaction that characterises at least some of the online dialogues analysed 

make this type o f communications medium ideal for creating a critical friend culture.

Tentative Summary: Blended Learning, Cognitive Presence and the COI Model

This section has concentrated on exploring the linkages between the mode of learning, type 

o f cognitive engagement and the range of influences that make up a learning experience. 

Particular attention has been paid to the type o f learning community created by the blended 

mode o f programme delivexy. The contention of Vaughan and Garrison (2005) that a 

meaningful and engaged professional learning community can be best created by 

concentrating on developing and enhancing both the rates and levels of cognitive presence 

within any given learning programme was very influential. A range o f data was analysed 

from both CPD and ITE participants with a view to initially assessing the extent to which 

cognitive presence could be said to exist within different elements o f the training 

programme designed although particular attention was paid to the asynchronous discussion 

element o f the programmes. The process o f analysis was expanded to include other
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elements of the COI model and in particular the potential role to be played by the teacher in 

facilitating the development of cognitive presence within a learning situation. A tentative 

model linking teacher presence, patterns of social engagement to the quality and quantity of 

cognitive presence was developed and tested. Finally, the study was broadened out to 

examine the potential of the ICT element of a professional learning community to take on 

the role of critical friend considered so important by a number of self-evaluation theorists.

Ultimately the application of the COI model demonstrated that there was a high level of 

cognitive presence observable in the data generated by the programme participants in the 

course of their engagement with the materials and processes developed. The blended mode 

of delivery ensured that the online element of the programme performed a very specific yet 

important role as a sounding board for issues that arose in the course of participant’s 

professional engagement with self-evaluation. Participants were encouraged and in some 

cases forced to engage cognitively with ideas and concepts as a group and as a result of this 

they laid the foundations for a practice based, knowledge producing, reflective community 

of self-evaluating professionals. In the next section we will look at the final element of the 

impact of ICT on the development of a learning community when we examine how one 

cohort of the participants used the VLE to create and share new knowledge artefacts.

Using a VLE to Generate and Distribute Practice Grounded Digital Video Content

One of the most important capabilities of a functioning Community of Practice is its ability 

to generate and disseminate unique, practice oriented and contextually relevant content 

(Hung 2005, Lave and Wenger 1992). As we have seen recent developments in VLE 

technology, and in particular in multi-media content authoring functionalities, would seem 

to suggest that this emerging technology platform might have a role in facilitating the 

production and distribution of such content. In particular, the emerging nexus of digital 

video and asynchronous discussion technologies apparently offer both the ability to develop 

practice based content and the forum in which to discuss it. Assessing the validity of such 

claims is undoubtedly an important task for any researcher interested in the potential of 

emerging technologies for the development of communities of professional learners. For 

this reason, the programme developed deliberately included an aspect which focused on the
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design and distribution of digital video content and in this section we will assess the impact 

of this element on the type of professional learning community created.

The research work of Bonk (2004), Ferdig and Roehler (2004), Perry and Talley (2001) and 

Brophy (2004) discussed at some length in Chapter 9 of this study provides a relatively 

comprehensive overview of the current attitudes to potential of web enhanced digital video 

in education. Tracing a developmental line from the earliest innovations in video 

technology in the 1960’s Brophy demonstrates how video has changed with the times and 

has remained a key element of most teacher education and professional development 

programmes to this day. With its most recent developmental iteration, Digital Video (DV), 

the technology has, at least in the opinion of a number o f the researchers cited above, 

moved to a new plane of functionality. It is now possible to easily record, edit and perhaps 

most importantly distribute practice based video recordings in a number of technological 

arenas (Perry and Talley 2001). This ability to seamlessly integrate DV technology into 

multimedia enabled VLE’s is seen as opening up a whole range of possibilities for those 

involved in teacher professional development (Bonk 2004).

In attempting to summarise the potential benefits of recent developments in digital video 

and web based technologies it is possible to see a number of themes emerging. Firstly, the 

intersection of the two technologies is seen as potentially providing a forum which will 

allow participants to ‘create a common knowledge base’ (Ferdig and Roehler 2004: 131).

It is suggested that the ability to record practice and then discuss it in a public forum with 

other engaged professionals will allow educators to begin to generate a readily accessible 

stock of examples of good practice which can be drawn upon, challenged and ultimately 

owned by the host community. A second, and connected theme, relates to the grounded 

nature of the video material generated and the potential this has to provide a window on 

actual as opposed to perceived professional practice. This theme of course assumes that 

what is being recorded is an actual representation of professional practice rather than a 

staged reconstruction. A third theme relates to the role of web enhanced video as an, 

‘anchoring event’ for reflective engagement with practice (Bonk 2004:98). It is argued that
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the ability to replay individual segments of practice until the full richness of the learning 

event is understood adds a unique element to the reflective process.

Given the interest of this study in facilitating reflective engagement with practice situations 

in order to generate unique yet relevant professional knowledge which can be used to 

dialogue with a variety of internal and external stakeholders it is perhaps unsurprising that 

there was a keen interest taken in digital video as a content authoring medium. In order to 

examine its potential, a subsection of the overall programme was developed which focused 

exclusively on training participants to record, edit, post and defend examples of best 

practice in the area of teaching and learning. It is to this element of the programme that we 

will now turn.

Developing Digital Video Content: Outlining a Training Intervention

Given the research claims that were beginning to be made for web enhanced digital video 

technology there was a genuine interest on the part of the researcher to integrate it into the 

programme being developed at some stage. Following a number of initial ‘false starts’ 

which saw the researcher record and distribute scripted video segments as part of an 

attempt to stimulate practice based reflective dialogue, a decision was made to experiment 

with digital video in the final year of the programme development cycle.

Essentially the researcher decided to create a subset of the overall programme which would 

allow participants to develop their own digital video segments for distribution and 

discussion. For logistical reasons it was decided to target this intervention exclusively at 

ITE participants. While there would undoubtedly have been an appetite for exploring this 

type of intervention on the part of CPD participants it was felt that the lack o f baseline 

skills on the part of some members of the group combined with the relative scarcity of the 

necessary technology were complicating factors which could have created insurmountable 

obstacles in a comparatively short programme cycle.

Whether this position was justified or not, the decision resulted in the intervention being 

developed and put into practice with the 15 ITE participants on the programme.
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The primary aim of the intervention was to facilitate participants in creating and 

distributing digital video clips that contained some element from their professional practice 

that they felt was worth recording and sharing. Naturally, there were a number of design 

parameters that had to be set in place prior to the introduction of the programme. The first, 

and in many ways the most important, was the decision as to where exactly this 

professional practice would be captured. While there was an initial interest in recording 

actual examples of the participants teaching in the course of their practicum logistical and 

legal concerns prevented this from happening. The logistical issues centred around the easy 

availability of DV recorders and while significant might possibly have been overcome. 

However, the legal and indeed ethical complications thrown up by any attempt to record 

school children and then place their images on a website were considered to be too difficult 

to address within the relatively limited timeframe available.

This led to a decision to locate the recording of the video material within the University in a 

simulated classroom setting. In order to enhance the realism of the teaching situation 

contact was made with a local post-primary school who agreed to provide junior cycle 

secondary school students for at least some of the classes. The parents of these students 

were fully briefed in relation to the project and were asked to sign a release form relating to 

the subsequent use of the recordings made. The remainder of the sessions were designed to 

be peer taught.

The second design issue related to an aspect of professional practice that was to be 

investigated. Given the breadth of the practicum experience, it was considered essential 

that some thematic structure be created for the participants. It was decided therefore to 

concentrate on the teaching and learning area as this was the theme from the LAOS 

document which acted as a backdrop to the entire programme. Within this broad field the 

area of teaching skills development was considered the most appropriate to explore. As 

well as providing a clear structuring issue for the participants to use, it had the added 

advantage of fitting neatly into an existing skills development aspect of their practicum 

programme. This skills development programme was based on the microteaching model 

developed by McIntyre (1977) and normally involved ITE students practicing discrete
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teaching skills in a controlled environm ent. The particular program m e delivered during the 

ITE student’s practicum  experience was actually a refresher program m e as they had 

covered the m icroteaching skills in the first two years o f  their course. It sought to use their 

ongoing classroom  experiences as student teachers as a reflective context and did not 

involve the intensive teach, observe, re-teach cycle o f  traditional m icroteaching courses. 

There seem ed to be a natural fit betw een the overall goals o f  this program m e and the 

training intervention being designed and it was therefore decided to m erge the two for the 

duration o f  this study.

H aving decided the who, the where and the w hat o f  the program m e, a decision had to be 

m ade as to the structure and outcom es expected. A fter a period o f  consultation it was 

decided that participants w ould be required to:

•  Record up to five o f  their skills developm ent sessions

• Edit and produce three digital video clips o f  betw een thirty seconds and one minute 

long which they considered to provide an exam ple o f  good practice in teaching

•  Post the clip online and provide an explanation as to w hy they considered this to be 

best practice.

• Engage in debate and dialogue w ith fellow  participants about their decision.

Prior to their beginning the program m e, the participants were given a b rie f though intensive 

introduction to video editing as w ell as some additional sessions on using digital video 

cameras. Finally, for practical access as well as research tracking reasons, it was decided to 

establish a separate M O O D LE site for this intervention.

This process was com pleted in the latter part o f  the year and the participants proved to be 

very enthusiastic video producers for the duration o f  the program m e. U pon completion, the 

intervention was intensively evaluated and the data generated by the online forum  was 

analysed using the tools discussed in earlier sections o f  this chapter.
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Exploring What Happened

Follow ing on from  the insight o f  Henri (1992) cited earlier in this chapter, it was 

considered im portant to analyse the rates o f  participation w ith a v iew  to understanding 

exactly how  participants m ade use o f  the V LE w hen w orking w ith digital video material. 

As can be seen from  Table 12.17 below, patterns o f  access w ere alm ost identical to those 

dem onstrated by the ITE participants in the m ain program m e site.

MOODLE Visits By Category

Category Number %

Chat 109 1.35%

Course 1145 14.16%

Forum 4839 60.49%

Resource 343 4.24%

U ser 1599 19.77%

Total 8089 100%

Table 12.17: DVproduction site

A gain we can see that visits to the various aspects o f  the discussion forum  are responsible 

for m arginally over 60 %  o f  all visits to the site. In addition, the resource site gets 

com paratively few visits at only a little over 4 % but it is probably safe to assum e that the 

sam e access dynam ic that was discussed earlier was at p lay  here. The only slight difference 

that is obvious betw een access patterns in this and the m ain  site is the em ergence o f  a ‘chat’ 

category. The term, ‘chat’ is the one used by M OO DLE developers as shorthand for 

synchronous discussion or live online interaction. The 109 visits in this category 

correspond to an unsuccessful attem pt by some participants to use the functionality to keep 

in  touch w hile in schools.
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Forum Page Visits: DV Production Course

Activity Total No. %

Forum  V iew  Discussions 2439 47.81

Forum  V iew  Forum 1857 40.49

Forum  V iew  Forums 115 2.35

Forum  A dd Post 74 .91

Forum  Subscribe 12 15

Forum  A dd D iscussion 163 3.82

Chat Talk 84 1.04

Chat V iew 21 .26

Forum  U pdate Post 69 .85

Total 4834 97.68

Table 12.18: Forum Page Visits: DVProduction Course

W ith regards to the specific ratio o f  forum  postings to forum  view ings, again we see the 

pattern  o f  a h igh  num ber o f  view ings resulting in a com paratively small num ber o f  postings 

em erging again. This acts as som ething o f  a corroboration o f  the value o f  the data 

produced b y  the m ain  site as it m atches the data generated b y  that site alm ost exactly.

U ndoubtedly the m ost im portant product to com e out o f  this program m e was the participant 

video clips. Each produced three ranging in length from  11 seconds to 1 m inute 49 

seconds. In total then, there w ere 45 videos produced w ith a com bined total running length 

o f  38 m inutes and 10 seconds, a no t insignificant record o f  good teaching. Each video was 

se lf  p roduced and was edited using the QuickTime 7 Pro package (see Figure 12.20 below).
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File Edit View Window Help

I 00:00:24

Figure 12.20: Video Clip Screen Shot

Clips w ere placed online w ith an explanatory com m ent and participants w ere invited to 

engage in discussion about the issues raised by the selections o f  teaching chosen.

Perhaps the m ost surprising outcom e from the analysis o f  the discussion postings came 

w hen the cognitive presence data was explored (Table 12.19).

Cognitive Presence: Developing Digital Video Material

Category Number %

Triggering 11 7.3

Exploration 19 12.6

Integration 34 22.5

R esolution 87 57.6

Total 151 100

Table 12.19: Cognitive Presence: Developing Digital Video Material

In direct contrast to all o f  the o ther discussion units analysed for this study by  far the 

m ajority  o f  the units o f  m eaning coded were assigned to the resolution category. This is the
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category o f  cognitive presence m odel w hich sees participants ‘critically assessing... 

v iab ility ’ (Garrison and A nderson 2004: 62). It often involves ‘vicarious application to the 

real w orld ’ (Garrison, A nderson and A rcher 2000: 20) w hich ‘could take the form o f  a 

presentation and defence ‘(G arrison and A nderson 2004: 62). This is exactly the process 

that participants in this training intervention engaged in as can be seen from  the example 

explored below  (Figure 12.21).

Friday, 6 May 2005, 02:15 PM 

^clipS.m ov
This was taken from the second extended session.
I like this clip because it really emphasises student involvement in the class. It's obvious 
from the concentration of the participating students that they like the hands on approach, 
and they are taking an interest in the results o f  the experiment. The students sitting down 
are also eager to see the outcome. This is something that I have found on teaching. It is 
important to keep everyone involved if  possible.

I use questioning to deepen the understanding of the students. Rather than just carry out 
the experiment and note the results, I encourage them to anticipate the results. This 
broadens their understanding of the pH scale and makes them question the strength of the 
different substances from their everyday experiences. It also lets me know that they 
understand what I am teaching.

The clip shows how effective a simple variation of stimulus can be during the class. It 
focuses the students' attention on something different and gives a bit of life to the class if 
the topic seems to be becoming a little irrelevant (not that any of our classes are ever 
irrelevant!).

I also like the way I involved both the students doing the experiment and those sitting 
down by aiming most of the questions at those sitting down. This meant they couldn't drift 
away while the experiment was going on!

Monday, 9 May 2005, 11:16 AM
Well done, I think you picked out a really good example of teaching. The class seemed to 
really learn a lota as well as have fun. You seemed to be enjoying it too. I am planning to 
steal some of your ideas for my next junior science class, I think they work really well. 
Altogether it was a class anybody would have liked to participate in!

Development of 
solution and defence

Conclusion

Response -  
invoking school 
experience

Explanation of 
context.
Use of school 
experience to state 
problem

Figure 12.21: Cognitive presence: Moving towards resolution
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In this exam ple, the participant provides a detailed analysis o f  the im portance o f involving 

students in classes in as m any ways as possible. Drawing from  her practical classroom 

experience, the literature associated w ith m icroteaching and her understanding o f  the 

subject content she puts forward a convincing argument. The video clip in this example 

provides the anchor which allows the participant to reflect on her practice drawing in what 

she has identified as significant external evidence. The video provides the context for her 

solution focused content and as such provides her with an opportunity to expand on her 

practice in a way that creates a written and m ulti-m edia artefact that explains a key element 

o f  the teaching process.

The latter part o f  the example chosen is also im portant as it provides an excellent exemplar 

o f  the type o f  dialogue initiated by the placing o f  such m aterial online. The response from 

a fellow  participant is affirm ing, com plim entary, and hum orous. It also indicates that 

view ing the clip and reading the explanation will probably lead to a change in practice on 

the part o f  the respondent. W hile each o f  these m ust be considered important, and in 

particular the latter point, there is no real evidence here o f  w hat Garrison and Anderson 

identify as a key elem ent o f  the resolution category o f  the cognitive presence phase o f the 

COI model, nam ely ‘other participants critiquing the suggested application’ (2004:62). 

A gain this is reinforced by the data relating to the exploration phase o f  the model with only 

12.6 % o f  the units being codcd to the category that is m arked by debate, disagreem ent and 

discussion. The m ajority o f  units, w hen they come, are in the integration or agreement and 

solution-focused category w ith 22.5%  o f  the total being placed in this category.

This pattern o f  dialogue and response is reinforced by an exam ination o f  the interaction 

analysis diagram  (Figure 12.22). This diagram  clearly shows a pattern where individual 

postings predom inate with lim ited interaction taking place after the initial online event.
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D ovo lop lng  DV M aterial

O

5  5  &

cb

db db

ob> C~>

Figure 12.22: Developing DV Material Interaction Pattern
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Notw ithstanding the relative lack o f  interaction, the num ber o f  basic posting units recorded 

in the above diagram  bear testam ent to the popularity o f  the forum  for presenting and 

explaining examples o f  good practice.

The Role of Participant Generated Digital Video in Self-Evaluation -  Towards an 

Understanding?

Is it possible then to come to a position on the value o f  including a digital video production 

segm ent in  a program m e designed to allow  professional educators to develop a self- 

evaluation capacity? To do so, it is necessary to examine w hat exactly the DV 

developm ent process brings to the dynam ic o f  professional developm ent. A t the outset we 

can say that it does not seem  to add significantly to the level o f  inter-participant 

engagem ent with the elem ent o f  professional practice recorded in the segment. This may 

be due to a lack o f  desire on the part o f  an em erging learning com m unity to actively 

criticise w hat they see as a piece o f  highly personal w ork produced by one o f  their 

colleagues. Equally, it m ay be that the initial direction given to the participants was either 

too vague, too prescriptive or indeed a com bination o f both. There is an argum ent to be 

m ade that the task set and support given ultim ately led to the pattern o f  interaction that 

favoured declarative postings and the production o f  video over and above the development 

o f a process o f  dialogue. By asking participants to record, edit, produce and explain 

exam ples o f  good practice, providing them  w ith equipm ent, training, a structure and other 

supports to do so and only at the end o f  the process asking them  to respond to others, it is 

perhaps natural that they failed to see the im portance o f  the latter aspect.

Significant though these issues m ay be, to focus on them  exclusively w ould be to lose 

m uch o f  the im portance o f  the data generated during this phase o f  the program me. In many 

ways, the process o f  training participants to produce DV segm ents was a great success.

The global num bers o f  clips produced, the am ount o f interactions recorded and the 

enthusiasm  for the process evidenced in the participants online contributions are 

notew orthy. In addition, the level o f  cognitive engagem ent that em erged following the 

application o f  the COI m odel to the postings was particularly significant. A  graphic 

sum m ary o f  the process involved is provided in Figure 12.23 below. Here the three key
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elem ents o f  the process are located w ithin a general context where their peers are at very 

least observers and at tim es active participants.

Figure 12.23: A model ofD V use in professional development programmes

W hat this intervention seem s to have produced is a w ay for educators who are engaging in 

a professional developm ent process to purposefully  reflect on their practice and to generate 

a m ultim edia artefact that provides evidence o f  the outcom e o f  this reflection. This artefact 

also m anages to encapsulate w hat they consider to be good about their professional practice 

and as such becom es a statem ent o f  professional quality and confidence. The process 

further provides participants w ith  an opportunity to  develop a vocabulary to  explain exactly 

w hat it is about these exam ples o f  their practice that they consider valuable. Finally, 

participants are provided w ith a forum  w here they  can present their ow n interpretation o f  

quality  to a group o f  their professional peers.
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The follow ing exam ple illustrates a num ber o f  these stages and provides a clear sense o f 

how the production o f  the video segm ent acted as an integrating factor for the participants 

understanding o f  his practicum  experience, the form al academ ic input he was receiving and 

his efforts to engage in a skills enhancem ent program m e.

S t u d e n t  1 2 ' s  C l i p  O n e .

by - Thursday, 21 April 2005, 12:30 PM

This is a clip I had from  the first teaching session. I chose it as W e were varying the 

stim ulus and I felt this was the m ost effective variation I used.

Firstly, it was an cheap and effective dem onstration o f  forces in work.

Secondly also explained clearly how  by  lying it on the table, there were no forces 

w orking on it w hilst excluding gravity.

Finally, w hen a teacher takes out a football in class, m ost o f  the time, the students 

have an interest in football and will pay attention ju st to see w hat the teacher does 

w ith the ball so it is useful in keeping their attention!

Re: S t u d e n t  12' s  C l i p  O n e .

by - Tuesday, 3 M ay 2005, 11:28 PM

Just to expand on m y previous point.

Cheap and Effective Demo:

As we found out in schools over the last few m onths , some o f  us are unfortunally 

going to get jobs in a disadvantaged school where the equipm ent is going to be 

w orth about as m uch as a big-m ac m eal. It will be im portant for us to be able to 

im provise our ow n dem onstrations to com pensate for this. W e have all being trying 

over the past few  weeks to do this and I thought that tis was a good thing to think 

about I know  that m y demo was rather sim ple but in fiam ess, alot o f  the things we 

w ill be dem onstrating w ould be easier for students to understand i f  we m ade them 

as sim ple as possible. In the clip, I had already told the students w hat a force was. 

B ut I re-em phasized m y explanation w ith a sim ple diagram. A nd I rem em ber when 

doing it w atching a few people get a tiny little fright. It was a sim ple demo that was
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cheap, got the attention o f the class and m ade m y point w ith ease.

Explained Clearly:

The ball was on the table. I pointed out at what tim es, w hat forces were acting on 

the ball, w hat forces w eren't acting on the ball. Again, it was ju st using a simple 

situation to explain a simple concept. I always found keeping things simple is the 

best w ay to get students to follow w hat you're doing.

I'm  o f  the opinion that if  I were to do som ething like this in class, then the students 

w ould pay attention. I know that they w ould definitly look at the ball as they did 

w hen I took the ball out doing m y first extended class using the ball as heat.

ITE DV Dialogue

This is a fascinating posting for a num ber o f  reasons. The initial section provides a brief, 

functional description o f  w hat w ent on in a teaching session. There are two m ain elements:

1. M entioning the skill focus

2. D etailing a three stage im plem entation process that can be seen in the clip

This is a m inim al though functional posting. W here it becom es interesting though is in the 

addendum, posted tw o w eeks after the original. H ere w e have a m uch more considered 

posting and one w hich dem onstrates a trainee teacher trying to come to term s with what 

exactly w ill be expected o f  him  in the ‘real w orld ’ o f  teaching. The new posting begins 

w ith an explanation o f  the teaching context that he has experienced and in particular w ith a 

frank acknow ledgem ent o f  his understanding o f  the under funding experienced by many 

teaching practical subjects. This experience has led him  to consider the best, m ost cost 

effective and efficient w ay o f teaching his subject area. He translated these ideas into a 

very sim ple experim ent that could be earned  out in any given class with m inim al cost. 

There is also a developm ent in language and in the vocabulary used w ith an attempt being 

m ade to engage w ith im portant educational issues using a language that m akes sense to the 

participant, and it has to be assumed, to his peers.
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W hat this represents then is a practical exam ple o f  the B onk’s conception o f  video as a 

trigger for m ultiple cycles o f  reflection. The anchoring event here is the production o f the 

video. The stim ulus to further reflection is the need to enhance the initial posting with 

ideas draw n from  the participant’s practicum  experiences. The underpinning structure is 

provided by the input on teaching skills delivered during the form al session inputs.

The overall cycle o f  developm ent represented by this clip involves a reflective engagement 

w ith practice, the integration o f  external subject knowledge, the production o f  unique, 

practice focused m aterials and the developm ent o f  a language w ith which to express the 

insights generated by the process. It is significant that each o f  these discrete elements is 

also seen has having a vitally im portant part in the creation o f  com m unities o f  practice. 

Perhaps m ore im portantly, they are also core aspects o f  the program m es for training self- 

evaluating teachers developed by  Borzano (2002), N evo (1995) and Simons (2002). In 

particular, the developm ent o f  a visual and verbal vocabulary w hich allows professionals 

express their inform ed understanding o f  w hat represents quality in their own w ork is 

im portant given its potential role in facilitating conversations betw een reflectively engaged 

professionals.

In earlier chapters o f  this study we exam ined the centrality o f  dialogue to em erging notions 

o f  self-evaluation. N evo ’s 1995 analysis o f  the p lace o f evidence inform ed dialogue has 

been very influential particularly in systems o f  school evaluation that are seeking to find a 

way o f  facilitating the developm ent o f  an effective w orking relationship betw een external 

school inspectorates and internal school evaluating com m unities. One o f  the key 

com plicating factors is the know ledge and inform ation differential betw een the two parties 

engaged in the conversation. N evo (1995), Barzano (2002) and others have identified the 

bridging o f  this gap as being a core requirem ent o f  any program m e for developing self- 

evaluation skills am ong education professionals. In order to achieve this, both suggest that 

teachers be trained not only to collect data on their own practice but also to discuss the data 

they have collected in a w ay that makes sense to m ultiple audiences. To date, while there 

have been a num ber o f  attempts to create such a program m e, none seem to have m ade use 

o f  the intersection o f  DV and web technology suggested by this program me.
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The argum ent being m ade here is that this com bination o f  technologies is particularly 

suitable for the task, as it not only facilitates the creation o f  data artefacts that demonstrate 

good practice. It also provides a forum to allow individual professionals to explain exactly 

w hat they understand by quality in education in a language that is at once natural and data 

enriched. The fact that this forum  is public and that the visual artefacts are accessible to all 

m em bers o f  the com m unity ensures that by the end o f  the intervention cycle an accessible 

com m on know ledge base has been developed and is available to the developing community 

for as long as it w ishes to m ake use o f  it.

In summ ary, the D V  developm ent intervention seem s to have been ultim ately beneficial for 

the participants although not necessarily in the m anner initially envisaged. They have been 

required to engage in a process that has allowed them  to:

• Reflect on their own teaching experiences

• A nalyse academ ic and other literature through a lens o f  practical experience

• Generate a unique series o f  artefacts w hich encapsulate their understanding o f  what 

good professional practice is

•  Present this in a public forum  and explain their reasons for choosing it using a 

vocabulary appropriate to the topic and to their experience

W hile the dialogue and interaction did not take place to the extent that was hoped and 

indeed expected, the production o f  the video clips did have a positive im pact on the 

participants. The analysis o f  the data generated not only indicated a genuine interest in the 

process but also that the participants were using the video developm ent cycle to engage at a 

high cognitive level throughout. In particular, they w ere using the production and 

dissem ination o f  the video clips to provide application based solutions to perceived 

problem  areas in their professional practice. The intervention ultim ately proved successful 

in producing data bank o f  examples o f  best practice that have been tested by experience, 

analysed by professionals and offered for consideration as part o f  the overall knowledge 

base o f  the professional learning comm unity. This alone w ould seem  to suggest that the 

intervention was worthwhile.
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Does ICT Facilitate the Development of Self-Evaluating Professionals?

A t the beginning o f  this section a question was posed relating to the potential o f ICT to 

enhance a process o f  training self-evaluating professionals. Essentially w hat the researcher 

wanted to find out was w hether the extensive use o f  ICT in the self-evaluation training 

program m e had had in any discernible im pact on the participants. Following an extensive 

analysis o f  data generated by the program m e the answer to the initial query posed m ust be 

yes, but a qualified yes.

In order to assess the im pact o f  the use o f  ICT on the program m e it was decided to examine 

three specific areas, each o f  which was deemed to be centrally im portant to any overall 

evaluation o f  the im portance o f  the ICT elem ent to the ultim ate quality o f  program me 

outputs.

The first o f  these elem ents dealt w ith usage patterns and participant attitudes to ICT. W hile 

there was a generally high level o f  usage among both the ITE and CPD participant groups 

different access patterns and levels o f  com fort w ith the technology em ployed did emerge. 

Put simply, while the ITE participants were so com fortable w ith the ICT environm ent that 

they rarely m entioned it, a significant num ber o f  the CPD participants were concerned with 

a perceived skills gap and lack o f  com fort w ith the whole process o f  interacting online. 

W hile this lack o f  com fort dim inished as the program m e progressed it did suggest that the 

level o f  base line skills among participants was an area that m ight need to be addressed in 

the future.

The second elem ent to be investigated was the extent to w hich participants actually used 

the technology to engage reflectively w ith theirs and their colleague’s practical knowledge. 

A ssessing this extent o f  reflective engagem ent was considered essential as it represented 

one o f  the key underpinnings o f  the com m unity o f  practice concept which was so important 

to this study. The process o f  evaluating the extent o f  reflective engagem ent involved the 

researcher applying the Com m unity o f  Inquiry M odel to a series o f  web discussions 

produced by program m e participants. The application o f  the m odel indicated that there was 

a high level o f  reflective engagem ent in evidence throughout the discussions analysed. In
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addition, it also provided an interesting overview  o f  the range o f  potential influencing 

factors on the type and extent o f  reflective engagem ent entered into by course participants. 

In particular, strong evidence em erged relating to the im portance o f  the m ode o f  course 

delivery and the interrelationship betw een teacher activity and patterns o f  online interaction 

to the final level o f  reflective engagem ent. The analysis conducted seems to corroborate 

the recent research relating to the suitability o f  blended learning environm ents for 

producing high levels o f  cognitive engagem ent on the part o f  course participants. This was 

potentially  significant as the course being described here was deliberately designed to be 

delivered in a b lended m ode. This aspect o f  the study concluded w ith an exploration o f  the 

possibility developing a ‘virtual critical friend’ using the discussion forum  elem ent o f the 

program m e. U ltim ately it w as decided that this w ould be quite feasible to do and that the 

current usage patterns o f  the fora dem onstrated by  both participants and teachers suggested 

that this type o f  supporting and challenging relationship w as already present.

The final aspect o f  ICT use to be analysed was the extent to w hich it facilitated participants 

in the creation and distribution o f  new  knowledge. Concentrating in particular o f  the 

potential o f  D igital V ideo as a m ode o f  knowledge generation the data analysed indicated 

that this form  o f  technology did indeed have a positive im pact on the ability o f  participants 

to create and dissem inate knowledge artefacts. W here the technology proved less 

successful was in generating a dialogue around the quality and applicability o f  the artefacts 

created. H ow ever it was acknow ledged that while dialogue was a critical part o f  the 

process o f  the developing self-evaluating professionals the generation o f  D V  artefacts 

added quite an am ount to the program m e as a whole. The developm ental process 

facilitated a great degree o f  reflective engagem ent as w ell as assisting participants in the 

developm ent o f  a new  vocabulary for discussing their professional practice. U ltim ately 

encouraging participants to produce and dissem inate their ow n video clips created a library 

o f  exam ples o f  best practice w hich can be used by com m unity m em bers as a resource and a 

stim ulus for the indefinite future.

Overall therefore it can be said that the ICT elem ent o f  the program m e was successful in 

establishing the conditions to allow participants develop as self-evaluating professionals. It
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provided them  w ith a forum  w ith w hich to engage w ith ideas and experiences and a 

m ethodology for creating unique know ledge artefacts that could be shared w ith all 

m em bers o f  the em erging comm unity.
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Chapter Thirteen: Conclusion

The Self-Evaluating Professional - Charting the Way Forward.

This w ork divides into three parts. Part one is concerned w ith the w orldw ide growth o f 

an evaluative culture in recent decades. In m any areas o f  life, but particularly in the 

public service and even m ore particularly in education, there has been an intense push to 

develop system s o f  accountability and increasing concerns w ith obtaining ‘value for 

m oney’. In the opening chapter the roots o f  this m ovem ent are explored. In the case o f 

education these policy directions have been com pounded by the im m ense im portance 

which governm ents worldw ide attribute to student achievem ent and effective schools. A 

successful education system  is now widely seen as an essential com ponent o f  economic 

success w ithout which countries cannot hope to compete for the m obile capital which 

characterises the m odern world economy. In consequence in virtually eveiy  countiy in 

the developed world, and increasingly in the developing world, the State has 

system atically sought to im prove the quality o f  education and training, not only as in the 

past by increased expenditure, but also by attem pting to increase ‘ou tpu t’ through 

system s o f  evaluation and surveillance. H ow ever it is also noted that these same 

developm ents are being increasingly challenged in society in general and in education 

particularly as the serious consequences o f  such policies gradually becom e apparent.

In chapter two the argum ents, both philosophical and practical, in relation to the 

evaluation o f  schools and teachers are thrashed out. It is suggested that m uch o f  the 

policy direction described in the previous chapter is founded on tw o fundam ental flaws. 

The first o f  these is that evaluation system s, which by their nature m ust be founded on 

data and inform ation acquired through social science research m ethodologies, can ever in 

fact produce clear, unam biguous and im plem entable results, policies or plans. This is 

sim ply because, as a great deal o f  w ork in the social sciences in the past thirty years has 

shown clearly, com plex system s with w ide and various goals such as education are 

hugely resistant to quantifiable m easurem ent. The second fundam ental flaw alleged 

against the neo-liberalist approaches to evaluation and appraisal is that these policies
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dow nplay or totally ignore the serious side effects inherent in unduly interfering in the 

reasonable exercise o f  professional autonom y by such groups as teachers. It has become 

increasingly apparent that, in a nutshell, such policies w hen im plem ented in certain forms 

do m ore harm  than any dem onstrable benefits that m ay result.

In consequence, while governm ents in many countries are actively creating or re

structuring school and teacher evaluation system s what is em erging in fact is surprisingly 

sophisticated and nuanced In chapter three it is suggested that em erging evaluation 

system s in m any countries represent a series o f  com prom ises w hich while involving 

significant increases in the oversight o f  schools and teachers yet are based fundam entally 

on the prem ise that these groupings should prim arily evaluate them selves w ith a degree 

o f  external m onitoring. This concept o f  self-evaluation, virtually unknow n ten or fifteen 

years ago, has now becom e the dom inant force in the discourse on school and teacher 

evaluation. In consequence m ost evaluation system s have now  becom e a hybrid 

involving internal or self-evaluation by individual teachers or entire schools w ith a 

greater or lesser degree o f  external inspection. In part two o f  the book Ireland is presented 

as a case in point.

Chapter four describes the 1996-1999 pilot project during which a new  system  o f  school 

and teacher evaluation was tested by  the DES in Ireland. The extrem ely cautious 

consultative and iterative nature o f  the developm ental process is spelled out and the 

evaluation o f  that p ilot which was published in late 1999 is considered in some detail. In 

chapter five the new  national system  o f  whole school evaluation w hich eventually 

em erged from  the p ilot project is described. It is argued that the DES saw the 

im plem entation o f  a new approach to school evaluation and inspection as potentially 

deeply difficult and controversial. The system  developed therefore placed a strong 

em phasis on schools and teachers evaluating their own perform ance but being subject to 

regular inspections by the national inspectorate o f  the DES. In m any ways the hybrid o f 

self-evaluation and external inspection which em erged was it is argued closely in line 

w ith sim ilar com prom ise system s in other jurisdictions and was strongly influenced by
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such developm ents across Europe. How ever it is also pointed out that the evaluation o f 

the p ilot project threw  up unm istakable areas o f  concern for the future. W hile on the 

positive side it was perhaps rem arkable that the new  system attracted so little outright 

opposition it becam e clear that this was, to a significant degree, due to the non-pursuit o f  

several key elem ents w hich were theoretically built into the scheme. These included the 

key fact that in practice neither schools nor teachers were expected to produce data or 

evidence to support the judgem ents which they made on their own perform ance. This, as 

the response o f  the Inspectorate to the pilot project makes clear, m ade it veiy  difficult to 

come to any objective conclusions regarding the effectiveness or otherw ise o f  particular 

teachers, subject departm ents or schools. O ther flaws clearly highlighted in the 

evaluation report o f  W SE in 1999 included the very lim ited role accorded to key 

stakeholders including parents, pupils and the w ider com m unity and the bland and 

superficial nature o f  the final evaluation reports produced. N one o f  these flaws it is 

argued w ere dealt in the new W SE fram ew ork entitled Looking at Our Schools which has 

becom e the basis o f  national school evaluation policy and practice. School evaluations 

under this fram ew ork began in 2004.

Chapter six reports on case studies in tw enty-four schools involving both school leaders 

and teachers. The schools chosen have all recently undergone w hole school evaluation 

and the research was designed to evaluate responses to the system  as it operated in 

practice. The outcom e o f  this research is very mixed. On the one hand the W SE system 

has proved highly acceptable to both schools and teachers, is regarded as necessary and is 

seen as an aid to im provem ent. It is also perceived to have direct and indirect benefits. 

D irect in the sense that it encourages collegial responsibility and cooperation and indirect 

in that certain practices, for exam ple w ider use o f  ICT and m ore regular teacher and 

departm ent m eetings have resulted. The inspection teams are respected for their 

professionalism  and for their sensitivity to the particular organisational realities that they 

encounter.

On the other hand the research also reconfirm s serious weaknesses in the W SE scheme. 

As already indicated difficult issues such as an appropriate role for parents and pupils
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have not been addressed and the final evaluation reports, although now published, remain 

extrem ely bland and difficult to read for the non-expert. These shortcom ings can perhaps 

reasonably be attributed to the fact that the system  is in its infancy and it is perceived that 

great care m ust be exercised in order not to dam age school and teacher m orale or 

interfere with reasonable professional autonom y. H ow ever the other fundam ental flaw 

identified, nam ely that theoretically at least, the fram ew ork is built on a self-evaluation 

capacity that largely does not exist, continues to underm ine the effectiveness and 

credibility o f  the system. Developing a self-evaluative capacity in teachers and schools is 

certainly not som ething that could be achieved overnight but it does seem  unfortunate 

that there is no discernible m ove by the DES in this direction..

In contrast it is interesting to note that projects to develop self-evaluation capacity in 

schools and teachers have becom e very com m on in recent years right across Europe and 

beyond. This is because as suggested earlier in this w ork virtually every em ergent school 

evaluation system  is predicated to a greater or lesser degree on the concept o f  self- 

evaluation. O f course w hat has become clear in virtually all o f  these cases is that the idea 

that such capacity exists is dubious at best and m oreover that developing it is a difficult 

and com plex process. Chapter seven describes several different approaches in a num ber 

o f  countries to ways in which schools and teachers can be helped to system atically 

research their ow n practices and produce rigorous and defensible evidence to support 

their professional judgem ents. Such system s vary from  external agencies, w hether state 

or other, gathering substantial data from  schools and feeding it back in a form at suitable 

for self-evaluation to m ore m odest projects involving groups o f  individual teachers or 

schools being trained in the philosophy o f  self-evaluation and in research m ethodologies.

Chapter eight describes such a project recently undertaken in Ireland. It was designed to 

produce, im plem ent and test an experim ental training program m e for teachers around the 

concept and practice o f  self-evaluation, The project involved practitioners in developing 

self-evaluative research tools, testing these tools and reporting on their use in an online 

environm ent. The chapter describes the gradual developm ent o f  a three-year program me 

involving teachers in initial teacher training and m ore experienced practitioners involved
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in continuing professional development. The project proceeded through various stages 

involving introducing the participants to the concept o f  self-evaluation, placing them  in 

the context o f  the new ly em erging system o f  W hole School Evaluation in Ireland and 

introducing them  to research m ethodology. It sought specifically to facilitate the 

developm ent o f  contextually appropriate self-evaluative research instrum ents, the 

system atic use o f  these instrum ents over time, the use o f  a V irtual Learning Environm ent 

to create com m unities o f  practice and finally a rigorous evaluation o f  the extent to which 

the participants becam e both com m itted to and skilled in the art and science o f  self- 

evaluation.

In chapter nine the outcom es o f  this project are evaluated under three m ain headings.

The first two o f  these deal w ith em erging teacher com petences in research design and 

im plem entation and teacher responses to their first experiences o f  using self-evaluation. 

The third phase was concerned w ith the participants m oving beyond the original project 

structures and describes their innovations in the field o f se lf evaluation through the use o f 

a num ber o f  case studies.

Project Outcomes and Recommendations

The outcom es o f  the project described in part three o f  this study were veiy  positive in the 

sense that the teachers trained in self evaluation techniques dem onstrated a good 

understanding o f  the concept and a w illingness to extend it into their ow n work. The 

research reported in chapter nine above shows teachers enjoying and seeing the value o f 

developing and using research instruments to analyse their own professional practise. 

Over time, their skills in this regard grew steadily as did their self-reported feelings o f 

engagem ent, ownership and im plem entation o f  se lf evaluation. M oreover, as they grew 

used to it, teachers in the project developed a sophisticated understanding o f  the 

philosophy o f  se lf evaluation, seeing it as a w ay not only to im prove professional 

practice, but also as a m eans o f  collaborating w ith other stakeholders such as colleagues 

and pupils and to respond to the national system  o f W SE. In some cases, teachers
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involved in the project becam e very active advocates for se lf evaluation in their schools 

and m ade extensive efforts to spread the idea am ong colleagues.

All o f  this, o f  course, does not m ean that this project has discovered some foolproof way 

o f  developing active se lf evaluators w ho will consistently m onitor their own practice and 

convince their schools to adopt an extensive research-engaged focus. M any apparently 

successful projects, including many around practitioner and action research, have faded 

away when the im petus for them  has been withdrawn. W hat may be different here is that 

the impetus in this case, nam ely the arrival o f  a school and teacher evaluation system 

which places em phasis on se lf evaluation, is not likely to disappear. In  fact, exactly the 

opposite, in that, as this w ork dem onstrates, W SE m ay well fall into disrepute in the 

m edium  term  if  a m ore substantial evidence-based approach to support inspectorial 

judgem ents cannot be created. There m ust be a lim ited lifespan to any system  o f  

evaluation w hich is, in effect, evidence free, and thus it w ould appear to be in the 

interests o f  the DES to actively, as opposed to rhetorically, support the creation o f  

research engaged schools and teachers. In this context, the se lf evaluation training 

m odule described above seem s a good place to begin. The steps underpinning it, 

introducing the concept o f  self-evaluation, developing and using research instrum ents and 

engaging in collaborative debate, either face to face or through the m edium  o f  a virtual 

learning environm ent, have been shown to w ork very effectively. Such training could be 

built into the education o f  new  teachers quite easily. Serving teachers are m ore difficult 

to reach, but a good m odel already exists in the training o f  teachers to support 

developm ent planning in their schools. This could be replicated for the purposes o f 

W SE. In fact, this research m akes a strong case to integrate these two processes -  W SE 

and SDP - m ore closely, and the training o f  teams to w ork on both sim ultaneously would 

be a good start. O f  course, se lf  evaluation in schools requires m ore than training. It also 

requires a rationale which teachers buy into, which this project seem ed able to provide. It 

requires an im m ediate focus or purpose for self-evaluation, but this is provided by W SE. 

Finally, it requires a com m unications platform  or m echanism . For tim e and resource 

reasons, this can be problem atic in schools, but here this project dem onstrates the wide 

possibilities offered by a virtual learning environm ent.
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In summ ary, it is certainly not beyond the bounds o f  possibility to engage teachers in 

schools in se lf evaluation and to m ake schools m ore research engaged institutions. Our 

research has left us in no doubt that schools in other countries, m ore noticeably England, 

have developed a capacity to collect, analyse and use data w hich is invaluable and goes 

far beyond the present capacity o f  schools in Ireland. It m ight be argued that this 

developm ent was forced on English schools by the unwise early iterations o f  OFSTED, 

but, be that as it may, the range o f self-evaluative research now being undertaken in 

English schools has revolutionised the data and evidence on w hich planning, 

developm ent, decisions and judgem ents can be based. It is, in our view , perfectly 

possible to replicate this positive outcom e in Ireland w ithout engaging in destructive 

conflict and w ithout changing the essentially negotiated and collaborative nature o f  the 

W SE process as at p resent structured. Our work shows that teachers and schools come 

quickly to see the value o f  research led practice, provided it is in a context o f  professional 

developm ent devoid o f  threatening elements.

Finally this w ork represents a key developm ental experim ent in the growing field o f  

practitioner and school self-evaluation. The w ork shows that it is w idely accepted 

virtually everyw here that, to paraphrase Professor John M acBeath, schools m ust speak 

for them selves. V irtually every education system in seeking to m ake a reality o f  this 

proposal is in the process o f  designing teacher and school evaluation system s predicated 

on the concept o f  self-evaluation. Part two o f  this w ork shows that Ireland is in comm on 

with so m any other countries engaged in exactly this process. H ow ever from  this 

research it is clear, as it also is in m any other countries, that self-evaluation will not 

happen sim ply because it is m entioned in documents. There m ust be a concerted effort to 

inculcate the values and m ethodologies o f  self-evaluation through specific, targeted 

training program m es during initial teacher education program m es and continuing 

professional developm ent. Part three o f the work describes one such project. It shows 

beyond doubt that practitioners quickly come to see imm ense developm ental potential 

and possibilities o f  em pow erm ent through the process o f  investigating their own practice.

397



C hapter Thirteen Conclusion

This has also been show n to be true in other sim ilar projects. However unfortunately 

research also shows that these processes are hard to sustain since isolation and lack o f  

ongoing motivation seem s to gradually erode early enthusiasm  for reflection and se lf 

study.
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