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ABSTRACT

“The way I see it is…

Whole-School Evaluation in Irish Post-Primary Schools from the perspectives of principals, teachers, parents and students”

The Department of Education and Skills operates a programme of inspection to evaluate the quality of education provision in schools and to contribute to school improvement. The whole-school evaluation (WSE) process is designed “to monitor and assess the quality, economy, efficiency and effectiveness of the education system provided in the state by recognised schools and centres for education” (Education Act 1998, section 7 (2)(b)). This study set out to hear directly from principals, teachers, parents and students how they had experienced a whole-school evaluation and their perceptions of its usefulness for the school. The research approach adopted was qualitative, rooted in social constructivism. A basic tenet was that the same WSE experience could be understood from multiple perspectives, each equally valid and worth engaging with. 

The data set emerged from the talk of the principals, teachers, students and parents who participated in seven focus group discussions. By examining the way that these groups talk about WSE, the study identifies themes Purposiveness and Relationships that shape the participants’ perceptions of WSE. Two additional themes, specific to particular groups of respondents, were also uncovered. The Implementation theme arose from the principals’ talk and Disenfranchisement from the discussions of parents and students. The study confirmed much of what is already known about how principals and teachers perceive school evaluation. However, while recent changes to school inspection address some of the concerns expressed by the participants, this research indicates that further work needs to be done by the Inspectorate to adequately engage with parents and students particularly. 
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Glossary of terms and acronyms

CAQDAS 
Computer-aided qualitative data analysis software, for example, MaxQDa10

Department (The)    The Department of Education and Skills – prior to 2009, the Department of Education and Science

Evaluation 
I have defined ‘evaluation’ as a judgement or measurement of the quality, significance or value of something. An evaluation may be carried out by a school itself, through internal audit or other methods (self-evaluation). An evaluation may also be conducted by an external body, such as the inspectorate of the Department of Education and Skills.

Inspection 
‘Inspection’ is defined as an official viewing or examination. Both inspection and evaluation presuppose the application of specific criteria against which the effectiveness of the school, defined as the extent to which the objectives of a programme have been achieved, is measured.

Parent 
The word “parent” is used to denote the student’s guardian/ primary caregiver.

WSE
Whole-school Evaluation: This describes a process of external evaluation of the work of a school carried out by the Inspectorate of the Department of Education and Skills. The WSE evaluates schools under the headings of management, planning, curriculum provision, learning and teaching, and support for students.

Following notification of the WSE, usually received three weeks in advance, a team of inspectors visit the school for one week. Prior to this week, the school will have been asked to provide information on a number of aspects of the school and to collate relevant documentation. During the week, inspectors will hold meetings with a significant number of staff, including the principal and deputy principal, post-holders and the school planning, education support and student care teams. They will also observe teaching and learning in a number of subjects and will meet with students. An evaluation report is finalised following post-inspection meetings with staff and management and this is published on the Department of Education and Skills’ website, www.education.ie

Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1    Research question 
In successive strategy statements, the Department of Education and Skills has identified “improving standards and quality” as a high level goal (The Department of Education and Skills 2003a and 2007). Through its Inspectorate, the Department operates a programme of inspection to evaluate the quality of education provision in schools and to contribute to school improvement. Whole-school evaluation (WSE) was introduced in post-primary schools in Ireland in 2004, following a pilot project which ran from 1998 to 1999. The WSE process is designed “to monitor and assess the quality, economy, efficiency and effectiveness of the education system provided in the state by recognised schools and centres for education” (Department of Education 1998). In the period between September 2004 and December 2010, 329 WSEs have been carried out.
A relatively small number of studies of WSE in Irish post-primary schools have been conducted (Mulkerrins 2008; McNamara and O’Hara 2008; Matthews 2010; Griffin 2010). These consider the purpose of WSE as an external evaluation of schools; the impact of WSE; the perceptions of principals of the process, and the role of WSE in promoting schools’ self-evaluation. This study adds to the body of literature available on WSE an account of the perceptions of parents and students as well as those held by teachers and principals. It is not my intention to test an a priori theory or even to develop a new theory to explain those perceptions. I wanted to explore whether what these participants had to say could inform a future direction for school evaluation in Ireland. In the Guide to Whole School Evaluation in Post-Primary Schools published by the Department (2006 p.2) WSE is described as “a collaborative process involving the teaching staff, the management of the school, parents, and students”. The suggestion is made that all members of the school community will have the opportunity to discuss their work, their role, and their vision for the school with the inspectors. The guide goes on to describe the mechanisms within WSE to facilitate these discussions. It is of interest to me as an inspector how principals, parents, teachers and students perceive those opportunities and whether they experience it as a partnership process. I was also interested in whether they had an understanding of WSE as a contributor to school improvement and whether they valued it as effective in that regard.  
The  research question which this research sought to answer, “What are the perceptions of WSE held by principals, teachers, parents and students?” was explored through a number of subsidiary questions which emerged as the research project developed. These were, “How do the participants experience WSE?” “What themes emerge from their talk?” and, “Are there different kinds of effects perceived?”
1.2  School evaluation
Before considering the concepts related to school evaluation and perceptions of WSE, it is useful to establish why school evaluation is important and what is intended by it. Underpinning school evaluation are assumptions held about, among other things, the goals or aims of schooling. This moves us into a consideration of the theories of education which are espoused in a community and the philosophy which underpins those theories. A thorough discussion is outside the scope of this research project. Nevertheless, some discussion of the influences that have shaped post-primary education and inspection in Ireland is necessary in order to contextualise this research.

1.2.1 Evaluation and the goals of education:

In Ireland, economic and social imperatives have dominated the discussion about education over the last thirty years. The 1990s saw the establishment of the National Education Convention at which submissions about the purpose, structure and future development of the Irish education system were presented. The white paper which followed, Charting Our Education Future, proposed a philosophical rationale for the role of the State in education. This was based on four key principles, including the articulation of a statement of broad educational aims, which focus on nurturing the holistic development of the individual and promoting the social and economic welfare of society and the promotion of quality and accountability and partnership (Department of Education 1995 p.4).

These principles fit well with the prevailing understanding of the purpose of education in both Europe and the United States. As globalization of economies and other social changes took place, education has increasingly been seen as fundamental to ensuring greater social equity. While the relationship between education and disadvantage is complex, differentials exist between social groups in relation to the outcomes of education. Young people from disadvantaged social groupings are more at risk of leaving school early with low or no qualifications. Drawing on a ‘social democratic’ perspective, education functions as a gateway to equality of opportunities. It is understood as empowering people to participate fully and creatively in their communities (Department of Education 1995, p.10) and to shape those communities as they develop. Equally, education has been seen as crucial to the protection and development of the future economic welfare of a country. This utilitarian perspective suggests that, as the workforce becomes better educated and acquires higher skills, the economy prospers. Human capital theory holds that individuals can make value-added contributions to the economy via their own education and training. “Education is one of the best investments, outstripping the returns from many investments in physical capital,” (The World Bank Group 1998, quoted in Barber 2001 p.214). Education and training were recognized by the European Council as essential contributors to the success of the Lisbon strategy (http:// www.eu2008.fr/webdav/site/PFUE/shared/import/1205_Strategie_Lisbonne/The _Lisbon_Strategy_EN.pdf). A list of objectives was agreed by the European Council in Stockholm in 2001 in order improve the quality and effectiveness of Europe’s education and training systems. In summary, education is just one step to be taken along the way to an efficient and competitive economy.

School curriculum is one of the primary vehicles through which these aims are embedded in formal education. Internationally, curriculum theorists urge reforms of content-focussed curricula in favour of a curriculum which is flexible enough “to match the needs of our learners to a world that is changing with great rapidity” (Hayes Jacobs 2010).  Barber (2001, p.217) argues that human impact on the physical environment and recent advances in genetic science both pose significant challenges for education which make it imperative that education prepares people to be capable of exercising moral and ethical judgment. Preparation for future work situations requires teaching learners "to use their minds well" rather than testing them reductively (Wagner 2008 p.8). Curriculum documents clearly set out the prioritised aims for education at post-primary level in Ireland and these are both economic and moral. The future for which students are being prepared is participation in the ‘knowledge society’, characterized by Ireland’s Chief Inspector as, “embracing a complete set of changing and rapidly developing circumstances. These include economic development, both national and international, industrial modernisation and, of course, technological changes as they impact on governments, business and industry, households and the individual” (Stack 2007 Unpublished address to Standing Conference on Teacher Education). The then Minister for Education, Batt O'Keeffe, spoke to the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), a statutory body charged with advising him on curriculum and assessment for early childhood education and for primary and post-primary schools, in June 2009. The Minister encouraged ongoing curriculum review, “Our learners need to be flexible, adaptable, resilient and competent if they are to participate successfully in society and in lifelong learning.” The focus on skills development in the curriculum, evident in the publications of the NCCA since 2002, is one example of a response to this need.

In 1998, the Education Act was passed in Ireland. This formalised, for the first time in the history of the state, “a national consensus on education, distilled over a nine-year period of intense public debate and negotiation” (Glendenning 1999). It also specified the role of the Department of Education’s Inspectorate in assuring the quality of education provision in Ireland. At the same time, international trends were towards developing indicators of system effectiveness. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) developed indicators to enable government authorities and other interested groups to judge the context and functioning of education and the results achieved and to aid the design of corrective policy. This allowed for cross-national comparisons in education and resulted in the publication of the Education at a Glance series. Christie (2003) noted that, at that time, concern with standards in education and associated close scrutiny of the performance of teachers had become a global obsession. McNamara and O’Hara (2008) situate the rise of whole-school evaluation internationally in a public management theory which advances a demand for accountability while simultaneously requiring schools to become more autonomous.
Various commentators (Poullit and Bourkaert 1997) have discussed the insistence by governments on evidence-based policy-making, designed to transform public services. In education, as in other sectors, an emphasis on transparency, accountability and a strong focus on ‘what works’ has driven the agenda. For the purposes of this research project, it is not necessary to rehearse their opinions, other than to give a brief description of the concerns expressed about the validity of this ‘new public management’ approach to education. Some commentators take issue with the underlying neo-liberalist theory which employs an economic rationale to guide educational reforms (Apple 2001; Clarke 2004; Sugrue 2006; McNamara and O’Hara 2008). They argue that it commodifies education, that it “turns education from an intrinsic good into a saleable good” (Grant 2009 p.xii). Clarke argues that the logic of the global economy has elevated economic considerations and created a culture within which “if there is a public interest, it takes the form of a consumerist desire for efficient and high-quality services” (p.31). Others reject the notion that ‘evidence-based decision-making’ based on scientific observation and experimentation is ideologically neutral, on the grounds that underpinning this idea is a positivist, rationalist approach to social science which does not capture the situated complexity of schools and classrooms. A third category of critics of a neo-liberalist approach to education policy-making argue that it fails to fully address problems in education. Wherever one stands in relation to these arguments, what is unchallenged is that educational reform in many countries, including the US and Britain, has been driven by neo-liberalism. Along with a market orientation which specifies what the goal of education is, neo-liberalism has also shaped what is understood as good educational evaluation. A “standards-based” rhetoric establishes the superiority of evaluations which specify standards to be achieved and the indicators which are to be used to measure progress towards their achievement. The “performance”, of students, teachers and schools, is tested by standardizing the experience at each level – thus key stage tests in Great Britain and the setting of annual test score targets under the No Child Left Behind initiative in the US for students; teachers are observed in classrooms and their practice is measured against specified standards; and value-added models are used to judge the contribution made by schools to their students’ achievement gains.

1.3 Whole-School Evaluation in Irish post-primary schools

Historically, post-primary schools in Ireland were inspected infrequently and the post-primary Inspectorate was concerned principally with the management and administration of the national certificate examinations. Following the publication of the Cromien report in 2000, and the consequent structural reform programme in the Department of Education and Skills, the establishment of the State Examinations Commission meant that tasks related to examinations were removed from the Inspectorate (The Department 2000). This facilitated a renewed focus on the evaluation role of post-primary inspectors and the expansion of the annual inspection plan at post-primary level. Whole-School Evaluation (WSE) was introduced with the expectation that it would be “linked to capacity-building, enabling schools to identify their own needs, draft their own development/action plan, target their resources, and ultimately to build a positive, reflective and collaborative culture of school self-review and consensus” (McNamara and et al 2002 p.207). In this way, WSE would contribute to school improvement.

WSE evaluates schools under the headings of management, planning, curriculum provision, learning and teaching, and support for students. Following notification of WSE, a team of inspectors visit the school for one week. Prior to this week, the school will have been asked to provide information on a number of aspects of the school and to collate relevant documentation. During the week, inspectors will hold meetings with a significant number of staff, including the principal and deputy principal, post-holders and the school planning, education support and student care teams. They will also observe teaching and learning in a number of subjects and will meet with students. An evaluation report is finalised following post-inspection meetings with staff and management and this is published on the Department of Education and Skills’ website, www.education.ie

The introduction of WSE was relatively smooth and this was due in a large to the consultative process which accompanied its development (McNamara et al 2002, p.207). Since 1987, the Irish government had adopted a partnership approach to change management within the public sector. The Department of Education and Skills used social partnership agreements to introduce a number of initiatives, including WSE (O’Donnell and Boyle 2008), thus encouraging buy-in among teachers and principals to this model of inspection. MacGiolla Phadraig (2010) has described how the emphasis on partnership brought about a particular focus on parental involvement in schooling. The rights of parents to be actively consulted about their children’s education is enshrined in the Irish Constitution and since the early 1980s, politicians in Ireland began to pay closer attention to the role of parents (Walshe 1999 p.97). Schemes to promote parental involvement included the establishment of boards of management for schools and the setting up of the National Parents’ Council in 1985. As the whole-school evaluation (WSE) model was being developed, parents’ views were canvassed at a series of consultative meetings held in the late 1990s, when a pilot project on WSE was undertaken. In 2000, the Minister for Education reiterated the need to explore, “the best means of incorporating the perspective of parents in the evaluation process.” (Dáil Eireann 2000 Question 7258/00). 

The inclusion of a measure of parents’ participation as one of the indicators of the quality of school education systems by the European Directorate-General for Education and Culture (2001 p.44) illustrates the degree to which engaging all stakeholders in improving educational provision had taken hold as a core value in education evaluation in Europe by the beginning of the new millennium. Stakeholders can offer important and unique insights into how a school identifies its priorities for improvement, plans for their achievement and implements its own strategies for development (Banach & Gregory, 2001). MacBeath et al (1999) had taken as given the value of including stakeholders inside and outside schools in evaluating quality in school education, on the grounds that a more nuanced and balanced approach to improving the school can result. In Ireland, Inspectorate publications emphasise that WSE is to be undertaken in a spirit of collaboration (DES 2006 p.2) engaging all partners, including parents and students. It is intended that interactions between stakeholders and the inspectors will “provide the evaluation team with an insight into the structure and

dynamics of the school” (ibid).

1.4 Conclusion

Based on the linking of WSE with school planning and school self-review and the collaborative approach espoused in Inspectorate documentation, the context for school evaluation described above suggests that WSE may be positively perceived by principals, parents, teachers and students. In examining the perceptions of whole-school evaluation (WSE) held by principals, teachers, parents and students this research discovers that the position is not quite as


 

 

Figure 1 Concepts related to school evaluation

simple as that. Whilst each of the participants could identify some positive aspects of WSE from their perspective, each could equally name aspects which annoyed, frustrated and disappointed them. These perceptions are set out and discussed in this report. In Chapter 2, I explore a number of concepts relating to evaluation, school improvement and participation in the literature. Figure 1 illustrates these concepts and how they are inter-related. 

Chapter 3 describes the methodology I used in gathering and analysing the data provided by the participants. Focus group interviews provided an opportunity for participants to share their experiences of, and perspectives on, WSE. In chapter 4, the voices of the participants are presented and four themes which emerged are described. The literature on democratic, participative evaluation provided me with a lens through which these themes are discussed in chapter 5. The discussion gives rise to a set of conclusions and proposals for action by the Inspectorate. The report ends with a note on the limitations of this study and suggestions for further research.  

Chapter 2

Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

A key aim of this review is to identify what the research literature contributes to an overall understanding of how school inspection on post-primary schools is perceived by principals, teachers, parents and students. In answering this question, research which addressed the purposes and processes of school inspection was reviewed, as was the literature on student and parent involvement in schools.

A three-stage methodology was used to conduct the literature review. Initially, I developed a list of key words and search terms to direct my search for relevant literature. These covered the broad headings of inspection, impact, involvement/participation and post-primary schools. A wide range of sources was explored, including peer-reviewed journals, relevant databases and web sites, and library indices. Table 2.1 below indicates the key words which were used in multiple combinations to yield a very extensive body of literature.
Table 2.1: The key words and search terms used

	Inspection
	Impact
	Involvement
	Post-Primary

	Secondary-school Inspection
	Change
	Student Participation
	Secondary School Pupils

	School Evaluation
	Impact
	Involvement
	Post-primary schools 

	
	Impact Factors
	Student Voice
	Adolescents

	Self-evaluation(s)
	School Improvement
	Parental involvement
	

	Education Accountability
	Effectiveness
	Parental engagement
	

	
	Improvement
	Consultation
	


This resulted in a large and unwieldy volume of articles and references so I identified criteria which could be applied to generate a manageable reading list.  These were:

1. a focus on Irish/European sources

2. evidence from research literature

3. evidence about the impact of inspection

4. evidence which referenced principals, teachers, parents and students’ experiences of inspection.

In the second stage, the articles, reports and papers which remained on the reading list were read and considered. These in turn directed my attention to other relevant literature which was then included in the review. The final stage of the review was informed by my experiences in conducting the focus group interviews and by the themes which emerged following analysis of the data those interviews provided. This review process resulted in the development of a conceptual framework through which the findings of the empirical phase of this research project are discussed in chapter 5.

I use the verbs, ‘to evaluate’ and ‘to inspect’ interchangeably in the discussion which follows based on an understanding that the purpose of inspection is to evaluate the quality of the educational experience provided to students in schools.

2.2 The purpose of evaluation
My discussion of evaluation purposes draws on Chelimsky’s  (1997) three conceptual frameworks of evaluation:
- evaluation for accountability, carried out to establish accountability to the public for funds received;
- evaluation for knowledge, carried out in order to obtain a deeper understanding and explanation about the factors underlying public problems, and

- evaluation for development or improvement, carried out to improve institutional performance through, for instance, the development of indicators and targets to improve organisational effectiveness.

2.2.1 Evaluation for Accountability

Frink et al (2004) provide a useful definition of accountability. It is composed of three elements - an actor or agent in a specific context; subject to observation or evaluation by some audience; and required to answer for, justify or defend his or her decisions and behaviours. An associated reward or punishment system is required if accountability is to influence behaviour. In relation to public services, it has come to be associated particularly with demonstrating that public funds have been well-spent, that the intended effects of public expenditure have been achieved. The ‘reward’ for this achievement is further investment. In this definition, accountability is a summative phenomenon.

Accountability also carries with it a neo-liberalist market perspective. It functions to provide the ‘market’ – parents, students, prospective employers and others – with information about the quality of education provision across the post-primary system and to identify differences between individual schools. Theoretically, this can inform parental choice about which school a child should attend, for instance. Publication of league tables in the UK was introduced in the 1990s to provide parents with information designed to support their choice of school. There may also have been an assumption that external pressure from parents might lead to school improvement. The publication of school reports in Ireland and elsewhere could serve the same purposes. However, research shows that parents are concerned about a broader range of aspects of schools than those reflected in league tables and reports. These include school ethos, reputation in the community, instruction methods used, school safety and the clarity of school regulations. Parents do not generally become involved in matters relating to educational quality, nor are their school choices based on information on educational quality (Byrne and Smyth 2010; Dronkers and Veenstra 2001; Karsten and Visscher 2001). Hargreaves (1995) noted that where a school receives a poor report, there is little evidence to suggest that parents would seek alternatives to an exposed failing school. In many places, especially rural areas, there are few or no alternatives available. Even where another choice is possible, parents will be influenced not just by the inspection report, but by factors militating against a change of school, such as increased distance from home, travel costs, the unhappiness of the child at losing friends and so on (Byrne and Smyth 2010).

Evaluation for accountability purposes is well-established. At a macro-level, the European Union exerts significant external pressure on member states to adopt a culture of evaluation to support budgetary control, requiring them to carry out evaluations across all policy domains, including education (EC 2008).  Public sector reform in Ireland has been significantly driven by a concern that government departments deliver value for money (Boyle 1995). Given the influence of education on individual and societal development and the significant investment of public funds in providing for education, it is appropriate that schools would be held accountable for how they use the resources available to them to deliver the curriculum (Scriven 1991). However, the requirement for accountability goes further than financial and legal compliance. It also includes responsibility for achieving government policy objectives for education. Stern (2009) notes that since 2000 communications from the European Commission regarding evaluation activities have explicitly linked evaluation to the decision-making cycle. He argues that, “evaluation has become a key element in day-to-day operationalization of reforms” (p.73).  In the context of Irish post-primary education, the clear linkage between WSE and school development planning provides an example of this emphasis. The Education Act (1998 section 21) made school development planning compulsory. A support service was established to promote a culture of collaborative development planning in schools, with a view to promoting school improvement and effectiveness. Guidelines issued by the Department (2003) emphasised the purpose of planning as a tool to enable schools “to meet the dual challenge of enhancing quality and managing change”. The same legislation specified the role of the Inspectorate in promoting “excellence in the management of, teaching in and the use of support services by schools” (Government of Ireland 1998). This makes it clear that it is not enough that school evaluation should fulfil a summative role; the WSE model assumes a formative one also and issues a set of recommendations to schools to facilitate development planning (DES 2006 p.3).

2.2.2 Evaluation for Knowledge
Academic research and evaluation knowledge are produced in similar ways - information is collected using systematic procedures and is then interpreted to become knowledge. Evaluation here is concerned with knowledge construction and, in Shadish et al’s (1991) three-stage categorization of evaluation, is typical of stage one evaluation, where rigorous scientific methods of research are applied to social issues. An objective approach, which distances the evaluator and the subject of the evaluation, values above all the evaluator’s ability to be neutral and impartial. This is evaluation ‘done to’ an organisation or system (Quinn Patton 2002 p.131). Pawson and Tilley (1997) argue that models of evaluation within this paradigm fail to provide satisfactory knowledge about the success or failure of the programmes being evaluated. This is, they argue, because these models assume that the programme is a single reality through which programme participants are processed and contextual factors are just treated as variables for which the evaluator must control. They suggest that all evaluation should be theory-led.

There is a strong strand within evaluation theory which moves beyond the requirement that evaluation generates knowledge to inform judgement, arguing that the purpose of evaluation is to generate knowledge which is useful (Stake, 1978; Weiss, 1978 Cousins and Earl 1992; Quinn Patton 1997) to the stakeholder. In this approach, the stakeholder is involved in identifying the criteria to be used in evaluating and in directing the evaluator’s attention to aspects of the programme which are of particular interest. The evaluators work closely with the users of the evaluation information. Utilization-focused approaches are concerned that stakeholders perceive the evaluation as relevant to them and used by them, “if it does not get used it is a bad evaluation” (Quinn Patton 1997 p.19). A strength of this approach to evaluation is that it engages closely with the stakeholders and embraces the context within which a programme is conducted. It is evaluation ‘done for’ the stakeholders (ibid p.23), making it situationally relevant.

More recent evaluation theory (Shaw et al., 2006 p.60) draws on hermeneutics and constructivism and argues that there is no one way to conduct an evaluation. This is because there are multiple ways to construct knowledge and multiple intervening context factors which impact on the way evaluation knowledge can be used. Whereas utilization-focussed evaluators are concerned to use the perspectives of the stakeholder so as to maximise the likelihood of the evaluation knowledge being used, evaluators working within these theories perceive themselves as in dialogical relationship with the stakeholders. This is evaluation ‘done with’ the organisation or system. Thus, the evaluator is not objective or an advocate, but enters into a reciprocal relationship within which the evaluator seeks to teach clients and stakeholders evaluation skills and processes so that they may continue to engage in evaluation practice when the professional evaluator has left (Preskill and Torres 1999 p.55). Fetterman (2001) goes beyond the notion of evaluation as a learning tool to suggest that it can empower people to conduct a self-evaluation as an aid to self-determination.

It is clear from the foregoing that the purposes and uses of research knowledge and evaluation knowledge are different. The goal of the first, according to Alkin and Taut (2003), is generalisable knowledge, whereas evaluation is concerned with context-specific knowledge to inform judgements on the merit or quality of what is being evaluated. The literature on evaluation theory indicates that whole-school evaluation (WSE) can be used instrumentally, to provide information which supports decision-making and policy development at the system level and to identify challenges and strategies to tackle them at school level. It can also be used to influence the way stakeholders, within and outside the school, think about the work of the school and prioritise aspects of that work. The literature also suggests that it is more likely to be persuasive and to contribute to organisational learning where it engages school stakeholders at multiple levels – as sources for the evaluation criteria; actors in the evaluation process and as self-evaluators.

2.2.3 Evaluation for Improvement

Writing in 2001, Chapman examined the existing literature base relating to the contribution to school improvement made by inspections carried out by the education inspectorate for England, Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted). In discussing the research findings, Chapman identified three levels at which improvement might be achieved. These were the national level, and the level of the school, where both the work done in preparation for inspection and the action plans developed based on the inspection report could be argued to contribute towards school improvement. The third level is the classroom level, where two opportunities for promoting improvement were identified in the literature. These are the inclusion of recommendations specifically related to teaching and learning in the inspection report and through the mechanism of individual feedback to teachers on teaching performance following classroom observation. The following discussion considers each of these levels but focuses more closely on the last two – the school and the classroom - to consider evaluation for improvement.

At a national level, inspectorates of schools contribute to the development of policy and this is often part of their statutory function. In Ireland, for example, section 13(3:g) of the Education Act 1998, requires the Inspectorate to provide information and advice to government which may then be used to formulate policy to direct national educational improvement. In his 2005 Report, the Chief Inspector identified a number of contributions to the formulation and support of proposals for educational initiatives designed to promote system development (Department of Education 2005). These typically involve engagement with a range of other bodies, for example, the universities, support services and curriculum agencies. Through both their own research functions and programmes of school evaluations, inspectorates claim a unique, evidence-based perspective on teaching and learning which can be used to influence policy to direct national educational improvement (Ofsted p.107). Whole-school evaluation (WSE) was conceived as a means of providing objective, dependable, high quality data which would allow existing education policies to be modified as appropriate (Department of Education 1999 p.4). Nevo (1998 p.77) argues, however, that “if evaluation is to be used to improve education it has to be dealt with at the school level.”
Ehren and Visscher (2008) noted that research into the improvement effects of school evaluation was limited. They also found that contradictory evidence is typical of the literature exploring the relationship between external school evaluations and school improvement. Rosenthal (2004) for example, conducted a review of Ofsted inspections in secondary schools and found that there was no improvement effect. The method employed in the study was empirical; it measured whether Ofsted inspections had a direct influence on the examination performance of students in the year of the inspection. In fact, this study found that the inspections seem to affect adversely student performance in the year of the visit (Rosenthal 2004 p.149). On the other hand, Matthews and Sammons (2004) looked at evidence for what they called “a range of associations” between inspection and school improvement. Again, a quantitative approach was taken whereby the findings of Ofsted reports were reviewed and a statistical analysis of the incidence of inspector ratings was carried out. Interestingly, although the main thrust of their findings was that inspection does contribute to school improvement, their analysis of examination results for schools which had had an inspection found that there is little evidence that the inspection event either enhanced or depressed results. The contradictions between the findings evident in these studies are replicated in others.

Matthews and Smith (1995) reported that there were significant benefits of inspection in English schools, including:

· A positive impact on morale resulting from affirmation of a school's strengths and achievements

· A strong impetus is provided by inspection to focus on aspects of the school about which there have been concerns
· Inspection acts as a catalyst to accelerate policy review and staff development

· The identification of areas for improvement can outline an agenda for school development.

This is supported by Ouston et al (1997) who found a high level of satisfaction following inspection, especially where the process exposed issues that schools were aware of but hadn’t faced. The researchers used a series of postal surveys to garner the opinions of senior management about the progress made in implementing inspection recommendations over three years. They found that identification of areas for improvement can support school-led development by outlining an agenda for action.

The literature suggests that inspection has limited impact on teachers’ practices and so is a poor mechanism for achieving improvement at the level of the classroom. Inspection takes attention away from the classroom as teachers and principals focus on preparatory activities and are distracted. Brunsden, Davies and Shevlin (2006) looked at the psychological effects of an Ofsted inspection, which they found engendered anxiety and stress in educational professionals. This level of distress was not new, Learmonth (2000) records two cases from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, of teacher suicides resulting from inspectors’ judgments. Norton Grubb (1999, p81) criticised Ofsted inspection for its “stressful and punitive nature”. What inspectors find is teachers ‘teaching to the test’ and artificial performances in classrooms (De Wolf and Janssens 2007). The performance paradox results (Leeuw, 2003). Teachers, aware of which aspects of their ‘performance’ are being monitored in the inspection, manipulate the evaluation and may even ignore other aspects of their teaching which are not measured. This could potentially mean that inspection can actually disimprove teaching. It may be a comfort then that Case, Case and Catling (2000) argued that there was no lasting impact upon what the teachers did in their classroom one year after inspection!

The differences between studies may be down to variations in methodology. For example, the Ouston et al (1997) study involved principals and occasionally, a deputy principal, whereas Brunsden et al (2006) canvassed more widely, involving classroom teachers. Reporting on the preliminary findings of an empirical study into the relationship between school inspection and schools in challenging contexts, Chapman (2002) noted a relationship between hierarchical position in schools and teachers’ perceptions of Ofsted. More recently, he has suggested that Ofsted may have only a marginal capacity to improve schools (p.265). While senior managers indicated that the inspection process had encouraged reflection and discussion, classroom teachers found it most difficult to identify areas of their own practice that had changed as a result of inspection. This was also noted by Matthews and Sammons (2004 p.263).

In addition to variations relating to the respondent population in studies, other explanations for the disparity in research findings relating to inspection and school improvement may be the use of different measures of improvement and the way in which studies control for variables other than inspection when looking at school improvement. Researchers working in school effectiveness adopt a rationalist, technicist approach to school improvement. They assume an objective “effective” school, identifiable through the presence of a number of stable factors. On the other hand, those working out of a school improvement paradigm are influenced by organisational theory and tend to have a more constructivist approach, focussing on the multiple, constructed, realities of schools. The different epistemologies of both approaches explain some of the variations in their findings. Harris (2002) describes the school effectiveness movement as concerned with identifying appropriate measures of school outcomes and quality and sees achieving changes in how schools work as the goal of school improvement research. The implied divide between both schools of research in this description has been bridged, though several authors have highlighted the need for sustained interactivity between them (Creemers and Reezigt 1997).

It is difficult to disentangle the particular effects of inspection on school improvement from the myriad of other influences which have affected schools. These include significant curriculum reform, the school development planning process and the effect of market mechanisms on school enrolment, for example. 
A Danish Effects Study (2004), designed to develop and test a method for assessment of the effects of the evaluations conducted by the Danish inspectorate, showed that useful indicators of effect are more likely to be subjective than objective. The rational/instrumental perspective which would apply specific outcomes criteria was more likely to indicate only very limited effects. However, if the subjective experience of respondents is admitted, inspection can be considered to have an impact. For example, Wilcox and Gray (1996) reported on case studies in which head teachers and senior staff tended to see inspectors’ recommendations as support for their existing ideas and desires for change; inspections apparently legitimised their plans.

Reezigt and Creemers (2005), drawing on school improvement literature, developed a framework to describe the factors necessary for school improvement. They identified two sets – context factors and school factors. Of the three context factors described, pressure to improve was identified as the most important contextual factor and external evaluation and accountability contributes to this. Standaert (2000 p31), reviewing Maes et al (1999), found that while school inspections do influence school life in a significant way, the characteristics of the school qualified this influence. “External inspection can monitor and be a catalyst for school improvement, but in the long run, the local school will be the deciding factor.” In Ireland, WSE firmly situates itself as a process intended to bring about improvement. Recommendations arising out of WSEs are intended to facilitate further school self-evaluation and development planning (Department of Education and Science 2006 p.3). 
2.3 Evaluation Procedures

My analysis of the findings of this research project sent me back to look at this theme in the literature. The principals and the teachers wanted greater involvement in the evaluation process. They wanted to move away from a position in which WSE is ‘done to’ a school, positioning them as suspects who had to prove their efficacy and efficiency. For the teachers, this meant evaluation procedures which provided them with insight into the criteria being applied and afforded them the opportunity for critical reflection on their professional practice. For the principals, a shift towards school self-evaluation was merited.
2.3.1 School self-evaluation
Inspectorate publications place whole-school evaluation on a school quality assurance continuum which ranges from external monitoring and evaluation to internal procedures such as school self-evaluation and staff appraisal (DES 2002, 2006). In 2003, the Inspectorate published a guide to support school self-evaluation, Looking At Our School, which recognised that “schools are complex institutions in which change can only come about through internal acceptance by staff and management both of the school’s strengths and of the need for action in those areas of activity where further development is desirable.” (Department of Education 2002 p.49, cited in Department of Education (2003) p.vii). WSE was conceived as a model of quality assurance that emphasises school development planning through internal school review and self-evaluation, while external evaluation acted as a support for that process (McNamara et al 2002). This fits with a shifting towards internal self-review as a quality assurance and school improvement activity evident in the literature since the 1970s. School self-evaluation is the internal process through which a school sets goals, plans for their implementation and identifies how improvements achieved can be measured (Janssens et al 2008 p.16). If school self-evaluation is to address the accountability functions discussed above, the criteria applied and the evaluative processes followed must be such that they secure the confidence of stakeholders. 
School effectiveness research since the 1970s has identified a range of school attributes which were correlated with improved achievement. These have been mapped and summarized in nine process areas by Teddlie and Reynolds (2001) and as eight common features of effective schools by Sammons (2007) in her more recent review of three decades of research. The contribution of school effectiveness research has been to provide a set of measures which have been adopted by inspectorates for evaluating the quality of educational provision. These have been highly contested on a number of grounds. Thrupp (1998) is suspicious of an uncritical relationship between school inspection and the school effectiveness and school improvement movements. The pre-determination of a set of measurable outcomes, specifically a focus on examination results, is a major sticking point for Elliott (1996). Ryan (2002), like Elliott, takes issue with the outcome measure employed in determining effectiveness. Ryan is commenting on the limitations of standards-based accountability systems in the US. They fail, she argues, because they do not generate formative information about what to do and how to improve education and student learning. 
Heneveld and Craig (1996) make a helpful distinction between a normative understanding of measures of effectiveness which allows comparisons and a formative understanding of this word, where it means the steps to be taken as a means to an end, specifically school improvement. Nevo (1998 p.80) takes a similar view, proposing that school evaluation has to provide information for planning and improvement as well as for accountability. In addressing the latter, the specific evaluation indicators and their treatment in a report reference compliance, measurable educational outcomes and the achievement of specified standards (Leung 2005). School self-evaluation for accountability purposes is about justification and value for money in terms of results achieved. It is evaluation ‘done for’ an external body rather than as something owned by schools themselves and it emphasises proving over improving. The way schools approached the completion of the school self-evaluation form, used by Ofsted until recently, illustrates this. Schools tended to equate this action with self-evaluation, despite their chief inspector’s public encouragement to them to be creative in carrying out their own processes, using the form only to help draw together key data for their own consideration.

School self-evaluation with an improvement emphasis looks very different. It is predicated on the idea that those who are closest to the activity being evaluated are best placed to identify the relevant success factors, develop their practice accordingly and achieve improvement. (MacBeath 1999) argued that improvement is much less likely to be achieved through externally mandated change than it is through the school’s own identification of what it is doing well and what it needs to do better. He argues that schools and teachers are more likely to be motivated by evaluation findings when they have been involved in both generating the evaluation criteria and gathering the evidence on which the evaluation is based. Professional and organisational development takes precedence over accountability and teachers are enabled to engage in collaborative reflection on their own work.
The growing literature about school self-evaluation identifies features of effective practice in this area (Leung 2005; McNamara and O’Hara 2008) and a number of frameworks for self-evaluation have been developed (Hofman et al 2005). There is an acceptance that, where the school systematically gathers data relevant to its context and uses that data as a basis for critical reflection on its operation, school self-evaluation can set relevant targets for improvement which support good teaching and learning (Darling-Hammond 2004). However, there is little evidence that the kind of school self-evaluation envisaged by either Macbeath or Nevo is practised widely. In the Irish context, McNamara and O’Hara (2008, p.200) note that a framework for self-evaluation, while it is proposed in Looking At Our School (Department, 2003), has not yet been implemented. Schools and teachers do not know how to gather relevant data or, where that data is provided, to appropriately interpret it.

That school self-evaluation is a key aim of the Departments’ strategy to bringing about improvement in schools is evident in the fact that the final national partnership agreement, Towards 2016 (Govt. of Ireland 2006), makes specific reference to the use by schools of the Looking at our School framework. In his address to the annual conference of the Standing Conference on Teacher Education North and South, the then Chief Inspector said, “It is our intention that in the course of future whole-school evaluations, inspectors will report on the extent to which schools and teachers are using these guidelines for school self-evaluation” (Stack, 2007). This clearly describes an approach which sees evaluation as ‘done with’ a school and raises questions about the relationship between internal school self-evaluation and external inspection.
2.3.2 The relationship between external inspection and school self-evaluation

There is general acceptance in the literature that getting the balance between internal and external evaluation right is important but complex (SICI 2005 Part 4). It is about balancing accountability and improvement, internal and external pressures for change and the support and challenge provided to schools. The literature suggests a range of association from no relationship, in which school self-evaluation and external evaluation are independent of each other, to one in which a common framework for evaluation is used by the external inspectorate and the school. In the space between these two approaches, external evaluation can be positioned as a support to the school’s internal review processes, providing advice and expertise to the school and validating its review findings; and school self-evaluation may be either a preparation for external audit or, more radically, an alternative to external monitoring. The first of these approaches is unhelpful. Parallel evaluations could confuse schools by proposing contradictory priorities for development, particularly where differing evaluative frameworks have been used. Where schools perceive the value in self-review as primarily in its role as a rehearsal of external evaluation, the potential for situated learning is reduced and schools engagement in self-evaluation is superficial. 

The benefits of a co-operative relationship are described in the literature. Webb (2005) sees external inspection as providing an antidote to the risk in school self-evaluation of introspection and self-delusion. Simons (2002) identifies the need for school self-evaluation to address a public audience as a context within which the broader perspective of an external agency is valuable, strengthening the validity of the school’s evaluation conclusions. The summative emphasis in external evaluation, which marks where a school is at any one point in time is balanced by the insights provided by the school itself about school context and culture (Nevo 2002). He argues that both external and internal evaluation is required and that they each benefit the other. The literature is clear that the nature of the relationship between them is determinative of the improvement value of external evaluations like WSE. Plowright (2007) presents an integrative model of school improvement, which draws on the concept of a learning organisation and brings together the processes of external inspection and school self-evaluation.  Where schools are involved in the determination of the criteria to be used and in specifying the focus of an evaluation, they are more likely to take ownership of internal and external performance standards (MacBeath & McGlynn, 2002; Nevo, 2002; Rallis & MacMullen, 2000; Ryan, 2004).
The literature also suggests that all evaluation activity – external or internal, must actively engage the school community if it is to be effective in bringing about necessary change. The level of engagement is crucial – tokenism does not help, given the research findings which indicate how school factors influence the use of evaluation findings. Reezigt and Creemers (2005), reporting on the Effective School Improvement (ESI) project, identified three factors relating to school context. These are improvement culture, improvement processes and improvement outcomes. In the ESI project, external inspection was only one of four factors identified which pressure schools to improve. It was also found to have a role, along with school self-evaluation, in the final phases of the improvement process when it can help a school clarify whether the goals of improvement have been achieved. More recent research indicates that these factors remain important (Verhaege et al 2010). To the extent that principals and teachers are active and equal participants in the external evaluation of their work, they are much more likely to acquire the skills needed to be effective reviewers of their practice in their own school self-evaluation. Evaluation has the potential, in this conception, to become an organisational learning tool because active participation provides the key people in the school with both the opportunity to focus on locally relevant questions that will affect and improve their work in the short term and generates knowledge about how to apply a similar approach in another setting (Cousins and Earl 1995).

2.4    Participatory evaluation

Participatory evaluation is a term used to describe models of evaluation which directly engage the key stakeholders at every stage of the evaluation: developing instruments, collecting data, processing and analyzing data, and reporting and disseminating results. It involves a rethinking about who initiates and undertakes the evaluation and who benefits from the findings. It ‘fits’ with the hermeneutic evaluation approach discussed in 2.2.2 above. The literature on school evaluation includes a large body of writings on democratic evaluation (Simons 1987; House and Howe 1999). Much of this literature is concerned with questions of equity and inclusion which go beyond simply giving parents and students a voice in school evaluation. Ryan (2002) describes three approaches to democratic evaluation which emphasise methodology and evaluator and participant roles. This takes us beyond the use of evaluation findings to also consider the way that the evaluation process is used and which stakeholders are given a voice.

Quinn Patton (2002) provides a good overview of the development of the idea of democratic evaluation, tracing it through the work of the democratic evaluation model of MacDonald (1987), Kushner (2000), House and Howe (2000) and Ryan and DeStefano (2000). Democratic evaluation is concerned that the full range of interests is represented in conducting an evaluation; it is a form of action with political consequences and it addresses questions of social justice and the democratic contract. Quinn Patton (p.131) notes that the evaluation focus on process knowledge supports democracy because it provides people with power. As they come to understand how knowledge is generated, what evidence is considered and why, a better informed and thinking citizenry is less exposed to group think and propaganda. Participatory evaluation, in this conception, has an emancipatory function.

Cousins (1995) and others (Jackson and Kassam 1998) consider less politicised applications of participatory evaluation. Their primary purpose for using participatory methods in evaluation is utilization, rather than empowerment. They advocate that those who have the most to gain from the evaluation should play an active role in the evaluation process. If those whom it is intended will act on the evaluation finding participate in making sense of the data, “their understanding will be deeper and more meaningful than if they were merely to process someone else's interpretation” (Cousins, 1995 p.21). Engagement at every stage gives stakeholders a sense of ownership which is likely to impact positively on use of evaluation findings. The evaluation process can be used to build the participants’ capacity to carry out evaluations themselves. Helping people learn to think evaluatively by participating in real evaluation can address the difficulties relating to schools’ self-evaluative practice noted in above 2.3.1, which include a tendency to be inward-looking and to find the processes of data-gathering and interpretation challenging.

The literature notes that there are real, practical, challenges to developing participative evaluation models. Oakley’s (1991) summary of barriers to participation is useful here. The first set of challenges is structural; the environment in which the evaluation takes place may be one which socially and politically inhibits participation (Smits and Champagne 2008). This speaks to concerns raised by evaluation theorists about how stakeholders are identified. For example, Guba and Lincoln’s (1989) fourth generation evaluation insists that all possible stakeholders should be involved, whereas Cousins (2003) takes an approach which argues that the stakeholders should be those with the power to use the evaluation findings, the established decision-makers. The second set of challenges is administrative and includes the potential unwillingness of administrators to relinquish control of information gathering and use. This raises questions around the reasons for participation evaluation in the first place. If participation is understood only as a means to achieve a predetermined goal or objective – in school evaluation, action on evaluation recommendations, then the power remains with the administrator of the evaluation and participation is short-term. This might be conceived as ‘straight-line participation’ travelling in a single direction towards a specific outcome. On the other hand, an understanding of participation as an end implies a 'cyclical process’ intended to develop participants’ skills. This cyclical approach appears to be more appropriate in school evaluation contexts which value school self-evaluation as an on-going process supporting continuous development.

The third of Oakley’s barriers is social. This includes a culture of dependence on external ‘experts’ which makes participation difficult. It surfaces issues of trust among stakeholders regarding their relative capabilities to carry out an evaluation and the quality concerns which result (Cousins 2003). A lack of experience in decision-making inhibits participation and, at a practical level, availability of time to participate can be an issue (Plottu and Plottu 2009 p350). A fourth set of barriers can be identified from the perspective of the professional evaluator. These relate to the range of skills needed beyond their usual methodological training to successfully facilitate participatory evaluations, such as group facilitation, conflict resolution, negotiation and communications.

2.4.1 Participation in an Irish context 

The call for greater participative involvement of citizens in policy and decision making has become a generalised feature of 21st century public debate. In Ireland, ‘partnership’ was a central plank of the approach adopted by successive Irish governments from 1987 to 2008 to achieve agreement on programmes for national development. That approach was credited with, ‘creating and sustaining the conditions for…a culture of dialogue which has served…the people of this country well.’ (Government of Ireland 2006 p.2). A partnership approach extended to the introduction of WSE from the beginning of the project in 1996 and is described as, ‘central to approaches to policy formation and decision-making in the Irish education system’ (The Department of Education and Skills1999 p.17). Parental involvement in the pilot project on WSE which took place in 1997 and 1998 was limited. Parents met the inspectors at pre-evaluation and post-evaluation meetings through their representatives on the boards of management in each of the participating schools. The report on the pilot project (The Department 1999 p.48) suggested however, that parents should be given a wider range of opportunities to express their views on a school. However, when WSE was launched as the standard mechanism for evaluating schools from 2005, the only additional opportunity for parents to meet with the inspection team was through a pre-evaluation meeting between the parents’ council or association and the inspectors. Whether this is “the best means” is not yet established, although the comments made by the president of the NPCpp in 2007 would suggest that it does not satisfy parents. In his address, the then president of the NPCpp Mr. O’Riordan remarked, “Parents are involved during the original evaluation but when it comes to evaluating the draft of the report prior to the final print parents are excluded.”
The democratic principle also requires evaluation to include the parental voice. As the primary educators of their children, parents should reasonably be able to expect that they can influence the policies and educational decisions made in schools. Yet 56.7% of respondents to the 2004 survey on the views of the Irish public on education (Keelaghan et al 2004) indicated that parents had too little influence. The Guide to Whole-School Evaluation (DES 2006) references parents as part of the school community and outlines the purpose of the initial (and only) meeting with parents as, “to obtain the views of parents on matters of a whole-school nature” (Ibid. p. 9). However, the meeting is held with a small number of parents who may not represent the full parent body. In addition, the WSE process does not directly address the many barriers to parental participation in aspects of school life which have been identified in the research (eg. Leithwood and McElheron-Hopkins 2004; Sanders and Epstein 1998). 

The rights of children and young people to have a voice in areas which directly affect them is enshrined in both the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) which contains as a core principle the right of every child to be heard, and in the policies of countries which have signed that convention. The Minister for Children in 2006 described the work of the National Children’s Office (NCO) as one which had moved beyond “a position of little understanding or regard for the voice of children” towards a more consultative practice which gives children a voice in matters affecting them. Through the NCO, in 2001 more than 2,500 children and young people were consulted in the development of the National Children’s Strategy, which was formally adopted as government policy. One of the objectives to be achieved under the first goal of the strategy - that children will have a voice in matters which affect them and their views will be given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity –is to put in place new mechanisms in the public sector which achieve participation by children in matters which affect them. To that end, in education, student involvement in the operation of the school was legislated for in the Education Act (1998) section 27(2), which directed schools to establish and maintain procedures which would facilitate this. 
The research indicates that participation can be understood as happening along a continuum, ranging from ‘non-participation’ to ‘youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults’ (Hart 1997). Similarly, Fielding described levels of student involvement in school self-review and improvement from students as data sources through to students as initiators of their own research (Fielding 2001). During a WSE, students have an opportunity to express their views about the school. The inspectors meet with student council representatives, though this meeting is also often attended by a non-participating teacher and this may inhibit free conversation. Inspectors also interact with students in classrooms and review samples of students’ work in notebooks, copybooks, folders, workbooks, portfolios, and displays of project work, but this latter activity is intended to “provide the inspector with first-hand insight into the level of students’ learning and achievement and an understanding of the context of the individual class” (DES 2006) rather than allow students express their opinions about their learning experiences. This suggests that WSE positions students on the lower levels of Fielding’s typology.

2.4.2 The importance of parent and student voices

Arguments for listening to the views of parents and students during school evaluation fall into two categories. The first of these categories includes arguments based on school effectiveness/school improvement research. This suggests that the involvement of parents and active engagement of students is associated with improved learning outcomes for children (Epstein 1992; Giles 2006; MacGiolla Phadraig 2005; Davies et al 2006; Ravet 2007; Roberts and Nash 2009). Working with parents and students is also seen as a contributor to improved effectiveness at the level of the school. A number of benefits are assumed to arise – fresh perspectives on issues; accurate identification of service-user needs; improved decision-making; improvement in services. Boyle (2001 p.12) puts it like this, “Giving children a voice will improve existing services and provide a fresh perspective.” Lodge (2005 p.130) notes that students can be positioned as ‘expert witnesses’ within an instrumental approach which sees the involvement of students as a mechanism for improving the effectiveness of evaluation. They, and by extension their parents, are understood as consumers providing feedback on a service received. This contrasts with an approach which prioritises human development and the enrichment of the learning of the school community. This latter approach belongs to the second category of arguments for listening to parents and students, which derive from a commitment to participative, democratic practice.

Education for democratic citizenship focuses education practice not just on teaching about democracy but on modelling democratic behaviour in schools (Hannam 2005). Students are understood not simply as passive recipients of a service, but as active participants in their education, sharing responsibility for school decision-making with other stakeholders. They are recognised as stakeholders themselves, with a right to be consulted (Zion 2009). Extending this to school evaluation, Cook-Sather (2002 p.4) argues that the student voice should be heard in order to introduce “the missing perspectives of those who experience daily the effects of existing educational policies-in-practice.” This democratic, participative approach is less instrumental and more directed to educational purposes. Through participation, students may gain an increased sense of self-efficacy and an awareness of personal and collective responsibility. 

The literature suggests that there are significant obstacles to achieving participative evaluation models which engage students and parents at the top levels in Fielding’s (1997) typology. These include systemic obstacles relating to the culture of schools, so that ‘adultism’ can prevail (Cook-Sather 2002; Ruddock 2006; Leitch and Mitchell 2007; Roberts and Nash 2009) and obstacles related to students’ capacity to engage, so that their contributions are predictable and superficial (Leitch and Mitchell 2007; Den Besten at al 2008; Garlick 2008). Barriers to parental engagement include uncertainty about the confidentiality of what might be communicated and a fear that criticism might be detrimental to their children’s relationship with the school as well as a lack of confidence in their own experience and a consequent reliance on the teacher as ‘expert’ (Ofsted 2010). Students and parents are unlikely to expect that they can have an influence on decision-making in their schools, unless they are given formal opportunities to do so and are trained and supported to fully participate in the process.

2.5     Conclusions from the literature review

The literature reviewed in the preceding sections of this chapter provided me with an overview of key ideas or themes relevant to the purpose and conduct of WSE. I used mind-mapping as a tool to help me identify the theoretical links between those various themes. The resulting graphic in figure 2 below represents the conceptual framework suggested. There is general acceptance of the validity of evaluation activity so this found its place in the centre of the graphic. A broken line connects two axes of evaluation, internal and external. This reflects the connectedness of both processes, suggested by the literature. External evaluations like WSE can provide a school with a view of itself from the outside and can facilitate a transformation of perspective (Mezirow, 1981 p.129) within the school. The school’s own evaluative procedures can balance that view by contextualising it to the school’s situation.

The purposes of evaluation hover on a line linking them with each other. The accountability requirement is valid and is experienced as either ‘done to’ a school by external evaluators or ‘done for’ an external oversight body by the school. The emphasis in this evaluation focus is on proving compliance with or achievement of mandated standards of efficiency/effectiveness, the accepted accountability criteria. The literature proposes that evaluation at this level, whether conducted internally or externally, is audit-focussed and likely to be single-loop in nature (Argyris1992), so that its contribution to change and improvement in the school is short-lived. This suggests that, where accountability is understood as the principal aim of WSE, the potential of the evaluation to impact professional practice in schools is likely to be limited.
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Figure 2 A conceptual framework drawn from the literature  

It is clear from the literature that, if improvement is an aim of evaluation, whether internal or external, then evaluation should be ‘done with’ the school. A functional, problem-solving approach to evaluation requires the acceptance by the school of the evaluation findings and the improvement agenda which they describe. The engagement of those who are responsible and have the authority to act on evaluation findings in determining the evaluation criteria and in gathering data is necessary if sustained professional learning is to result (MacBeath 1999). Thus the literature indicates that where there is not acceptance of the purpose of or the criteria used in WSE by teachers and principals, WSE is unlikely to have a long-term impact on their work. 
It is equally clear in the literature reviewed that ‘doing with’ includes listening to the views of parents and students, though there are challenges in achieving this. Robinson and Taylor (2007) summarise the way thinking about student voice has developed over the last thirty years. Initially, it was strongly focussed on rights and empowerment but, they argue, more recently the emphasis has shifted to one which sees students as responsible agents of change (Rowe 2003; Whitehead and Clough 2004). The understanding is that student outcomes will get better and school improvement will be more successful if students actively participate in change initiatives. While the rhetoric of WSE is collaborative and consultative and entirely in keeping with a spirit of partnership, in its execution it is clear that parents and students are not provided with a voice equal to that of principals or of teachers. The literature suggests that the lack of meaningful involvement of parents and students in WSE is likely to result in negative perceptions of WSE. 
The graphic in figure 2 presents the theoretical framework for this research. It proposes that perceptions of WSE are a function of an understanding of its purposes and the relational positioning of the participants and the evaluating inspectors.

Chapter 3

Methodology 

3.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I describe the approach I took to conducting my research. I base my methodology within the constructivist paradigm and set out the rationale for my choice of focus groups as a data collection mechanism. Difficulties encountered during the data gathering phase are described and the data analysis approach adopted is illustrated.

3.2 Research methodology

This research project is exploratory because comparatively little is known about the perceptions of whole-school evaluation (WSE) held by principals and teachers and even less is known about how students and parents perceive the process. For that reason, I adopted a naturalistic and qualitative approach to the design of the study. This approach is concerned with

“description rather than prediction, induction rather than deduction, generation rather than verification of facts, construction rather than enumeration and subjectivities rather than objective knowledge.”  (Cohen et al 2004 p139)

A qualitative research approach was appropriate because it is grounded in the experiences and perceptions of people (Marshall and Rossman 1999, p2) and supports the exploration of a complex topic in its natural context (Hoberg 1992). 

This study is situated within a phenomenological, constructivist paradigm. Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p. 157) define a research paradigm as “a basic set of beliefs that guide action.”  Phenomenology has its roots in nineteenth century philosophy but is linked most strongly with the work of Husserl at the beginning of the twentieth century. It proposes that reality consists of objects and events as they are perceived or understood in human consciousness.  In this way, what is is what we are conscious of – phenomena are what they appear to be. Intentionality is a key concept in understanding consciousness. Husserl posits that consciousness is directed towards its objects not only in terms of perception and cognition, but also of desiring, liking, imagining, and so on. We are conscious of something and we feel or respond to it. Phenomena, such as WSE, cannot be studied objectively, since they are what we perceive them to be. They can only be studied subjectively. For the phenomenologist, knowledge and truth are created, are embedded in context, in our everyday world. 

This approach contrasts with the rational positivist approach of traditional science, which believes that there is objective reality, apart from our consciousness of it, and that observation and research can yield knowledge and understanding expressed as general rules. Applied to research in education, this approach results in research designs which test hypotheses or validate theories (Zuzovsky and Libman). A priori assumptions about the topic being studied are made and then tested. The researcher stands outside of the phenomenon being researched and approaches it as an object to be measured, drawn, codified, explained. The observed and/or measured facts are, apparently, described in a theory-neutral way and then theory is derived from the description. General theories, applicable in all circumstances, are the holy grail of this kind of research. In designing this research project, I rejected this approach for a number of reasons, not least because it is too linear in its approach and is based on an epistemology which does not sit well with me. This paradigm does not facilitate my view that there is no objective whole-school evaluation (WSE) ‘reality’ accessible to and shared by everyone in the same way. The same WSE experience can be understood from multiple perspectives. It does not adequately recognise the uniqueness of individual situations and the role which social interaction and experience play in the construction of knowledge and meaning (Schwandt 1994 p236). Finally, a rational positivist approach does not facilitate my research question - I wanted to learn how WSE was experienced by those people who were involved in it, other than inspectors (Maypole & Davies, 2001) and so I needed to understand it from their perspectives (Welman and Kruger 1999, p189).  

The approach I did take draws on social constructivism. Constructivism refers to a philosophical position that understands knowledge as the outcome of experience, mediated by prior experiences and interactions with others.  Social constructivists propose that reality takes on meaning as a result of social interactions. There are two ideas which arise from this philosophy which directly impact on the methodology chosen for this research project. The first of these is that the participants in this study did not experience WSE as a separate, objective experience. They brought to it knowledge gained from previous experience and that prior knowledge, in turn, influenced the knowledge they constructed from their WSE experiences. The second key idea is that the participants’ knowledge of WSE did not remain static and unchanged during this research process (Charmaz 2006). Because meaning is socially constructed, the interactions with the other participants in the study, and with me as researcher, continued to shape their individual understandings of WSE. 

Phenomenologists, in contrast to positivists, believe that the researcher cannot be detached from his/her own assumptions and presuppositions about the topic being studied (Hammersley, 2000). The researcher can have direct effects on the study. In the first instance, the researcher’s own interests, experiences and assumptions are at play in the selection of the topic for study. In my case, my experience as a post-primary inspector is what led me to consider how WSE was perceived by those whose work is evaluated and of those for whom that evaluation is undertaken. Secondly, the nature of the relationship established between the participants and the researcher will impact the collection of data (Johnson and Christensen 2004). The awareness of the participants of my position as an inspector, despite clear information that this study was for personal reasons and was not sponsored by the Inspectorate, did influence the degree to which participants co-operated with the study and may well have impacted on the content of their discussions – the data units on which the research findings are based. In 3.4 below I outline how my awareness of this possibility impacted the specific methodology used to gather the data. Thirdly, researchers interpret the world through some sort of conceptual lenses formed by their beliefs, previous experiences, existing knowledge and assumptions about the world (Miles and Huberman, 1994 p18). As an inspector who was also a teacher, I bring to the analysis my own preconceptions about school inspection. All of the participants participate to some extent in the same cultural community as I do and it was possible that I would impose my meanings and interpretations or theoretical concepts on their words, on the assumption that those meanings and so on are shared between us. Because I was hoping to achieve an understanding of WSE from the participants’ points of view, I needed to both collect and interpret data in a way which limited the impact of my own bias and “unfolded the meaning of peoples' experiences” (Kvale 1996 p.2).

According to Hycner (1999, p. 156) “the phenomenon dictates the method (not vice-versa) including even the type of participants.”  The qualitative methodology I used is appropriate because the information I valued and sought to gather was contained within the perspectives of those who are at the ‘receiving’ end of WSE.  I looked for those who “have had experiences relating to the phenomenon to be researched” (Ibid) and engaged in open conversation with principals, teachers, students and parents, to listen to how they talk about WSE in order to learn what the experience meant to them. They provide the data and constructivist inquiry guides the data analysis so that an explanatory framework for their perceptions of WSE can be built. It is also flexible enough to include the individual perceptions of WSE held by the participants and the understanding of those perceptions which is arrived at through the interactions and discussions between the researcher and the participants. Qualitative research methodologies are a good fit with constructivist enquiry, as the variables are unknown and need to be explored (Cresswell 2005). 

3.3 Research Design

3.3.1 The study

The study was conducted in three phases –

1. A pilot phase, which was conducted as an assignment during the taught phase of my doctoral programme. It was designed to uncover principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of WSE and to identify the themes that emerge from their talk. Two post-primary principals and five post-primary teachers participated in a group interview. The sample chosen for this research was “a typical case-sample” (Cohen et al 2004 p.143) and was not representative of the teaching population. However, representation was not the primary goal of this research. The study did not seek to provide generalisable findings across all educators. In a fairly free-flowing interview, participants were asked to describe their WSE experiences. They had a good degree of freedom to decide what to talk about, how much to say, how to express it. This resulted in participant-generated narratives which formed the data set for the pilot study. During this initial phase, factors or themes which influenced principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of whole-school evaluation emerged. These themes were used in the development of the interview schedule for the focus groups which were held during the main phase.  

2. The main phase of the study comprised a series of seven focus-group interviews. The participant selection was expanded to include students and parents as well as principals and teachers. Focus group meetings lasted for approximately one hour thirty minutes. Both Students Group A and Parents Group A were shorter, fifty-five minutes and fifty minutes respectively. This was because of the small size of both groups.  The data which emerged from this phase was used reflexively to confirm the categories and themes which emerged from the Pilot Phase. Within-data set comparisons were also conducted in a recursive process. This was done to establish ‘structural corroboration’ (Eisner 1979) so that the inferences drawn from the data were consistent with the data. This formed an important part of the triangulation process employed to validate the findings of this project, (Lincoln and Guba 1985).

3. The last phase was a validation phase during which participants were asked to read through the accounts generated by the researcher of the relevant interviews and to comment on them. All focus group meetings were recorded and, following transcription, the records of each meeting were validated by the participants. Writing descriptive and reflective field notes during and following every interview is an important qualitative data collection technique (Bogdan & Biklen, 1994). Appendix C provides a sample of those notes. I also took notes during the interviews to record the context within which the interview took place, including the physical positions adopted within the room by participants, notes on their demeanour as I perceived it, tone and non-verbal indicators of meaning and so on. The feedback and observations provided by the participants functioned to ensure that my data, and my interpretation of it, was faithful to their perceptions. This phase ran parallel to and beyond the main phase, facilitating constant comparison so that emerging constructs were defined and redefined in the light of the data.
I had originally intended to generate a survey instrument based on the initial findings in the main study and on the literature review, to be distributed to a larger sample of principals, teachers, parents and students. My intention was to triangulate sources of data in order to ‘confirm’ my findings. I did not conduct this survey for two reasons. The first was pragmatic. As a part time student I did not have either the time or the resources to do this. The second reason is more fundamental. Whilst the idea of generating statistics or quantitative data about the degree to which consensus was expressed regarding some aspect of the WSE across the population of principals, for example, was very attractive, it was not sound. In fact, it spoke of discordance between the paradigm assumptions underpinning my research question and the methods I might use to explore those. Silverman (2005) and others have criticised the way triangulation has been done in mixed methods research, on the grounds that it assumes that the same unit of meaning can be measured multiple times. Because the units of meaning with which this study deals are socially constructed within a specific context, this assumption cannot hold. Instead, the aim of triangulation is achieved through congruence between the theoretical model of research within which this study is framed and the methodology employed (pps.121-122). 

3.3.2 Choice of focus group approach
This study is not intended to prove or disprove a hypothesis. Quite the opposite was the case – I approached the data gathering phase with as open a mind as was possible and therefore chose a research methodology that allowed me to be responsive to the issues which were raised by the participants and to adjust my focus in the research as needed. The important issues and questions only became evident as the data was collected and analysed and initial analysis informed the refinement of the research questions as they emerged. So the guiding research question, “what are the perceptions of WSE held by principals, teachers, parents and students?”,  metamorphosed into a series of exploratory questions, designed to be open and flexible enough to allow me to gather the perspectives of the participants: “How do the participants experience WSE?” This led to a secondary question, “What themes emerge from their talk?” In an iterative manner, the answer to these questions provided by the pilot study informed the research design for my major study. For example, are there different kinds of effects perceived? 

What is clear about these research questions is that they were unlikely to be answered satisfactorily by the use of quantitative methods. For example, I might have generated a structured questionnaire, using categories of effect suggested in the relevant literature, and asked participants to place themselves somewhere on a Likert-type scale for each effect. This would have yielded quantitative data, but it would only have told me which of the pre-determined effects was most prevalent, for example. It would not have yielded the ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz 1973, p137) that I wanted. I needed a research instrument which had structure but which also allowed for flexibility on the part of the participants to discuss particular issues as they thought about them.  I chose a focus group interview approach for the first and second phases of the research. I deemed this a useful approach for a number of reasons:

· The first was because I was working with a group of people who can reasonably be assumed to participate in the same cultural communities – post-primary schools – and who had had a common experience – WSE. When the interest level is high, participants are more likely to provide concrete answers and highly detailed accounts of events. Focus groups are “a form of group interview” where the group discusses a topic supplied by the researcher and where the emphasis is on the interaction within the group (Morgan 1998 p.9). The fact that all the participants’ schools had been involved in a WSE within two years made it more likely that valuable interaction in the group could be achieved. I believed that a focus group interview would yield insights which might not have been achieved in a straightforward interview. 

· Focus group interviews collect data through group interaction and that interaction is important in facilitating and supporting their articulation of their experiences (Morgan 1996). That data is in the form of the participants’ own words. In this study, the focus group approach was valuable because it allowed participants to interrogate their own experiences and perceptions of WSE relative to those held by others. This process allowed me to probe deeply the complexities of how their perceptions were shaped. The composition of the main study interviews (peer groups only) provided a particular context within which the interactions of speakers, their contributions to the discussion and their non-verbal actions, could be explored to identify additional meanings or nuances (Berg 2004 p.123).

· The discussions which take place in a focus group will also provide information about the extent of consensus and disagreement on the effects of WSE among the participants and between participant populations.

Each focus group consisted of participants from the discrete populations - principals, teachers, students and parents. This type of grouping arrangement – naturally occurring groups (Barbour 2005) – was preferred for two reasons. The first is that it facilitated clear identification of the perspectives of each of the participant groups. The second, equally important, consideration was that it was more likely that participants in discrete peer groups would feel comfortable with one another and would be less likely to feel inhibited by perceived differences relating to experience, knowledge or level of education (Kreuger & Casey 2009). There are advantages to having diverse groups. Such a setting can facilitate the exploration of variations in perspective or opinion using a subtly ‘adversarial’ approach, such that participants ‘defend’ their positions vis-à-vis the others in the group (Schatzman and Strauss 1973). However, groups, through their interactions and discussion, tend towards creating group-specific structures and meaning (Denzin 1989) and this could potentially cloud the data so that population-specific meaning would not be discernible. 

3.3.3 Participant selection 

In the first two phases, I looked for those principals, teachers, students and parents whose schools had had WSE experiences. This kind of purposive sampling is appropriate in qualitative research because it allowed me to select information-rich cases for study. In the first phase only principals and teachers were involved. I contacted four principals by telephone and two were happy to participate. The teachers involved were not known to me personally, but I drew on the help of colleagues and friends to identify the ten teachers who initially agreed to take part. In the end, three of those teachers did not show up on the day. 

In the second phase, fifteen post-primary schools which had had a WSE in 2008/09 were identified from the list of published Inspectorate reports, available on www.education.ie/inspectorate/reports. Letters of invitation were issued to the principals in five schools and all five agreed to participate. Following the interview with the principals which was attended by four principals, a telephone interview with the fifth principal took place. He had been unable to attend the focus group interview due to a school-based issue which occurred the morning the interview was scheduled to take place.

Letters of invitation were sent to students, teachers and parents in each of the five schools represented by the principals. Responses were initially positive: agreement to participate came from each of the target groups in two of the schools and from teachers in all five. However, a change in the industrial relations atmosphere which took place in early 2010 impacted on the facility with which I could engage with schools to identify and recruit research participants. Two focus group meetings which were attended by eighteen teachers were achieved; however, only one focus group attended by five students and one focus group meeting attended by four parents were held. 

Concerned to enlarge the data set, I re-visited my initial research design to determine whether it was required that all target populations for phase two of the research project should be from the same five schools. Case study research would allow for an in-depth study of the perceived effects of WSE in each of the five schools and the insights it would provide would be very useful. It would, for example, provide the possibility of deep understanding of the WSE experience at local school level. However, a key intention of this phase of the research project is to generate data at the level of the target groups rather than the level of the individual schools. For that reason, it is important to access the experiences and insights of a wider range of participants than case study would support. On this basis, extending the participant population beyond the five schools involved initially is consistent with the research paradigm chosen to explore the research question. 

The participant selection process needed to ensure that the key groups were represented and that diversity was included. To that end, parents and students in eight other schools were invited to participate. In each case, I drew on a network of friends and fellow inspectors to identify potential participants. Once identified, the same letters of invitation as were sent to those who had participated in the first round of focus group meetings were posted to each participant, with one addition – participants were invited to bring another parent or student to the group meetings if they wished.  In the case of student participants, letters of permission to take part in the project, which had to be signed by a parent/guardian, accompanied the letter of invitation. This process facilitated three additional focus groups, one attended by nine students, one attended by five students and one attended by six parents. As a result, fifty nine participants took part in this study, including the two principals and five teachers who participated in the pilot phase. Appendix A provides additional information on the participants.
Table 3.1 provides information on the teachers, principals, students and parents who took part in the pilot phase of the study and those who participated in the main study. It identifies the sector within which their schools are found and the level of engagement each of the participants had with the WSE inspection team. For example, the second student focus group comprised nine students (F-N), four of whom attended a school managed by a Vocation Educational Committee or VEC. Four of these students had met an inspector in the course of a subject inspection, carried out as part of the WSE, whilst one student had had no contact at all with the inspectors.
	Focus Group participants
	Teachers
	Principals
	Students
	Parents

	
	Focus group 1
	Focus group 2
	Focus group 3
	Focus group 1
	Focus group 2
	Focus group 1
	Focus group 2
	Focus group 3
	Focus group 1
	Focus group 2

	
	Teacher 

1-5*
	Teacher 

A-G
	Teacher   H-S***
	Principal

 1-2*
	Principal  A-E
	Student

    A-E
	Student 

     F-N                                            
	Student                                     O-S
	Parent

A-D
	Parent

E-J

	Sector
	Voluntary secondary
	3
	2
	5
	1
	3
	3
	2
	2
	2
	 3

	
	Vocational
	1
	3
	3
	-
	1
	2
	4
	1
	-
	 2

	
	Community and Comprehensive
	1
	2
	3
	1
	1
	-
	3
	2
	2
	 1

	Experience                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       of WSE
	Management and Planning (M&P)
	1
	2
	6
	2
	5
	2
	1
	1
	1
	 3

	
	Subject Inspection
	2
	3
	2
	n/a
	n/a
	1
	4
	-
	n/a
	 n/a

	
	M&P and Subject Inspection
	2
	1
	-
	n/a
	n/a
	1
	3
	2
	n/a
	n/a

	
	No formal contact with inspection team
	-
	1**
	3**
	n/a
	n/a
	1
	1
	2
	3
	 3


Table 3.1 Composition of focus groups 
*Pilot phase participants

**Other than for whole staff pre- and post-evaluation meetings

*** To avoid confusion with T1, no teacher was ascribed TI as an identifier
3.4 Methodology

3.4.1 Conduct of focus group interviews

The location of focus group interviews was chosen so that it would be convenient for the majority of participants, in order to maximise attendance. In all cases, a hotel room was hired so that the venue used was ‘neutral’ for all participants. All participants were reminded of the time and venue either by e-mail, text or telepone call two days in advance of each meeting. Outline interview schedules were prepared for use in both the pilot phase and the main phase, as recommended by Breen (2006). While these schedules were broadly similar, the questions posed on the main phase schedule were informed by the analysis of the pilot phase data and were therefore more focussed on particular themes. 

Generally, the participants in the focus group interviews demonstrated high interest in the topic and they reacted well to prompts where they were necessary. The interviews in which principals and teachers participated proceeded smoothly, with participants interacting with each other in a lively manner. In contrast to these group interviews, the parent and student participants at their respective first focus group interviews were initially quite reticent and as interviewer, I directed their conversations more than I had the principals and teachers. This meant that more use was made of the question set which had been designed for use with all the focus groups across the four groups. Additional efforts were made to ensure that these participants’ voices were heard and these are discussed in Appendix E. The interview questions used in the interviews appear in Appendix G. The purpose of using a schedule was threefold: to guide and direct the discussion; to support consistency across all focus groups; and to facilitate ease of analysis.

The focus group which took place as part of the pilot phase was moderated by a third party, John, who was a post-graduate student. This was done for the following reasons:

· I work as a post-primary inspector and am involved in conducting whole-school evaluations. Though I had chosen the participants from schools which were not in the geographical area in which I work, in order to ensure that they felt free to discuss whole-school evaluation (WSE), I felt it was better if I was not present. I was conscious that my position as researcher could also shape the way the participants talked about WSE. 

· As a former teacher, and now as an inspector, I have my own deeply embedded conceptions of the purpose and utility of school inspection. I intended to limit the influence of any bias I might have on the questions and prompts used to maintain the momentum of the discussion by using a separate facilitator.

· Finally, although I had stated that this research study was not an Inspectorate-sponsored study and that participation or non-participation would have no bearing on their future relationship with the Inspectorate, the use of a third party facilitator was designed to underline this. 

John and I had prepared together for the interview. We had talked about my research question and the mode of analysis which I intended to use with a view to establishing a shared understanding of the focus group as a qualitative research tool. We agreed a focus for it – participants’ experiences of WSE – and we discussed the interview schedule. John was told to allow the discussion to go where the participants took it (Kvale, 1996 p.27) and to use the normal discourse signals, (for example, nodding, ‘yes’, ‘okay’) to prompt further talk. He was free to formulate questions in response to what was being said in order to ensure that the contribution would result in a data unit. 

While the pilot phase yielded very good data, I decided not to use a third-party facilitator for the main phase. This was because my absence from the meetings meant that I could not consider non-verbal cues in the analysis as these were not recorded. The contextualization cues were therefore limited. I also felt that, while John understood the rationale behind the study, his lack of deep understanding or ‘ownership’ of the research purpose limited the facility with which he could identify and explore potentially rich avenues of conversation when they were initiated by participants. 

3.4.2 Managing the ethical considerations

I adopted the role of facilitator for all the focus group interviews in the main study. However, I was aware that the concerns which had led me to use a third-party facilitator during the pilot phase remained. All participants were aware of my role as a member of the Inspectorate and therefore as a representative of the Department of Education and Skills. This posed challenges associated with research conducted from what could be perceived as a position of institutional power. In making an approach to principals and teachers, I was conscious that their willingness to participate or not might well be influenced by their awareness of my role as a WSE evaluator. They may have had a perception that co-operation might positively influence a future encounter with the inspectorate, for example. Whilst I accept that declaring my affiliation with the Inspectorate was useful at the stage of recruiting participants, I was also very conscious of the need to ensure that perceived differences in power did not contaminate the data collected, for example, by eliciting only those comments which participants felt were ‘acceptable’ to an inspector. Thus it was important that perceived hierarchical relations were flattened at the earliest opportunity.

I dealt with this in two ways - through careful research design and by working to establish more equitable power relations during the conduct of each focus group interview. The research design ensured that the participants came from schools from a geographic region of the country where I have not and am unlikely to work as an inspector. Only schools for which a WSE report had already been published, and thus the inspection process was completed, were approached. A second strategy used to address this concern was that, in each letter of invitation and at the beginning of each focus group meeting, I issued a clear statement that this was personal research leading to a doctoral thesis so as to remove any ambiguity about whether this research inspectorate–driven. In establishing inter-personal relationships with the participants at the beginning of each focus group interview, I stated that the participants had something which I wanted to collect – their stories – and I positioned myself as responsible for collecting those stories and reflecting their meaning accurately on behalf of the participants. This approach, together with the commitment to return transcripts and a copy of my findings for comment to participants, was designed to re-dress the power imbalance.

Another consideration related to this was the degree to which participants were enabled to give informed consent. It was possible that where a principal agreed and encouraged his or her teachers to participate, those teachers might not have felt free to refuse, thereby violating the basic ethical requirement of free consent. Principals and teachers could also feel that involvement in this research is a further exposure of the school to inspectorate and public scrutiny. Similarly, students may have felt constrained to participate. In designing my study, the requirements of the Ethics Committee in Dublin City University were adhered to strictly, particularly in relation to the information provided to participants regarding the nature of this study and the use to which data would be put. I made the approach to principals, teachers, parents and students independently of each other and required all participants to give consent. At the outset of each meeting participants were informed of “the process in which they are engaged, including why their participation is necessary, how it will be used and how and to whom it will be reported” (BERA, 2004 p5). The voluntary nature of their participation in the study and the procedures used to protect confidentiality were also outlined. The participants were also given an assurance of confidentiality with regard to the views and reflections they shared. It was agreed that all interviews would be recorded and that a transcript of the interview would be sent to participants for their comments, which would be included in the data analysis phase. It was also agreed that the complete transcript of the focus groups would not be submitted as part of the written report and would not be made available in any form to any other parties, though it was acknowledged that quotations from the transcripts would be used liberally in the report.

The considerations regarding power relationships outlined above are particularly relevant to the focus interviews in which the students participated (Alderson and Morrow 2004; Holt 2004). Ethical considerations in doing research with children tend to cluster around informed consent and ensuring that children are not endangered by participation. In approaching students to participate in this study I was conscious not just of how my title ‘inspector’ could define the interactions within those groups but also of what Brinkman and Kvale (2007) call ‘concealed’ power. This is the power I held to determine the focus of the interview and the status of the interview as a tool for my ends rather than serving the students. I sought the permission of their parents for their participation and I asked them also to sign the permission slip. This slip was attached to a full page description of the research project which clarified issues relating to confidentiality and risk (Appendix B). In addition, I provided them with the same information provided to the adults who participated and gave them the same opportunities to withdraw. Even though they may consent to participate, children can have difficulty dissenting or expressing points of view which they perceive to be unwelcomed by the researcher and it suggested a number of tactics which could be employed to avoid this. These include the use of informal language to both match the linguistic understanding of the children and to establish an informal atmosphere in which they are more likely to be relaxed; and self-presentation as a friendly and open person in order to build rapport. In the end, my practice was informed by my conviction, based on experience as a teacher and on principle, that the students participating in this student were competent and qualified participants. I believe that adolescents should be allowed to express their opinions freely (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, articles 12 and 13). Working from this position, I asked the students to choose the venue for the interviews so that they would feel more comfortable. I adapted my language but did not adopt their register, as this would have been, I believe, inauthentic and potentially manipulative. The experience of the first student interview also provided me with a valuable reminder that the participants held a significant degree of power over how those interviews transacted. The effectiveness of the interview as a data gathering tool depends on the participants’ willingness to answer the questions asked and to share their experiences. The reticence of this first group was explained by them as emanating from their sense that the discussion was not relevant or of interest to them. Appendix E provides a fuller discussion of how this influenced the conduct of the next two student focus group interviews. 

Regarding risk to student participants, I considered this a low-risk research project. It was possible that participation in the research project could potentially expose participants to unwanted attention from other research participants and lead them to feel uncomfortable. I minimised this risk through making the approach to principals, teachers, parents and students independently of each other and through giving an undertaking of confidentiality so that the participants and the school are not identified, either to other participants or in this report.

A further set of issues arising out of my role as an inspector relate to my own objectivity. The focus of this research raises questions about my own work and how it is perceived. To address this, the research methodology is designed to minimise any bias. By adhering to a schedule of questions, the input of the researcher during interviews is kept to a minimum. I was mindful of the need to inhibit the development of a perception of me as an ‘authority’ on WSE so departed from the schedule only to give occasional prompts in order to gain further explanations about experiences or ideas expressed by participants. In that way, participants could take over and own the interview (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis 2005). Nevertheless, it was important that, as interactions within the groups opened up unanticipated topics, these departures from the schedule were facilitated. Kreuger (1998) considers it important to allow participants to reflect on their experiences with the topic, listen to one another’s views and then build on their views (Krueger 1998).  A second strategy employed to address possible distortions that could arise out of my involvement in the project was that I built into the research methodology a requirement that I return my findings to the participants for their discussion before I wrote up them up finally. Thus I would have three points of contact with participants – their attendance at the focus group meeting; I sent them copies of the transcripts of the relevant meeting for comment and finally, they were invited to respond to the findings drawn from the data. This recursive process was employed to ensure that their voices were heard clearly.

3.4.3 Data Analysis

An inductive approach was taken to the analysis of the data gathered in the focus group meetings, drawing on sociolinguistics and narrative analysis. In analyzing the transcripts, a methodology drawn from constructivist grounded theory was used as well as adapted open coding and axial coding procedures proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1997) for developing grounded theory. In performing an analysis of the data, I guarded against possible distortion caused by my own biases by being rigorous in making as full as possible a record of the recorded conversation. I used codes which were descriptive in the first instance and I critiqued my findings for alternative explanations.
The steps taken in analyzing the transcript of the focus group meeting held during both the pilot and main phases of this study were as follows:

1. The audiotapes of the focus-group interviews were transcribed as verbatim written text. Codes were used to identify each speaker, in fulfillment of the undertaking regarding anonymity. The contributions made by each participant were isolated and a separate record was formed for each participant.

2. These separate records were then broken into open-coded segments representing complete thought statements or units of meaning. The literal content of all units of meaning was considered, and the number (the significance) of times a unit of meaning was mentioned and codes were developed to represent each. This process was performed on the first fifth of records for each population (First four teacher records; first three student records etc). This process yielded twenty-six codes which were then used to analyse the remaining thirty seven records. As this work progressed an additional four codes were developed.

3. A data matrix as described by Miles and Huberman (1994) was generated for each of the four target groups, principals, teachers, parents and students, These matrices allow the researcher to enter data into ‘cells’ or ‘blocks’ corresponding to the codes developed in steps 2 and 3. Matrices for the different groups included different numbers of cells. In total, thirty different cells were identified. These are listed in Appendix D. The data entered into the matrix was selected for its “descriptive rather than explanatory intent” (ibid. p.240). All data was entered to “see what’s there”, without trying to generate any “explanations about why things happen as they do.” The data for all records was entered in the different matrix cells in its original ‘thick’ format. As such, data was entered as direct quotes.

4. By using the data matrix, repetitive material and categories where similar data emerged were found. Themes were formed by grouping units of meaning together so that I identified significant topics (Hycner’s ‘units of significance’ 1999). I used axial coding to generate a preliminary list of categorical relationships which emerged from this process. This revealed common and divergent themes (Appendix D).

All of the above analysis was conducted initially by hand, so that I could gain a thorough knowledge of the data set as it emerged. This facilitated constant comparison between records and meant that a dynamic mapping process occurred as themes emerged. However, as the data matrices for the main phase were large and included a significant volume of data, I also used a qualitative data-management computer software programme, MaxQDa10, to assist me. The transcripts were transported into MaxQDa10 and were saved in individual files. I then entered the coding system that had emerged from my initial analysis of the data into the programme and applied it to each transcript. This process meant that I re-checked the coding system for applicability and where needed, I modified the existing codes. 

The code model described in steps I to 4 above was used to direct analysis. However, the contributions made by the participants, which comprised the data set, were made interactively and were informed by and responded to, the dynamics within the focus group. A final step in the analysis involved the use of an inferential model to describe the themes that had emerged at step 4. These were organized around central explanatory concepts so that a coherent theory of the participants’ perspectives could be written. 

3.5 Methodological Issues

3.5.1 Use of CAQDAS

There is a debate in the literature around the appropriateness and the usefulness of computer-aided qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS). It centres on three related areas of concern – paradigm congruence; how data is handled and analysed and users expectations. All CAQDAS programmes are designed to be compatible with grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967), where theory is that which "emerges" from out of the data. However, some critics suggest it is a superficial view of grounded theory and baulk at what appears to be a method of quantifying data which is at odds with the epistemological and philosophical underpinnings of that theory. I have outlined my own approach to this research study and do not believe that my use of MaxQDA is in any way incongruent. The software drove neither the identification of the research question, the gathering of the data nor the analysis of that data. I used it merely to cross-check the emerging codes and categories to ensure that no data was lost as I moved through to theory generation. 

Some consideration of the second area of concern may clarify why I am confident in my use of this software. Coffey et al (1996) and others are concerned that using CAQDAS distances the researcher from the data, because the researcher’s attention is diverted away from the audio recording and the paper transcript. This distance is about more than sensory shift, they argue. It can mean that the insights which can arise out of intimacy with the data in its ‘raw’ state are lost and interpretation is consequently poorer. Charmaz points out the risk of inadequate analysis arising from coding data too early because that is what the software requires (Charmaz 2000 p.519-521). This argument is countered by users of CAQDAS who point out that the ease with which data can be accessed actually increases the researcher’s closeness to it (Lewins and Silver 2007 p.10). The act of coding constitutes an act of analysis in that it it interprets the data. However, it is not an end in itself and the generation of a multiplicity of codes which CAQDAS supports is a researcher-led, not a software-led, decision. In my case, I had already acquired very intimate knowledge of my data through transcribing all interviews myself, reading all transcripts a minimum of four times, generating codes manually and constantly checking them across transcripts to ensure that they were being assigned in a way that was consistent with their definition, before I entered the data and the codes into MaxQDA. I took this approach, not because I share the reservations expressed by CAQDAS critics (I do not know enough about the topic to be able to take a definite position) but because of my inexperience in using the software.

The third set of concerns relate to users’ expectations of what CAQDAS can contribute to the analysis of their data and to the proficiency with which they use software packages (Weitzman 2000; Atherton and Elsmore 2007). I learned very quickly that software does not speed up the analysis stage of research. If anything, it delayed my move onto generating theory based on the data I had gathered. This was because I realised that it was necessary for me to understand not only my own thought processes in developing and assigning codes to that data, but also to grasp what exactly the software was doing with the data once I set up a query in it. This was required so that I could be sensitive to errors. I learned how to use MaxQDA on my own, using the manuals supplied on line and through trial and error. As a result, I did not use the capabilities of the programme to their full potential, but that does not constitute a problem for me. For example, I was not confident enough in my ability to examine relationships within the data using the software and so, once I was satisfied that the codes I had generated manually were apt, I did not use MaxQDA again. I conducted the theory building stage of analysis using pen, paper, coloured markers and all of my office was as exhibition space. 

3.5.2 Validity and Reliability

Validity, like reliability and generalisability, is a concept based on positivist assumptions which underpin quantitative, rather than qualitative, research designs. All three concepts have been contested by qualitative researchers regarding their ‘fit’ with the philosophical, epistemological and methodological understandings that inform qualitative research. However, the commitment to ensuring that research is true, accurate and informs or advances knowledge is common to both qualitative and quantitative research. Guba and Lincoln (1989) substitute the idea of ‘authenticity’ for validity in qualitative research. This developed an earlier proposal of ‘credibility’ which required the researcher to demonstrate an accurate interpretation of the data gathered so that the experience of the participants or the situation being studied was reflected in a believable way. Authenticity requires that the description provided by the researcher and the interpretations presented by him or her are reflective of the experiences and meanings that are lived and perceived by the participants (Sandelowski, 1986). Remaining true to the phenomenon being studied is a criterion for establishing validity (Hammersley, 1992).

In order to ensure the validity or truthfulness of my study, I used an inductive approach to the analysis of the data, to avoid imposing pre-existing researcher suppositions and biases when making sense of what the participants said (Mertens 2005 p.230). I used a constant comparative method of analysis, so that all the data fragments which emerged from the above process were regularly compared against each other (Glaser and Strauss 1967). I established the first set of open codes based on the contributions of one participant in the focus group interview and then tested those codes against the next data set, and thus moved from small to larger data sets. Guba and Lincoln (1989) proposed that a study can be evaluated for a "fit" with the information or the data it addresses and, to the extent that the categories which underpin the theory which emerges "work" or provide a credible level of understanding, the study may be deemed to be valid. In my study, where the coding scheme was found not to ‘fit’ any the data, it was revised and modified and this process was repeated until all the data collected was accounted for. 

This process also addressed the reliability of the data - the likelihood that another researcher looking at the same data, would interpret it in the same way. The codes generated were descriptive, low-inference descriptors (Silverman, 2005, p.221). A modifier was added to the content element in the code as analysis proceeded, in order to reflect the categories or themes which emerged. Reliability, according to Hammersley (1992 p.67), "refers to the degree of consistency with which instances are assigned to the same category by different observers or by the same observer on different occasions". In the pilot study, John, a former teacher and a researcher, reviewed the coding process used for data analysis. He formulated a short series of questions which challenged me to explain the codes assigned in some instances and, as a result, those codes were modified. As analysis of the data in the main study proceeded, I returned to the participants to determine if their contributions to the interviews had been ‘captured’ (Hycner, 1999, p.154) and whether the interpretation of those contributions reflected their perceptions accurately. This was done to guard against the interpretations being reflective of my own biases and to ensure that the focus in the research remained on the perceptions of the participants.

3.5.3 Reliance on interviews as data sources
In considering ‘truthfulness’ as a concept relating to validity in this research, I was mindful of it operating at two levels. The first relates to my own efforts to provide an accurate account of the experiences of the participants, both in terms of faithful representation of their actual words and in careful analysis to capture their intended meanings. The preceding paragraphs outline how I attended to the latter. The second is more problematic and relates to the truthfulness of participants. There is always the possibility that participants told me what they thought I wanted to hear or that, because they want to manage the impression others in the group form of them, that they edited their comments or shaped them in some way (Goffman 1959). This possibility does potentially raise real issues about the validity of my data, given my reliance on interviews as the sole data source.

Bourdieu (1977) was highly suspicious of the interview as a form of ‘learned questioning’ and more recent critics have honed in on the nature of the information-generating processes in interviews to suggest that their usefulness as data sources is questionable. Interviews 'are essentially contextually situated social interactions' (Murphy et al 1998, p.120) within which the participants are conscious of, and influenced by, the presence of others. What they say is a consequence of the context within which they say it and is not simply a presenting of the facts of their experience and how they perceived it. The ‘other’ in the interview shapes the way the interviewee both understands an experience and talks about that experience. As Jenkins (2002) points out, “Put simply, it is too much to ask of the interview that it merely divulge what a respondent normally thinks or ordinarily does.” In terms of my research, the accounts given by the participants in my study may well be filled with errors and biases and not reflect what actually happened during the WSE in their schools. It may also be that, because the accounts of WSE and of how it is perceived by the respondents are generated within a specific context, it is not appropriate to infer that the attitudes or perspectives expressed in that context are stable (Coffey and Atkinson 2002, p.811). 
Hammersley’s (2003, 2006) rejoinder to these criticisms provides me, as researcher, with some comfort. He identifies two possible consequences of radical criticism of interviews. The first rules out the use of interviews entirely, so that research is restricted to observational data collected in naturally occurring situations. The second ‘abandons the sorts of inference usually applied to interview data” (Hammersley 2006, p10) and results in research reports which to produce a research report which is more akin to imaginative literature and “abandons the task of inquiry.”

In this study, rather than asking principals, teachers, parents and students to provide me with a considered personal analysis of WSE, I have used focus group interviews as a source of information about their general perspectives or attitudes to WSE. I have inferred from what they say and do in the interviews how they perceive WSE. Hammersley identifies this as an accepted, legitimate, use of interviews. He points out that while interviews are social situations with distinctive characteristics that will shape what is said, the concern to be accurate and truthful is not the researcher’s alone but is shared by participants. While their accounts may be affected by bias and other interviewee concerns, this does not mean that they are inaccurate. 

3.5.4 Generalisability

‘Generalisability’ is understood as the degree to which the findings of a study are applicable in the general population. In quantitative research, it is about the generation of universal laws. Within the qualitative research tradition, this concept has been rejected as inappropriate (Denzin 1983); deemed irrelevant to the goals of qualitative studies, or has been reworked to suit the nature of qualitative work (Stake’s ‘naturalistic generalisation’ (1980); Guba and Lincoln’s (1982) ‘fittingness’). This third approach posits that qualitative studies, though they may have as their focus a coherent and informative description of a particular situation based on detailed study, can yield understandings which can be applied to other, similar, circumstances. 

Yin (1989) asserts that general applicability will result from the set of methodological qualities of the study, and the rigor with which the study is constructed. The applicability of qualitative research findings can only be determined when deep knowledge of the situation or phenomenon being studied is available. The researcher must provide thick descriptions (Lincoln and Guba1985) of the topic being studied in order to facilitate judgement about whether some degree of transfer from one setting to a second and similar context is possible. Thick description is defined as describing a phenomenon in sufficient detail so that one can begin to evaluate the extent to which the conclusions drawn are transferable to other times, settings, situations, and people provided. 
3.6 Conclusion

The research approach taken was chosen to fit the intention of this research project – to listen to how principals, teachers, parents and students talk about whole-school evaluation (WSE) in order to gain insight into their perspectives of that model of school evaluation. Throughout the project, I was concerned that the views and experiences of the participants would be at the core of the study, directing literature which I would read and determining the conclusion I would draw. The centrality of the participants’ voices to the discussion in chapters 4 and 5 of this report indicates how successfully the research approach taken addressed that concern.

Chapter 4 

Findings 

4.1 Introduction

Four populations were included in this research project – principals, teachers, parents and students and they each participated in one of a series of seven focus group interviews. A total of fifty eight participants took part in this study, including seven who participated in the pilot phase. Table 4.1 illustrates the composition of the groups and their involvement in their school’s WSE. Additional information on the participants is provided in Appendix A. 

Following the pilot phase, three broad themes emerged which illustrated the perceptions of whole-school evaluation (WSE) held by teachers and principals who participated. These were Relationships, Purposiveness and Being Heard. In the main phase of the research project, the first two of these themes re-emerged during the focus group interviews with all participants. The last theme, ‘being heard,’ described the perception each of the pilot phase participants had of the level of attention paid to them by the inspectors. This did not surface as a distinct theme in the main phase, though it did appear as an aspect of the theme ‘Relationships’. The findings relating to this theme are included in Appendix E. Two additional themes, particular to specific populations, emerged at that stage. These were ‘Implementation’, which was specific to principals and ‘Disenfranchisement’, which emerged in the parent focus group interviews and the student focus group interviews.
Each of the four themes which emerged during the main phase is explored in the following sections. Extracts from the interview transcripts are ascribed to the speakers using a two character code, as described in the table below.

Table 4.1 Coding – participant identification codes
	
	Pilot Phase
	Main Phase

	Student
	-
	SA to SS

	Parent
	-
	PtA to PtJ

	Teacher
	T1 to T5
	TA to TS

	Principal
	P1 to P2
	PC to PG


During the focus group interviews, the participants spontaneously suggested alterations to the model of inspection employed in whole-school evaluation (WSE) and these are discussed in Chapter 5.

4.2 Purposiveness

The concept ‘purposiveness’, as used here, draws on Malle and Knobe’s (1997 p.111) “folk definition of intentionality.” That definition includes five concepts arranged hierarchically. Belief and desire are necessary attributes for attributions of intention and, given an intention, awareness and skill are necessary requirements of intentionality. Thus, participants ascribe intentionality to WSE based on assumptions about the Inspectorate’s beliefs about what WSE can achieve and what it desires to achieve through WSE. ‘Intentionality’ also includes perceptions of the level of skill within the Inspectorate which enables it to achieve its intention. Purposiveness then is used to describe what participants believe the intended object of inspection to be and their perceptions of the Inspectorate’s ability to achieve that object. Analysis of the discussion suggests that the attitude to WSE held by a participant may have been influenced by the (a) particular understanding he or she had of the intended object of his or her WSE experience; (b) the degree to which he or she accepted or participated in that object and (c) the level of required skills which he or she attributes to the inspection team carrying out the WSE.
All four participant populations perceived accountability as the primary purpose of WSE. Three of the participant populations also perceived school improvement as an intention of school inspection. The fourth population, the teachers, identified affirmation, professional insight and improved relationships in schools (effects which could be understood as contributing to school improvement) as secondary outcomes of the WSE experience in their schools and, other than for affirmation, they did not characterize these benefits as outcomes designed into the process. 

4.2.1 Accountability

There was consensus across all the focus groups that WSE is designed to hold schools accountable for the quality of education provided. Parents and students felt this was particularly important:  

Well there’s a certain issue about whole-school evaluation. I suppose that was seeing how the school is running overall, whether it met standards made by the government and it is important for the government to do that because they need to know whether every school is running up to key and whether they need to make changes, you know about the way they feel about the system at the moment. (SG)

Both the parents and the students shared a strong opinion that government ought to monitor the quality of education as a matter of course. This monitoring function serves two purposes:

It is the only way we have for someone outside, the expert, to come in and check that it is good and to tell the school what areas it has to buck up on, because there will always be those that you could be better at and that’s good. It should be like that. (PtC)

and

It’s like if the teachers and them, they didn’t know that they could be inspected, then in some places things might be bad, or not good. Like, they would get a little complacent and relaxed and it wouldn’t be the best for the students. (SI)

Agreement on the desirability of inspection was evident. The parents and the students were unhappy about the frequency with which inspections take place, preferring that they would be a more regular feature of school life.

It would be good if they were there more often. It’d make you think about what was going on more closely so that the principal would be watching that teachers were doing their jobs and that. (SQ)

It’s taxpayer’s money and, not to be too blunt about it, you’d want to be, to see that it was good value, the education system. And with the Leaving so much depends on it, it’s actually very important, crucial, that it is good, so more regular inspection is a necessity, I think. (PtI)

PtI’s use of words like ‘crucial’ and ‘necessity’ underlined the strength of his opinion that the quality of educational provision in a school should be monitored. A perception that education is a high stakes endeavour, with significant consequences for students’ opportunities in the future, was shared by both the parents and the students.  This perception framed their advocacy for inspection and a belief that the Department had a responsibility to regularly visit classrooms to ensure good teaching.

It’s our lives, they’d want to be keeping an eye on what’s happening in schools. (SL)

The principals were sanguine about the accountability function which they perceived WSE as filling:

However nice the inspectors are, they’re not there to pat you on the back. They’re not working for the schools but for the Department. (P1)

By establishing a fixed role for the inspectors – accountability – P1 defines his own role, as manager of the process. In this, he is not alone. Van Amelsvoort and Johnson (2008) suggest that the predominant perception of external inspection is as an accountability exercise. Frink and Ferris (1998) suggest that an accountability context can have effects on the efforts and goal attentiveness of individuals. Thus, once P1 understands WSE as an accountability exercise, his goal changes to one with which he is more comfortable – manager of what happens in his school. This role definition deproblematises the question of purpose for P1, so that what happens during WSE “makes sense” to him and “then you know what you are dealing with.”
At the end of the day, as I see it, they are actually putting on a plate for you, “this is where things are at. It is now up to you and your board to progress it” (PD)

The principals interpreted this accountability agenda as supporting them in their leadership role by providing direction for future development, 

It, the whole process, started the ball rolling, if you like, and that’s useful for a newer principal. I found that the report gave me a clear picture of where the school should go next in terms of organising etc. (P2)

When talking about the inspectors’ purpose, the language used by the teachers suggested that accountability and fault-finding were among the purposes of inspection. For example, 

They come to the school because they have to, it’s their job but they’re not really interested in your school as such…they’ve a report to write. (TO)

and 

They have to come in and do their job, I just don’t like that that is about them watching me doing my job and then them criticising it. (TS)

Phrases like ‘because they have to’ and ‘they have to come in and do their job’ suggest a perception and an acceptance among teachers of an imperative - perhaps the legislative requirement to inspect (Education Act 1998 s13) – which assigns a particular function to the Inspectorate. It also suggests a perception of inspectors as subordinate cogs in a much larger wheel – their role, whilst not necessarily liked, defines a limited sphere of authority and influence. This perception can serve to establish the relationship between the inspector and the teacher on a basis which offers comfort to the teacher. As TQ put it,  
It’s a bit of a game really, they have a set idea about how something should be done and you could predict what they’re going to tell you. But it’s all bullshit. (TQ)

This teacher had had a subject inspection in the course of WSE. Prior to making this comment, he had indicated that the inspection had gone well. Here, TQ’s comment suggests that an understanding of the inspection process as ‘a game’ allowed him to decide what weight to give to comments made by inspector and to dismiss negatives as ‘bullshit’ so that his self-image as a good teacher was not damaged by the inspection process. This kind of ‘defensive bolstering’ (Lerner and Tetlock 1999) is a predictable response to an accountability experience which occurs after a commitment has been made to a particular course of action, for example the use of a particular teaching strategy or learning resource.  The person who feels accountable may feel the need to justify his or her choices or actions and is thus likely to be more directed towards self-justification than self-criticism (p257). 

The agent in the accountability process

Analysis of the transcripts made clear that the perceptions of who the ‘agent’ of accountability differed among the four populations. The term ‘agent’ is used here to describe the person whose work is subject to evaluation (Cummings and Anton 1990). Principals and teachers who participated in this study understood WSE as particularly focussed on the quality of school management, though teachers were also accountable. Parents understood the teachers to be the primary agents for evaluation whilst students shared that perception but extended agency to include themselves.

The principals posited themselves as a key focus of inspection:

I’ve read quite a few WSE reports and the people most often in the firing line is actually the management of the school. (PC)

Griffin’s (2010) study found a similar perception among principals. It is not unremarkable that school inspection would address leadership in a particular way, given the centrality of school leadership to school effectiveness and student achievement (Muijs et al 2004; Day et al 2008). This is an idea which was also communicated by PA when talking about the process of WSE. For PA, the fact that members of the school community could and did communicate complaints directly to the inspectors when they met them, rather than speak to her initially, was an annoyance.

I couldn’t go into this meeting with the parents’ association and…you are very vulnerable…I have no problem with the complaint, but it is the way it was used when I wasn’t there. And you are actually very vulnerable in that sense. (PA)

PA uses the word ‘vulnerable’ twice here to describe how she felt then and to describe a perception that the design of the WSE process is not without fault.  As that strand of the conversation developed, PC directly identified the potential for someone to use the WSE interviews to criticise either school management or a teacher as a particular fault. Without a right of reply, this would be ‘an attack in a very a public forum’ (PC) and a possibility from which he felt the inspectorate should distance itself.

The majority of the teachers who participated in this study also perceived WSE as primarily targeted at school management. Their observations of inspectors’ practices reinforced a perception that WSE is principally about how a school is run.

It seems strange to me that a whole school is disrupted so much when really it’s management that WSE looks at. (TB)

Teachers believed that the bulk of the inspectors’ work was in the management and planning meetings and that subject inspections were secondary.

We got on well with them all, the main guys, I mean. The subject inspections were the same as they usually are. They could have done them anytime. It wasn’t necessary to pile it all into one week. (TJ)

The phrase, ‘the main guys’ suggests perceived differences in authority between members of the inspection team. The inspectors who managed the management and planning meetings were the ‘WSE inspectors’ (TR) and those who carried out the subject inspections were understood to have a secondary role. The line, ‘they could have done them anytime’ is dismissive. It did not indicate a lack of sympathy for colleagues who had had a subject inspection within WSE, as was evident from other comments made by TJ. Rather, it communicated to the group a perception that the subject inspections were peripheral to the WSE experience. Nevertheless, the teachers also felt themselves to be accountable through those inspections and five of them expressed a perception that WSE is driven by a concern on the part of inspectors to identify poor practice. There were suggestions that the inspectors adopt deliberate strategies to catch schools and teachers off guard. 

Every one of their questions is designed to catch you out – it’s like, ‘have you stopped beating your wife?’ stuff. They asked for mountains of documents, which you wouldn’t always have so from the get go you were wrong-footed. They were teachers themselves so I wonder if it is a deliberate strategy, to keep you off balance? (TQ)

Research elsewhere indicates that teachers widely perceive inspection as a process where inspectors are looking for bad practice and they are very suspicious of suggestions that it might lead to school improvement (Grubb, 2000). Some of the teachers who took part in this study shared that perception but generally they were in the minority.

The parents clearly identified the teachers as the agents of accountability. They felt that school inspection should ensure the quality of teaching in a school and that the Inspectorate is best placed to gauge that quality.

Well of course it’s the teachers, who else? They’re the ones who will make a difference, if you have one who’s not great there’s an effect on the kids’ chances so it stands to reason that the inspectors are focussing on them. (PtE)

PtE’s “who else?” and “It stands to reason,” delivered in a tone of voice which indicated surprise at the question, serves to underline how clearly this parent understood the teacher as the agent for WSE and his perception that this is the appropriate understanding. This links with parents’ view of WSE as a core responsibility of the Department of Education on their behalf.

We certainly can’t and you’re at their (the teachers’) mercy most of the time because if you complained you’d be afraid how that would go for your child, so we need the inspectors to do it. (PtG)

Some of the parents also understood WSE as a mechanism for affirming teachers and validating their faith in the school they had chosen for their children.

I think teachers would be very nervous about an inspection but in my opinion most would have nothing to worry about. It’s a good thing for teachers to be investigated from time to time and they’d be re-energised by hearing they are doing a good job and the children would benefit too. (PtC)

Look, if we’re speaking frankly, we all know the poor schools and you don’t send your kids there. I’d expect an inspection to see the difference and to know the teachers who are doing a good job and go after the bad ones. (PtF)

The students perceived school inspection as keeping teachers ‘on their toes’ (SM) and contributing to a sharper teacher focus on professional standards. Teachers, they believed, also shared this understanding. They referenced three sources to support this belief: teacher comment, teacher preparation and the behaviour of the inspectors. In some schools, the teachers had made a clear statement to this effect to their classes and this was perceived by the students as a deliberate strategy adopted to reassure them –

All the teachers told us that the inspectors, to relax, not to worry, that it was aimed at them. (SD)

Ten of the participants had participated in formal interviews with the inspectors, as representatives of their student councils. These students also believed that the inspectors were ‘checking up’ on their teachers to some extent:

They asked you what you thought of your teachers and whether they were any good, not in so many words but that was what they were after, you could tell. Like, are you happy with the lessons and that so you could eh just say so if you wanted. (SR)

None of the students mentioned the principal as a focus for the evaluation.

The majority of the students indicated a perception that they themselves were one of the agents of accountability and that the focus of the inspection included their work and progress. Griffin’s (2010) study suggests this is a commonly held perception amongst Irish students.

They looked through our copies and ask questions. It puts pressure on you, you know it’s inspectors looking at them. (SB)

You’d work harder when you’re told that, that an inspector looks at your copy. (SD)

The students also referenced the inspectors’ interaction with them during lesson observations which formed part of the subject inspections as evidence that they were being ‘checked up’ on (SJ) for a particular purpose. 

The students felt that the inspectors regarded them as key sources for evidence in the evaluation of the teacher’s work. The inspectors were perceived to be less interested in them as learners than they were in what they knew as a demonstration of the teacher’s effectiveness.

Like us, she came around during the experiment and like chatted to us but you knew what was happening. She was checking did the teacher explain it right and did we like get it and em looking at us too to be sure we had paid attention. (SG)
In each of their three focus groups, students made contributions which suggested that in its operation WSE was a ‘test for the whole school’ (SG) including the students, and students had a part to play in ensuring it was passed.

The school is kind of on trial in a way and it’s pride really, you wouldn’t let the side down. (SD)

You know they (inspectors) are watching everything so of course you’d be more conscious, make the right impression. (SS)

The positioning of students as ambassadors for their schools is not untypical of post-primary inspection experiences. Leitch and Mitchell (2007) noted that schools place a particular priority on the students’ role in upholding the school’s reputation when preparing for inspection. The students here indicated that they have a strong attachment to their schools and a keen commitment to their role as members of the school community.

Accountability effects – staged performances

Because the parents who took part in the focus groups did not perceive themselves as being held accountable, only they did not indicate changes in behaviour and anxiety as a result of an impending WSE. It was evident that each of the three other populations, principals, teachers and students, had been affected. Whole-school evaluation (WSE) was perceived by the teachers who participated in this study as high stakes. Eight teachers referenced the potential impact of the WSE report on public perception of their school as an influence on the level of preparation which preceded the inspectors’ visit. This engaged the whole staff in schools, not just those who were involved in interviews:

If another school had already had a WSE. You’d want yours to be as good or better. It’s a pride thing, really. (TG)
Even the caretaker and cleaners were getting ready – the school was looking the best it has for a while. (TA)

This need, and the preparatory behaviours it generated, has been commented on by a number of researchers looking at the impact of school inspection in other countries (Jones et al 1999; MacBeath (2008)). Teachers are anxious to present themselves and their schools in the very best light and modify their behaviours to do so. This can result in ‘a fabricated performance’ (Ball 2003) with which the teachers themselves are uncomfortable:

There’s a kind of, like, it’s as though you put on your Sunday best for them, not really false, I don’t mean it as dishonest but you’re putting your best foot forward naturally. And then you wonder if that’s what it is about, if there is something. Well, it’s just a little false is what I think and you’d be annoyed that at 50 years of age you find yourself doing that. (TM) 

Others altered their usual practice to minimise the level of uncertainty in the classroom observations:

I won’t say that I wasn’t nervous but you had a good idea what they were looking for from reading reports and that, so I just had a lesson ready for each of the two days. You know they want certain things, that you’re doing, and active learning and so on so I planned my lessons with that in mind. (TH)

Some teachers spoke about rehearsing the questions which it was anticipated the inspectors would use. The literature suggests that it is likely that teachers would have prepared and delivered what they took to be more 'formal' lessons than they would otherwise have done and their classroom behaviours would have changed (Ball 2003; Case et al 2000; Woods & Jeffrey 1998; Troman 1997). In both these studies, teachers tended to adopt practices which departed from their usual ways of teaching but which they thought would impress the inspectors. This injected artificiality into their relationships with their students and resulted in what many described as kind of 'staged performance' for the inspectorate during the inspection; a phenomenon also commented upon by Woods and Jeffrey (1998) in their study.

It mightn’t be that you’d have posters and so on all the time, but you do from time to time and that’s what you’d want them to see. We had gotten data projectors in most classrooms just before the WSE and most of us wanted to use them. It’s not false, it’s just you get the chance then and you show that you’re up to date with IT and technology. (TH)

TH had prepared lessons specifically with the inspectors in mind and had approached the WSE experience as a candidate might approach an examination – his contributions to the discussion suggested a perception of WSE as a test  the questions on which were generally predictable. This perception may explain why, although he did not believe WSE was built on a sound educational philosophy, his overall evaluation of the experience was positive.

Similarly, those teachers who had participated in the management and planning interviews during WSE had also spent significant time preparing for the experience.

I have a post for the library but there’s no job description as such. So I had to kind of make one and then write up a report about what I do. (TC)

We rehearsed the interviews a bit so we were prepared if they covered one or two topics that could have been quite sensitive. (TO)

This behaviour is typical of what other studies into the effects of inspection report. Case, Case and Catling (2000) found that, in their accounts of the English Ofsted inspection process, teachers described the preparation phase as dominated by an onerous amount of paperwork. A perception among some of the participants in this study that inspectors required schools to supply them with substantial curriculum planning and school policy documentation meant mean a heavy workload in the period preceding the WSE.

Because there’s an awful lot to do to get ready. You don’t think about it usually, you just get on with it but now you have to show what you’re doing and why and still keep doing it, do you know what I mean? (TC)
We thought we were prepared – like most schools, you’re kind of expecting it and we had plans and policies, but there was still a scramble to put them in order, to present them well. (TS)

In all schools represented, the students had been aware of very careful teacher preparation for the lessons which would take place during the inspection visit. This ranged from what the students saw as ‘cleaning up their act’ (SE) to very thorough rehearsal of a lesson in advance of the inspection –

Like our biology class, every one…the week before the inspection the teacher told us if an inspector comes this is the lesson we’re going to do and gave like everyone the questions to ask, so it was really rehearsed. (SH)

The discussion did not suggest, however, that students were uncomfortable with this. For some, it was a predictable and appropriate reaction –

It was alright, you’d think maybe, well that’s okay because it’s like when you know, well then you’d be mad not to do it (SJ)

It’s only natural, say if someone was coming to your house, you’re not going to leave it the way it is. (Some assenting nods and noises) (SG)

Other students commented on the benefits that accrued to them because of this –

You learned a lot more when the inspector was there, they (teachers) just talked and explained it and there wasn’t messing, so you got more work done. (SE)

Our language teacher to be specific, eh she got us to speak the language and we wouldn’t usually do that, I mean, she encouraged us to speak in the language that we were learning obviously, so it’s kind of… and then after, she continued it. (SF) 

In a later telephone conversation, SF pointed out that it was important to him to record that the work done outside of the inspection process by many teachers is very good and that, whilst inspection may lead to some performativity, it was merely ‘polishing up on what they do, not really changing.’ A second student, SB, made a similar point – 

It could depend on the teacher as well, like they could always be that well prepared for their classes. (SB)

The students had limited awareness of how senior management and the teaching staff had prepared for the inspection at school level (rather than class level) but they spoke about how they had been prepared by the principal and teachers to represent the school.  

We were just given the usual pep talk – wear your uniform, the school is on show, don’t let us or yourselves down, that kind of thing. (SO)

Preparation for the inspection focussed them on their own contribution to the quality of the school and classroom experience:

You might mess and all a lot of the time but you wouldn’t for the inspection because well I don’t know, you just wouldn’t. (SJ)

Maybe for some teachers (shared laughter with SJ) but most of them are sound and you’d want to have it all right for them, like. (SK)

Yeah, that’s what I mean. It’s different normally but for the inspectors you’d give it up. (SJ)

They had modified their own behaviours for the duration of the WSE, being better behaved in class and better prepared for teaching and learning.

I don’t think anyone forgot their books or copies that week, it was mad really. (SD)

Accountability effects – stress

A strong motif running through the teachers’ accounts of their WSE experiences was the level of anxiety which news of a WSE engendered. 

It is nerve wrecking before it happens, no matter how often you have it. (TO)

I do remember all the panic, especially among those teachers whose subject was being inspected. (TF)

TO had had a subject inspection eighteen months before the WSE and, while she said that this had gone well, she described receiving news of a WSE as a ‘blow to the chest’. Disruption to school life due to WSE was noted across all teacher focus groups and was always expressed as a negative effect of WSE. 

When I heard about the WSE and our subject, that was what worried me. I think I’m an okay teacher so that wasn’t the main thing. It was all the paperwork, getting it ready, which struck me first. (TD)

You have to remember that all that kind of preparation was going on while the school was still expected to be business as usual. (TB)

The preparatory period before the in-school week of WSE was characterised by a frenzy of work on the part of schools’ staffs. For some, an early return to school after the Christmas holidays was made in order to ensure that documents were ready for the inspection team. In TH’s school, as in some others, lessons were supervised so that particular groups of teachers could work on something:

That’s what I saw in our school too. We had a load of supervised classes because we were at meetings to be sure we had this policy, that plan … a load of paperwork. (TH)

In common with other studies, it was clear that teachers’ stress increases from the announcement of an up-coming inspection and intensifies throughout the run-up period as they struggle to continue teaching as usual and to meet the challenges of preparation (Griffin 2010; Jeffrey and Woods 1998; Brimblecombe, Ormston and Shaw 1995).

The principals were less vocal about the levels of stress they experienced but it was clear that the workload in preparing for a WSE had been significant. Principal C identified a range of preparatory tasks which had to be completed at the same time as he was managing the beginning of a school year.
Our WSE took place on the 24th as far as I remember. It lasted for about a week. We had about five or six inspectors. First impressions, obviously it’s not the best time of year to be notified about a WSE because you’ve a lot of paperwork and a lot of stuff to do in the first three weeks of September. But we managed I suppose, it was a difficult enough at times, you’d have to research a lot of documentation and things like that, make it available. Then you have to schedule a whole lot of meetings with the teachers for the inspectors so it was a very busy time. It was a difficult time. I wouldn’t say the timing was the best really. (PC)

In the above extract, the repetition of ‘it’s a very busy time’ and ‘the busiest three weeks’ works to contextualise and validate annoyance that the additional burden of WSE is an imposition whose imperatives cannot be avoided, ‘you’d have to…’ and ‘you have to…’ One other principal agreed that there is a significant additional workload once notification of a WSE has been received
It was, on balance it was definitely…it was tough going for us the first three weeks, a hell of a lot of paperwork for us to put together. (PD)

However the other principals, while acknowledging this, did not present it as a significant issue as they felt they had been well-prepared for WSE through participation in school development planning, 

I suppose we had been preparing all along. You know, you are waiting for it to happen. (PE)
We had done a lot of work with X and I think there was the sense “we’re ready” insofar as I … (PA)

Some teacher participants also referenced involvement with the School Development Planning Initiative and prior experience of subject inspection as a factor which lessened the stress for them.

The initial news wasn’t really a surprise; we had been getting ready for WSE for a few years. You hear of other schools near you and wonder when will it be your turn so in some ways it was a relief. (TB)

Those participants who spoke of readiness for WSE were also least likely to have formed a negative attitude towards it.

None of the students reported feeling stressed by the news of an impending WSE or by the inspector once the inspection began. Students who had met the inspectors as representatives of their student councils had prepared carefully with their liaison teacher. 

We had a few meetings with X and she helped us put a folder together, all that was going on like how we were organised and that and she wasn’t worried so we weren’t either. (SP)

In common with the other students who participated in this study, SP took his cue from the demeanour of their teachers and this had, in all cases, meant that students were not anxious about the WSE. 

4.2.2 School Improvement
This was the second key intention or purpose of WSE as perceived by three of the study populations. 

Parental expectations of improvement

The parents indicated that it was consequent school improvement which gave school inspection its validity 

There’d be no point unless you thought it would make things better, that the school changed something, got more modern in its approach or something because they’d had a WSE, otherwise what else is it for?  (PtF)

As noted earlier, the parents in the first focus group, whilst they too expressed this understanding of the purpose of WSE, were not able to identify changes which occurred in their schools. Their conversation around this topic addressed the notional rather than the real.

Well it kind of stands to reason, doesn’t it, that if someone comes in and looks at you working, if it’s teaching or being a shop assistant, whatever, you’d be nervous but you’d also be listening to what they said? And my experience of the teachers in X is that they’d be the kind who would listen and would be anxious to do whatever they were told, because they’re interested in the kids. (PtB)

It could be like the driving test, though, you know, where you do it exactly right when the instructor is in the car with you, but you’d probably never drive like that again. I wouldn’t like to think that, but it could happen. (PtA)

In this exchange PtB’s framing of his opening remarks as a question and the tone of his voice suggested that his belief in inspection as a prompt to improved performance was plausible and his reference to the teachers he knew served as a further bolster of this view for him. PtA’s response, however, was less certain about the inevitability of improvement. Her “I wouldn’t like to think that,” together with other comments made at other points in the discussion indicated that she believed improvement ought to follow WSE.

The second parent focus group included parents who had met the inspectors as members of the school’s board of management and as representatives of the parents’ association. The discussion in this group suggested that these three parents had a greater degree of familiarity both with the process of WSE and with how it had transacted in their schools. These parents identified a number of changes made in their schools following WSE, including fresh discussion of some school policies, timetabling changes and renewed support from the board of management for the parents’ association. The other three parents in this group agreed that these were important indications of the potential there is in an inspection to bring about positive change in a school.

You mightn’t hear about it from the school but I’m sure they are all the same and would do what the inspectors advised, so that’s probably what, well I’d say most likely our school is the same and would take it very serious. It’s hard to think a WSE wouldn’t make schools different. (PtH)

One parent who is on her school’s board of management was cautious about the WSE’s facility to identify and deal with poor teaching.

As I understand it, a WSE doesn’t do anything about individual teachers so it is really limited in this area I think. We all know the teachers in our schools who need to be shaken up, and it’s only a very small number, maybe none in some schools. But WSE is a bit frustrating that way I think because things are really the same after the inspectors go. (PtI)

This sense of frustration was echoed by other parents who were not clear that WSE in their schools had brought about change at the classroom level.

Principals’ perceptions of positive effects

In contrast to the parents, the principals were able to identify a number of ways that WSE had impacted teaching and management practices in their schools. The principals acknowledged a very positive effect on those subject departments who had had an inspection, both in terms of morale and in encouraging continued efforts:

I think that gave them confidence, the recommendations challenged them. (PB)

The fact that it all worked out for the departments involved meant … other people who were looking on and saw the way that it worked, saw what came out of it, thought that it was worthwhile to do it. (PD)

Three of the principals reported a perception that the year immediately following the WSE experience was one of the most productive in the school’s life, in terms of policy renewal and planning for teaching:
I actually think that it strengthened the whole issue of planning particularly around teaching and learning. (PD)

Because they put a huge amount into teaching the following year. They developed more in the way of whole new way of doing lesson plans, because they were really interested in what had come out of the WSE. (PE)

A Dutch study (EVA 2004) into the effect of evaluations suggests this renewed interest is not uncommon. In that study, the teachers’ perception was that subject inspection had contributed to greater debate about the future of the subject and academic priorities in general. Three types of school improvement activities take place after school inspection (Gray 2002). These are tactical approaches to improving student achievement; renewed focus on school leadership and classroom management; and capacity building for continuous school improvement. Ehren and Visscher (2008) concluded that school inspections did appear to promote school improvement particularly where agreement was reached between the inspectors and the school regarding improvement activities and the principals in this study appear to confirm this. 

However, other studies suggest that the rate at which schools pursue improvement varies considerably after an inspection (Ouston and Davies 1998, p19) and the EVA study and others (Jones et al 1999; Rosenthal 2001) suggest limited impact on classroom practice. This latter appears to be at odds with the perception of the principals who took part in this study and with results reported in other Irish-based studies, which indicate that a high proportion of principals hold the perception that external evaluation does result in better teaching and learning (Brown 2010; Griffin 2010).

When talking about the recommendations made by inspectors, factors such as the principal’s confidence and trust in the reporting inspector’s professional capacity and whether the advice given ‘fit’ the principal’s own view of his or her school’s needs were influential in determining how they were received by the principal. For three of the principals, the WSE told them nothing they did not already know about their schools.

There were no surprises in the report – I know the school well, its positives and negatives as you might call them so I wasn’t surprised, no. In a way it was good, I suppose, to have your sense of the place validated. (PE)

Similarly, a study into how the inspection process and outcomes impacted on school effectiveness, carried out in Britain in 2006 found that the main benefit of inspection, as perceived by the schools, was that it confirmed the school’s own sense of what was both good and needed development in their schools (McCrone et al 2006). In PE’s case, the recommendations made in the WSE reports were predictable though the school might not have been doing anything about them.  For some of the other principals, what was revealed was not new but had not been articulated in the same way by the school.

Well, no, I don’t think we were shocked or surprised, nothing like that. The inspectors had kind of hinted, indicated by their comments or questions what they were thinking, you know? So we had a good idea and then, when it is just said like that, a kind of laying it out there for you, you recognise it as something you knew all along but were maybe too busy to just have the time to set it up as clearly as that. (PC)
In contrast to this, Brown’s (2010) study on principal perceptions of WSE found that almost three quarters of principals did feel the WSE had provided them with new insight into their schools. 

McCrone et al (2006) suggested that inspection recommendations are perceived as providing principals with leverage to introduce changes they had already identified as necessary.  The principals involved in this study indicated that this was the case with WSE.

It gave us a reason to have conversations about the school that were very necessary but we had never been able to find the time… (P1)

The principals spoke of recommendations providing a ‘blueprint for development’ or ‘giving you a bit more clout, it’s not just me saying it anymore but the inspectors too.’ Other Irish studies have found a similar positive perception of the recommendations made in WSE reports (Brown 2010; Griffin 2010; Mathews 2010). The value of inspection recommendations is that they help schools to prioritise rather than in provide new priorities (McCrone et al 2006). The principals’ discussion of WSE recommendations also indicated that they had selected from them those which, in their opinions, were most useful to their schools and had disregarded others.

You have to use your head where that’s concerned. No disrespect but you take on board what they’re telling you and then you look at the reality of the school. (PB)

The literature on the implementation of recommendations made by external evaluators suggests that this ‘a la carte’ approach is not uncommon. The simpler, more easily implemented recommendations, many of which had already been identified as needed within the school, are the ones which are acted upon. However, the complexity of schools, a lack of skills, time, and support (Griffin 2010; Verhaeghe et al 2010) and the realities of teacher union and other influences impact on the facility with which some recommendations are implemented. Ehren and Visscher (2006) suggest that external support and resourcing is need for schools to implement complex improvement actions. Although inspectors’ feedback was perceived as an important support to school improvement, these school principals prioritised the recommendations within the context of the school and its capacity to implement the required changes.
The classroom as the locus for improvement - students’ perceptions

The third population to reference school improvement as an intention of WSE and to discuss whether improvement had occurred in their schools following the inspection were the students. They had a clear perception that a key purpose of whole-school evaluation was to contribute to improving practice in schools. Consensus on the idea that inspection ought to change things in a school was communicated clearly in the three group interviews –

It’d be nice to think that it will improve school life for students. (SG)

And do you think that it will? (Researcher)

I think it will. It points out the bad schools and you can try to improve them. (SG)

However, in contrast to the teachers who participated in this study, who had perceived the subject inspections which are carried out during a WSE as taking place on the margins of the inspection, the students placed those at the centre of the process and the discussion of school improvement in all three groups was almost entirely limited to discussion of changes at classroom level. This is understandable given that for the majority of the students their encounter with the inspectors had either included or been limited to a subject inspection. In addition, the student participants reported that their principals and teachers had emphasised student behaviour and presentation when talking to them about the WSE and had provided very little information, other than that the inspectors would be visiting classrooms. Thus, their knowledge of the inspection activities carried out outside of the classroom was sketchy. 

What kind of preparation would have gone on in the school that you were aware of? Besides what you’ve said about the lessons. (Researcher)

Not really anything at school level but the individual class the teacher would tell you not to mess in class that kind of thing. (SE)

I’m not sure, really. Maybe they had to…I’m not sure really, but they were probably doing things, like the school was being cleaned up and posters, photographs, so that sort of thing. (SO)

All ten student council members who participated in the study felt that improvement in the work of the council or in the way it was structured and recognised in their schools has resulted from the WSE process. Approximately half the students were able to cite evidence of change in their schools outside of classroom practice. These examples included the availability of additional resources for use in the classroom, for example, data projectors, improved environments following minor repairs or decorating which took place in anticipation of or following the WSE and changes to subject options arrangements. 

I’m not sure if it was the WSE or something else but it probably was because they’d been doing it that way for years and that was the only difference so all the way we choose subjects was changed this year and it’s better because, like my brother, you can sample subjects before choosing and I’d have liked that too. It’s better. (SR)

However, eight others were not sure what effect WSE had had other than in the classroom. This may be reasonable, as the school experience for students is, to a large extent, bounded by their classrooms. However, that experience is extended by interactions with teachers relating to, for example, extra-curricular activities, student support interventions and the implementation of a school’s behaviour management system. Nevertheless, only three of the student participants in this study referenced any of these aspects of their school experience when talking about the effects of WSE. This may be explained by what emerged from the discussions as a shared understanding of inspection as particularly directed towards in-class work. Some students did provide examples of changed teaching and learning practices:

Yeah, there were some different. In one of my classes the teacher started taking up the copies more, so you’d be more careful with your homework because you’d know it was going to be checked. So in that way, yeah, it did make a difference, you learned. (SI)

Others believed that improvement at this level was an appropriate aspiration for school inspection:

Well that’s what it should be for, because why else do it? It should make learning better in a school so that your results are as good as they can be and you can have a good future. (SB)

Not all students were so optimistic. Some believed that the Inspectorate was only one of the actors in the school improvement agenda. These students referenced the responsibility of the school itself -

In a way, it’s what the inspector, if the inspector goes and the school just leaves it at that, do you know, that’s a waste of time. But if the inspector says what’s wrong with the school and he says em, well you’d try to improve it. (SB)

An interesting finding from each of the three student focus group interviews was the extent to which students also identified themselves as integral to the school improvement process. Inspection has focussed them on their own contribution to the quality of the school and classroom experience:

You’d notice a difference like there was a lot less messing when she (the inspector) was there (in the classroom) and things were much better. It just goes to show, really that it’s more than the teacher that matters. (SP) 

Eight students commented on poor student behaviour – ‘messing’ – and lack of student motivation as factors which negatively impacted the quality of teaching and learning. This fits with the findings of other studies. For example, Whitehead and Clough (2004) research project found that students talking about their learning identified poor behaviour in class as disruptive of learning. Students’ expressed ‘strong views about class discipline indicating that they felt it was the school’s responsibility to sort out disruptive students’ (p.222). The student participants in the three focus group interviews held as part of this study shared responsibility for this with their teachers:

You’d know it was stupid but you’d maybe go along with it even if later you couldn’t do something or it made a bad atmosphere because the teacher got bad or something, but you’d still kind of laugh with them (the ‘messers’) so it’s a bit your own fault. (SH)

Other than as a transitory effect when the inspector was actually present in the room, none of the students identified improvement in either of these areas as an outcome of WSE. 

The classroom as the locus for improvement - teachers’ perceptions

The teachers did not perceive whole-school evaluation as contributing to improvement in schools, particularly where it counted to them, in the classroom. For many this may have been sourced in their self-perceptions as accomplished professionals and they understood affirmation of this to be one of the purposes of WSE. TL opened the focus group interview with           

                  It may seem a strange thing to say, but looking back I thought it was a good experience. For the first time ever, someone told me I was doing a very professional job and gave me encouragement. Of course, that’s just a personal view. (TL)

The speaker’s apologetic stance, evident in the opening phrase and his final sentence, indicated a possible perception that it would not be popular to be positive about inspection and allowed the others in the group (only one of whom he would have known) to disagree. However, what followed confirmed his sense of affirmation as a common experience for those teachers who had had a subject inspection in the course of the WSE. Conversations with inspectors about how students were learning and the challenges being faced and met by the teachers were perceived by them as recognition of their professionalism. The participants in this focus group interview spoke of being energized by the professional engagement with a fellow subject specialist, even where questions and challenges were posed.

She asked me a few questions about why I used the textbook so much and I knew she didn’t think it was great but that was all. There was nothing else to find fault with and I knew I had done well. I was on a high for a month after it. (TP)

Those teachers in both focus groups who had met the inspectors in management and planning interviews were less vocal about any impact the encounter had had on their sense of themselves as professionals. Only five teachers in this category expressed a perception of having been personally affirmed. For example, the inspectorate team commended the work two teachers were doing in their schools in relation to whole-school planning. Another teacher was congratulated on the introduction of team teaching as part of the learning support service in the school. 

If you knew how hard we’d tried to get this (team teaching) going, you’d know what it meant to have it singled out for praise. (TE)

However, some of these teachers indicated a perception that the inspectors had deliberately withheld any comment about the quality of the work they were discussing:

It wasn’t at all like that for us. Our inspectors were as tight-lipped – you’d no idea what they were thinking even if you asked. I think they didn’t feel it was right to tell us how we were doing until they had it all done. (TD)

While the teachers did indicate that this affirmation of their work was important and was perceived as a reward, they did not report that it impacted on their practice following WSE.

WSE also provided principals with much-appreciated affirmation of their work efforts:

I’ve been principal a long, long time and I think to have somebody come along, evaluate what I am doing, how I’m doing it…and to get a very positive commendation in the area of management, I waited a long time for that and sometimes I joke and say if anybody says anything to me I’ll quote it! (PA)

PA’s pleasure in receiving affirmation is contextualised by her sense of having waited a long time for recognition. That validation becomes armour against ‘anybody saying anything’, suggesting that this principal may have felt vulnerable to negative commentary, perhaps because of the relative isolation of the principal in schools.

For some teachers who had had a subject inspection within WSE, the evaluation had resulted in increased professional insight. However, not all of this subset of the teachers felt they had learned anything valuable from the experience. In response to the question, ‘What was helpful about the process?’ T1 responded

There’s a big assumption there, isn’t it? I mean, I can see how the whole thing could be helpful for the Department but the, us? … There isn’t anything that would change that, the teaching, I mean. That’s what it’s about, after all, and that isn’t going to change because an inspector came into the school, is it? (T1)

T1 situates the discussion firmly in the classroom and establishes that for her, the relevance of the WSE to teaching and learning is paramount. She positions the group she is talking to as ‘us’, implying a perception that all the teachers shared a common perspective. The rising inflection on “us” turns it into an invitation to share her sense that WSE has no impact, where, she feels it matters, in the classrooms, “That’s what it’s about, after all, and that isn’t going to change.” Other teachers also said that WSE had little impact where it mattered to them:

Hand on my heart, I can’t say that I changed anything after the inspection. It’s not…he told me nothing I didn’t already think about. It wouldn’t work but he didn’t really listen. He had what he wanted to say even if there just isn’t time for some of the things, like group activities and so on with that crowd. Sometimes you just have to get on with it. (TL)

TL indicated no change in her professional practice following the inspection visit as the relevance of the inspector’s advice was suspect in her opinion. The failure of the inspector to engage with her as knowledgeable about her students limited the potential for professional insight in this encounter. 

Others had a different experience:

Well, I’d say now that having to stop and re-think through what you are doing and the way you do it is a very good thing. It is a chance to take a look at your role professionally. (TE)
The word ‘now’ is important in this comment as TE presented a generally negative perception of WSE. It was used by her to indicate that the passage of time has provided this perspective. The context of a group interview may also have influenced her, as the majority of participants in that group expressed very positive perceptions of WSE. Chapman (2001) suggests that school inspection may be an effective tool for changing management or non-classroom practices and that it does not generate more than very limited improvement in the classroom. Jones et al 1999; Rosenthal 2001) suggest limited impact on classroom practice.

It seems so long ago now but I remember being very angry just after the WSE because we were so hyped up about it and it really said nothing at all about teaching other than very general statements that could have been written about any school. What was the point? (TR)

TR’s annoyance, echoed by two other teachers, was grounded in a perception that there was little in his WSE report that spoke directly to teaching and learning at the classroom level. This echoes the perception held by the teachers that the focus of WSE is principally on the management of the school. 

4.3 Relationships

This theme had two dimensions - relationships between the inspectorate team and the participants and relationships between members of the school community.

4.3.1 Relationships with the inspectors

Establishing good relations

Principals and teachers had the closest encounters with the WSE inspectors of the four participant populations. Analysis suggested that perceptions of the relationship established between the inspectorate team and the principals and teachers were key influencers of their perceptions of the WSE experience overall. Attention has been paid in the research literature to evaluation work as a social action. Abma (2006) argues that the relationship established between an evaluator and those being evaluated is important because it communicates values and norms and, because knowledge is partly socially constructed, this relationship also influences the evaluation knowledge that is generated. In this study, the comments made by the principals and the teachers provide support for her call for broader attention to the human dimension of evaluation and an acceptance of evaluators’ “relational responsibilities” (p.197).

The people who effectively camped in the school for the week created a sense of ease around them in every way. It was terrific to see it and I think it had a positive effect on the way that the inspection went. (PE)

Abma and Widdershoven (2008 p.209) argue that the nature of the interactive processes which occur during an evaluation at least partly influence the quality and effectiveness of the evaluated programme. This suggests that perceptions of positive, helpful, relations between the inspectors and the schools during WSE can support school improvement and development, an idea which these principals’ contributions appear to support.

You know the first three weeks in September are the busiest three weeks in the school year. But anyway we got over that, the inspectors were very nice, very courteous and it lasted for about a week and it was a cordial type of atmosphere, it was well conducted. (PC)

The annoyance expressed by PC above regarding the timing of the WSE in his school and the demands of preparation is dismissed fairly peremptorily by, ‘But anyway, we got over that’ and this is linked directly with the demeanour of the inspectors and the relationship they established. Principal D spoke about how good relationships build trust and contribute to a more relaxed atmosphere in the school during a WSE. 

Just the whole sense, from the very first phone call and even at the end of the call and even at the end of that – and I hadn’t met the particular inspector before – I just felt at the end of that call, here is somebody who seems very reasonable, a sense of humour. And that was mirrored at the meeting when the other inspector, I got the same kind of feeling when I met them. We had a lady and a gentleman. (PD)

Efforts made by inspectors to put them at their ease were spoken of by the teachers and this was expressed in a way that suggested that it was appreciated.

I think they probably try their best to make you feel at ease. We had a man and a woman and they joked a bit with us before the presentation, set a more relaxed atmosphere. (TG)
In general, teachers described neutral relationships with the inspectors:

They were nice enough really. They went about their business quietly. To be honest, other than for the fact that we were all watching our ps and qs, at times you’d forget they were there. (TN)

The sense of ‘watching our ps and qs’ or being on guard was common to all the teachers. Despite the efforts of the Inspectorate team to put teachers at their ease, as reported by the majority of the teachers, all felt that the school and their work was, ‘on show’ as TJ put it.

The research literature indicates that those inspectors who introduce themselves at the pre-evaluation meeting in benign fashion and encourage staff to regard inspection as a shared process have been more successful in reducing stress levels among staff than those inspectors who need to wear their status visibly (Brimblescombe et al. 1995). TA described how establishing a link, however tenuous, between the inspectors and herself had put her at ease:

Our inspectors were lovely. Two women. They arrived early and I was helping them set up the audio-visual room and they were just ordinary. One of them had taught with my sister, which I only found out then but you can be sure that I did make a few phone calls later! (Laughter). (TA)

Those parents who had met the inspectors were positive about the encounter, with parents who had met the WSE inspection team at board of management meetings being reassured by the demeanour of the inspectors.

We’d been a bit nervous I suppose, you’d pick that up from the principal and teachers really, because of the, I suppose, vibe that went over them at the news and they’d be more aware of what it meant, in all fairness, so we were wondering what would happen, what these fellows would be like. And I can say they were gentlemen, really, the way they put us at ease and explained the whole thing. (PtJ)

This contribution from PtJ fuelled a brief discussion on the Inspectorate behaviour which parents deemed appropriate. There was consensus that inspectors should adopt a respectful stance when observing teaching and should hold any discussions with individual teachers in a private space.

My lad told me they could hear bits of what the inspector was saying to the teacher and I don’t think that’s proper, they should have a chance to discuss whatever away from the kids, I think. (PtA)

That’s shocking, sure how could ye have a decent discussion of the lesson in that kind of environment. If it had been me I’d have refused and said we can talk later. (PtC)

This was deemed necessary if the inspection was to effect any improvements in the school and the intuition of the parents is supported by the literature. Other studies have identified the importance of the feedback given by inspectors in influencing both how the inspection is perceived by teachers and the likelihood of their acting on it (Brimblecombe et al 1996; Ehren and Visscher 2008). A recent review of inspection in Germany found that, where teachers perceive the inspector’s feedback as fair, informed and relevant, they are more likely to be positive about the inspection experience (Dedering and Muller 2010). In this study, the perceived quality of the advice provided to the teacher by the inspector at the conclusion of the observation was very important in determining the degree of satisfaction expressed by teachers.

He knew what he was talking about and you just felt you were talking with someone who had been in the same place as you, so you were more likely to listen to his ideas. (TN)

However, many of the teachers reported disappointment with the quality of the feedback given and the manner in which it was provided. 

He told me nothing I didn’t already think about but wouldn’t work. He had what he wanted to say even if there just isn’t time for some of the things, like group activities and so on with that crowd. Sometimes you just have to get on with it. (TL)

This reflects what both McNamara and O’Hara (2008) and Griffin (2010) found in their research.

Inspectors’ Competence

The perceived ordinariness of the inspectors and their experience as fellow teachers were positively referenced by many of the participants. For the teachers, like TA above, the ability to draw on previous knowledge of the inspector was a source of comfort when preparing for the inspection. This is in keeping with the research literature. Dean (1995) found that teachers felt better about the inspection when the inspection was carried out by someone who had experience as a teacher and when they had faith in the criteria by which judgments were made. 
When you have someone watching you and measuring you, it’s better if it’s someone you can respect. (TP)

She had a good reputation herself when she was teaching. I knew she’d have something constructive to say and I didn’t mind the idea of her coming into my class. (TL)

It was important to both the principals and teachers that the inspectorate team was competent to carry out an evaluation of their school. The discussion indicated that ‘competence’ had roots in the prior professional experience of the inspector as well as in his or her ability to see the reality of the school being inspected. The principals were concerned about the inspectors’ lack of managerial experience and a consequent inability to appreciate the demands of school management. The principals felt that the focus of some of the discussions which took place indicated a failure on the part of the inspectors to recognise the validity of what they saw as ‘necessary compromises’ (PE). For example, PB characterised the perspective of the inspectors in relation to how time was used in schools as ‘technical‘ and ‘rigid.’ The principals were annoyed that, where they had established what they felt were good practices, the inspectors criticised the arrangements which supported those practices.
Look, on the one hand we were told our planning was great, consultation, collaboration, the lot, we had it. But then they came at us about the time we spent on meetings. We had an arrangement for shortened lessons once a month but we were shot down for that. It’s like we couldn’t win. (PE)

The challenge of finding time for meetings within a busy school day was raised by three other principals, all of whom felt that the inspectors did not appreciate the constraints within which the principals worked. PC was particularly frustrated by this and used phrases like ‘in the ideal world and ‘if everything were perfect’ to position the expectations of the inspectors as unrealistic and indicating an imperfect understanding of the challenges faced by school management,

I tried to explain that but, no, no, no, I don’t think he understood the actual dynamics of communication, decision-making, that type of thing. (PC)

From PB’s perspective, this same lack of understanding also gave rise to unrealistic Inspectorate commentary on the school’s timetable. Other Irish research into WSE (McNamara and O’Hara 2008; Mathews 2010) indicates that principals are not satisfied that inspectors are sufficiently experienced in school management.

The students and parents who participated in this study also referenced the skills of the inspectorate team as very important. Both these populations took for granted the qualification of inspectors to carry out a WSE. However, both were concerned that the way a school presented itself for inspection could successfully mask issues so that the inspectors would not be able to address them. In all three of their focus groups, students expressed concern that the picture of the school being taken by the inspectors was not fully accurate -

I don’t think that the inspectors saw was this school as it really is. For one thing, it was definitely a lot cleaner than it usually is (some laughter). (SK) 

This, they felt, required the inspector to look beyond the surface and to interrogate teachers about their classroom practice. 

You’d have to be sharp. Kind of checking and re-checking like to see if it was right, the usual way they did it. (SN)

The skill of the inspector is to figure out whether what you’re saying is true. (SF)

The experience which inspectors have as teachers was important for the parents and the students because they believed this meant that inspectors would know how a subject should be taught and be familiar with the standards students should be achieving. 

They are all experts in their own way and are probably the only ones who can do it, going into the classroom and asking the teachers. (PtF)

None of the parents referenced the inspectors’ managerial experience as an important consideration, perhaps because they identified the inspection of teachers and teaching as the key role for the inspectors.

Respect 

Whilst they did not use the word ‘respect’ it was evident from their contributions that many of the parents did not feel the inspectors were interested in them other than as information providers. The members of the parents’ associations who met the inspectors welcomed their suggestions,

It was kind of like we were being inspected too only not so much. I mean they asked about how the council (parents’ association) was organised, what we did and that but they also gave us suggestions. They were very nice really. (PtH)
However, they spoke of a narrow agenda for those meetings, dominated by the inspectors’ concerns.

They had a certain amount of information they had to give you and that took up most of the time, telling you about the WSE and that and there were chances for our questions but only at the end and it wasn’t really good. (PtB)

Griffin (2010) suggests that this may be a common experience, with parents finding that ‘inspectors talk too much’ (p.115) leaving them with little opportunity to contribute meaningfully to the inspection process. Some parents who participated in this study felt themselves to be only peripheral to the WSE, reflecting their sense of their role in school generally.

Well, it didn’t really mean much to me really. We got a note from the school about it but nothing else and I didn’t hear anymore about it...But that’s not a complaint, it’s, that’s the way it is for everything. If they want you to know about something you’d get a note but you wouldn’t be involved or such, you just, they get on with it. (PtD)

Almost without exception, those students who had met inspectors in the context of subject inspections used their perception of how the relationship between the teacher and the inspector transacted as a measure of the respectfulness of the inspector. Where the inspector had been perceived to have put the teacher at his or her ease and thus established a relatively relaxed atmosphere, students were more likely to be positive about the inspection.

I think because we’re a good school it was more relaxed in a way, like they (inspectors) knew it was okay. She was relaxed in the class and just told the teacher to carry on, smiled and stuff like that. You knew she was ready for it to be good, do you know what I mean? (SB)

The students reacted negatively to any perceived disrespect shown to their teachers.

I hated the way they asked us questions, it was kind of embarrassing because we could all see that it was for the teacher, to show her what she should have done and I didn’t like it. It wasn’t respectful. (SB)

Similarly, respect was an important value for TN and she used that word eight times during the discussion when talking about her experience of WSE.
She told me to introduce her first, then when she wanted to talk to the students, she asked me first, little things like that make a difference. It’s respectful, I think. (TN)

The literature suggests that where the inspector’s does not establish a mutually respectful relationship with the teachers involved, interviews or meetings are more likely to be perceived as unsuccessful in the eyes of teachers and principals (Dean 1997).
Other teachers had not felt so respected. TE described a perceived failure on the part of the inspectors to engage with her in a discussion of her role as lacking respect. She had invested personally in preparing for the interview, attributing to it a particular value as a validation process.
I also felt a little cheated, I suppose, because ... I think I do a lot and I’m not sure that the inspectors saw that aspect. (TE)
Her sense of being ‘a little cheated’ may have contributed to her generally negative perception of the WSE process as a whole. 

Where principals perceived a lack of this respect, they were more likely to discuss their WSE in a negative way. However courteous and friendly the inspectors were described as being by all five of these principals, it was important to them that they were consulted and involved in making decisions about the conduct of the WSE.

I suppose, if I’m truthful, that I feel it is my school and they should recognise that – they’re the strangers. I don’t mean unwelcome but it’s a fact, it’s my turf so to speak. (PE)
They did also say to me during the inspection would I mind if they did some wandering into and out of classrooms, now, I think they’d have done it anyway but I was happy that they had asked. (PD)

PC reported his sense of irritation at the way the inspectors worked in his school. At the core of his annoyance is a feeling that he was not trusted. PC perceived the questioning of the inspector as an affront to his professionalism (‘lack of trust in the principal and the deputy principal’) and the use of a triad to present this in three word forms underlines just how offensive this was to him.

There was one little thing that annoyed me about the reporting inspector. He was very good and he is very thorough. But he asked me and the deputy principal … and then when he interviewed the ancillary staff he asked them again. Now that was a bit…Triangulation is fine when you’re trying to find out something but … I thought it was lack of trust…, that he didn’t take us at our word. (PC)

Loss of trust in an evaluator has consequences for the potential effectiveness of evaluation as an impetus for change and improvement (Leeuw 2002). If trust and mutual understanding are absent, the motivation for the principal to listen to the advice of an inspector is lessened, and consequently, it is less probable that he or she will act on recommendations made. Czikszentimhalyi (1997) sees trust as essential for creating a ‘flow experience’ which gives rise to intrinsic motivation and supports the conditions which optimise work performance. Ammeter et al (2004) identified two requirements for trust to be developed. The first of these relates to the level of belief the teachers would have had in the professional competence and skill of the inspectors to evaluate their work. The second requirement for the development of trust relates to teachers’ understanding of the values and moral integrity of the inspection process. Where dissonance with their own value system is perceived as perhaps, in PC’s case, it is unlikely that trust will result. Without trust, it is difficult to see how inspection could lead to school improvement. 

4.3.2 Relationships between members of the school community 

Loyalty

The discussions of all participants indicated that there was a largely shared consensus in considering loyalty as an important indicator of the quality of relationships within the school community. Many of the teachers identified a positive impact on in-school relationships as a consequence of the mutual support and shared efforts which marked the staff response to whole-school evaluation (WSE). News of the impending WSE served to rally teachers;

After the initial shock, we all just got down to it, to getting things organised…there was no-one who didn’t get involved with helping out. (TS)

I thought it was great the way people just got stuck in in it no matter if they didn’t always hang out together or anything, you just gave a hand. (TM)

This was done out of solidarity and out of a desire to be involved. Many teachers cited this team spirit as a factor which reduced stress and which impacted teacher relationships in the longer term. 

We would all get on well in my school but the WSE did bring out something more, a kind of team spirit and surprised you with who got involved. You saw people in a different perspective and that stayed with me. (TO)
For the principals, for example, loyalty was expressed by teachers through mutual support during the preparatory phase of WSE. PE spoke about the way teachers had rowed in to help with the preparation, including those teachers who would not customarily volunteer to take on more than their teaching duties.

We had those few teachers, like they have in any school, who would be, I suppose, aloof, for want of a better word. The ones who come in, teach and go home. Now, in the mad rush of preparation, every one of them put their shoulders to the wheel and I have to tell you, that it surprised me. I wouldn’t have thought to ask them, but they came forward. (PE) 

The speaker’s use of ‘aloof’, rather than a more pejorative term, to describe the customary demeanour of these teachers suggests two things. The first is that the principal recognises this stance as an acceptable one – he could ask no more of these teachers than to come in and teach; it also underlines the extent of his surprise that those teachers, ‘put their shoulders to the wheel’, as he put it.

Loyalty to the school posed a challenge for both teachers and students. Some teachers wondered if it were better to 

Let them see us as we are, let the inspectors see what we are dealing with – the challenges and the lack of resources and still we’re doing a pretty good job. But then, that could be seen by others as a cop-out or unwillingness to co-operate to put the best foot forward. (TC)

TC’s, ‘but then…’ reflected a tension which was expressed by many of the teachers and which was not easily resolved, even where there were significant difficulties:
On the one hand we wondered if his (the principal’s) weaknesses I suppose you’d call them would be found or would he be able to just…because he can talk the talk all right. And then we didn’t want to let the school down either so I don’t think anyone would have said anything direct to the inspectors. (TF)

This illustrates the choice with which some of the teachers perceived themselves to be faced in WSE – loyalty to the school, which may mean not speaking frankly about issues which the schools faces, or disloyalty. In the case of TF’s school, none of the teachers, to her knowledge, raised the difficulties they experienced with the principal with the inspection team. 
Students also felt a tension between their conviction that inspection should focus on the quality of teaching and a loyalty to their teachers and schools. 
In one lesson, the inspector taught what the teacher had been doing, she hadn’t done it right and the inspector was showing her. It felt embarrassing and not right. (SK)

Yeah, I thought it was unfair on the teacher, even if she’s useless. (SL)

All five principals acknowledged the loyalty demonstrated by students who met the WSE team as something of which they were very proud.

But the loyalty that they showed to us was absolutely, something that was really… the students really were very good…they played a blinder during the WSE. (PD)

I would say it was extra-ordinary the way they conducted themselves. (PC)

The language used in the extracts above suggests that the principals were surprised by the way students in their schools responded during the WSE. The strength of ‘absolutely’ and ‘extra-ordinary’ communicates their perception of students as having behaved in an unexpected way. Each of the principals quoted above also believed that the students told the truth about their schools. The apparent contrast between these two positions, on the one hand feeling that students were honest and on the other feeling surprised by them, is open to interpretation. It may mean that the principals were not confident, prior to the WSE, that the students’ perception of their schools would be as positive as it was. It could also suggest that their prior relationships with their students had not engendered a high degree of confidence in how the students would conduct themselves during the in-school phase of the evaluation. A third possibility, embedded in the phrase, ‘they played a blinder,’ could suggest that the principals were relieved that the students who met the inspectors played the game well, understanding themselves as members of a school team playing against an adversary, the inspectorate. Loyalty meant aligning their behaviour and their comments about the school with the image of the school which was being presented to the inspectors by the rest of the school team.

You couldn’t buy that kind of loyalty or that they were standing up for their school out of a sense of ownership. (PA)

Parents who met the inspectors, while aware that they represented the general parent body, were more conscious of representing the school.

Well, I was there because I represent the parents and therefore I felt I needed to make sure the inspectors understood how good the school is and that we are proud of it…I don’t think that is the place to bring up problems, they should be dealt with in the school. (PtB)

I know some parents might prefer you to discuss problems with the inspectors but this isn’t the way to do it, there are procedures for making complaints and the inspection result shouldn’t suffer because of it. (PtJ)

When talking about the meeting held between the parents’ association and the inspectors, PA felt that one person who spoke to the inspectors about a complaint had not been “loyal”. 

It is not that you want to control the thing but that wasn’t very loyal I felt…the one who did it was also on the board of management. I was disgusted. I was so annoyed. (PA)

The strength of PA’s reaction – disgust and annoyance – was directly related to the expectations she had “in particular” of loyalty from a fellow board member. It is important to note that PA felt that “loyalty didn’t mean that you couldn’t express a concern or make a complaint, but always there are procedures”. She felt she should have been informed of any difficulty first, so that she could address it. The comments made by PtB and PtJ above suggest they would share her opinion.

The role of the principal

The principal was an important influence on how whole-school evaluation was experienced by parents and teachers. The principals all said that they had notified the full parent body of the WSE using one or more of the following: notes home, the school website and a newsletter. However, many of the parents who participated did not feel adequately informed of what WSE entailed, including its importance in the life of the school.

I know we were told about it, but only that it was happening and I didn’t really understand that it was going to be about, well, how good the school was. (PtA)

Yeah, it’s only now really, listening to what you’re (the other participants) are saying that I really understand how important an inspection is. I’d have loved to been asked to give my opinion in some way in advance, kind of be more involved from the parents’ point of view. (PtC)

The disappointment in PtC’s remarks owes something to the failure of schools and the Inspectorate to adequately engage parents as partners. The frequency with which Inspectorate reports reference difficulties experienced by schools in establishing and maintaining a parents’ association reflects the kind of challenge schools face in accessing and encouraging parent involvement in school-related matters. Where principals were perceived by parents in this study as accessible and open to their concerns generally, the parents reported themselves as satisfied that they knew as much about the WSE as they wanted to.

He’s always encouraging you to drop in and talk about what’s worrying you about your son and he’d be at every school event going, even local things like a match or a fundraising event for the club, so I’d be very confident that he’d keep us informed about what was going on in the school. That’s why I’m happy enough about the WSE. (PtH)

Networking with parents through community events and linking the school with other local bodies, for example, the GAA club, was seen by parents as an indicator of the principal’s commitment to the community and, by extension, to the school.  

I would think there should be a better way to get us more involved in saying about the quality of teaching because we’d be hearing it from our kids and I think our principal would be interested if the system of inspection allowed that. (PtG)

The facility which WSE presents for parental feedback on the school is limited, and it does not promote or facilitate closer school-parent engagement in its operation. The parents indicated a level of frustration with how they are ‘side-lined’ (PtI) by the process and this is discussed in 4.4 below.

Brimblecombe et al speak about the attitude of the school principal as important in setting the emotional tone for inspection. “Those who help staff to meet the challenge with support and reassurance reduce stress, while panic measures increase it” (Brimblecombe et al 1995 p.54). This was borne out in this study, though many of the participants extended their comments to include the deputy principal also. In MacBeath’s (2008 p390) discussion of school self-evaluation and external inspection in Hong Kong, he noted that in many instances it was the leadership of the principal that distinguished schools in which evaluation was seen as an opportunity, rather than a threat. Teachers who participated in this study spoke of how the senior management team in their schools played a strong role in the initial phase of the WSE in establishing an air of calm purposefulness during the school’s preparations.

We were kind of shocked then someone, one of the older teachers got angry and started saying it was a bad time, that started a lot of people talking together but the principal just stopped it and said, ‘Look it’s going to happen and I don’t think we need to be afraid of it.’ (TA)

Where teachers perceived the principal to have failed them in this regard, the WSE was more difficult.

There was a bit of upset at the news because we had had a critical incident in the last year and we felt we should be left alone for a while … some of the staff had gone to the principal to ask her to see if we could have it postponed or something but it seemed we just had to accept it, so there were grumblings because you … it wasn’t clear whether she just didn’t ask or they wouldn’t postpone it so you got a variety of interpretations. What I’m saying really is that it seemed to me there wasn’t as united a front in the beginning stage as there might have been. (TE)

The lack of unity between teachers and principal bothered TE and was attributed by her to a suspected lack of concern on the part of the principal for the teachers’ feelings. Whilst a direct link cannot be made, in TE’s case the encounter she had with the inspectors was upsetting to her. 

I thought they were just using us to check the impression they were forming of how the school was run rather than being interested in the detail of our work…I was upset during the interview because of this and I spoke to the inspectors afterwards. (TE)
In another school, the teacher perceived the principal to be one of the school’s problems and the way in which the news of an impending WSE was delivered to the staff did nothing to establish calm about the process.

I can’t remember exactly how we were told – I think the principal came into the staffroom and we had an extended coffee break. It was kind of just that it was going to happen and that was that. I do remember all the panic, especially among those teachers whose subject was being inspected. (TF)
TF used the word ‘panic’ twice more in the discussion to describe the teachers’ response to WSE. There was an absence of the solidarity referenced by the majority of the study participants and staff in TF’s school entered into what she characterized as ‘a competition’ to be most stressed by the experience.

Altered perceptions

Four of the principals spoke about how their perception of staff had been altered at each phase of the process. PA saw some of her teachers in a new light during the WSE. 

For me the most enlightening group were the young teachers…their ethos, their reason for being there, their commitment, their understanding of mission statement – I just found it absolutely…I was bowled over by it. (PA)

This principal had sat in on the inspectors’ interview with the young teachers, an experience she described as a ‘privilege’ because it gave her an insight into how those teachers thought that she had had no other opportunity to gain. Having, “The opportunity to listen to people that I would never have put in different groups” was an important benefit of the WSE process for this principal. PB agreed, saying that “It is one area of school life where everyone comes together, you are not divided into subject departments, a WSE brings the whole school together.” 

People of their own accord would come and say to me “I’m doing such-and-such in this area because that’s what was recommended by the WSE” or some cases the subject inspection as well. (PC)
Here, ‘of their own accord’ suggests that this principal is struck particularly by the way that teachers have acted on the WSE recommendations, rather than by the actions they took. As the conversation developed, other principals also acknowledged a shift in behaviour by teachers which lasted beyond the immediate experience of WSE.

I feel they have kept it up, not all of them mind, but the majority – they’d have you demented sometimes but it’s a great thing that they’re at the office every week with one suggestion or other when you mightn’t have seen so much of it before. (PE)
Other principals spoke of the WSE as providing a shared experience with staff which changed the way teachers perceived their principal. PB also felt that the insight post-holders gained into the work of the senior management team in a school, as a result of WSE, had created tighter links between them.

My staff became a lot more united as a result of the process and had a sense of themselves as professionals doing an important job so that was a benefit…(P1)

Some of the students identified an altered perception of their teachers as a result of WSE and they reported that it had impacted on their relationships with those teachers.

We could all see she was very nervous and it was like, Miss, you’re okay, it’ll be grand. It was funny because she’s normally the one saying stuff like that to us, so you kind of saw her as different and we kind of are different with her now, not in a bad way. (SA)

SA’s sense of an altered relationship was echoed in comments made by five other students who also believed that they looked at some of their teachers in a new way because of the inspection experience. For the majority, their perception was of a more positive relationship. Some students, however, said that the respect they had for some of their teachers was diminished. For one, this was a result of the failure of the teacher to maintain the changes implemented during the lesson observed by the inspector once the process ended,

It was clearly a better way to do it, even if you allow for the fact that we were like some of you here and putting on a good show. Everyone understood the stuff and we, it’s hard to explain but it was like finally it was easy to get it because maybe of how she used the DVD and then she just stopped and went back to the old way and that really pissed me off. It was only show and she wasn’t thinking of us. (SK)

It was interesting to note that some of the students had felt protective of their teachers during the evaluation, particularly where the inspector’s actions were perceived as having diminished the teacher in some way,

In one lesson, the inspector taught what the teacher had been doing, she hadn’t been, the inspector… it was like she hadn’t done it right and the inspector was showing her. It felt embarrassing. (SG)

Yeah, I thought it was unfair on the teacher. (SH)

Three students spoke of their relationships with the principal having been impacted by the inspection experience. For one, the fact that the principal had asked her to escort the inspectors from class to class during the subject inspections was very important.

I couldn’t believe it ‘cause I don’t really know him that much. I mean I know he’s the principal and all of course, but I haven’t a clue why he picked me. Then during the week, he’d sort of smile at me about something, like I brought the tea tray into a meeting and he winked as if to say we’re doing well and since then he’d stop me to ask how I’m getting on and all. (SH)

However, the rest of the students did not reference their principals at all other than when prompted by either the researcher or a contribution made by one of their peers. SH’s comment was followed immediately by

I couldn’t tell you what our principal was doing during the inspection except patrolling the place like he always does. (SI)

Yeah, it’s not like they are, well I suppose they are worried to an extent but it’s the teachers I feel sorry for because they’re the ones they’re inspecting. (SL)

4.4 Implementation

This theme describes a range of comments made by the principals on the operation of WSE which communicated a perceived absence of Department of Education support for and a failure by the Inspectorate to appreciate the demands of school management. Some principals had issues relating to the perceived purpose of WSE and expressed annoyance with the lack of follow up where poor performance was identified during a WSE: 

I would have huge frustration about it in the sense that there was nothing, I mean it was awful, the inspector involved told me it was the worst report she had ever written, the strongest report she had ever written but she could do nothing. (PA)

As PA finished telling the story of this inspection, she concluded, 

If they back off and can give you no support, that is…well what’s the point of coming? What is the point of coming? 

The depth of her frustration is evident in the repetition which ends her account. Analysis of all the contributions made by this principal to the discussion suggests a degree of ambivalence about the merits of WSE. This principal’s first words were ‘I would feel on the whole it was very positive’ and she went on to identify a number of benefits which the school community derived from the process. However, seven of the twenty five contributions which she made focused on this single issue and a further six addressed two other aspects of the WSE with which she was dissatisfied.

PD sympathised with the annoyance expressed by PA here but his comment suggested that PA’s expectations of the inspectors were not valid, in his opinion.  

And I also do understand, even though it won’t help your frustration, where the inspectorate is coming from in that situation…I don’t think they see it as their role. (PD)

McNamara and O’Hara’s (2008) research also identified this as a criticism of WSE made by principals (pp.90-92). The Inspectorate guide to WSE sets out the aims and procedures for this form of inspection. The process allows for the evaluation of quality across the school but does not evaluate the individual teacher. This was perceived as a weakness by principals when the pilot programme of WSEs was evaluated in 1999 and, although separate procedures have been agreed for dealing with under-performing teachers, it is evident that it remains a failing of WSE in the view of some principals.

The frustrations with how a WSE is conducted expressed by the principals were very specific. They addressed the focus of in-school meetings and the written report. Principals expressed a perception that the inspectors were not as prepared for in-school meetings as they had expected. Despite the preparation that went into to providing documentation to the inspectors:

They obviously didn’t read them, so at times I did feel what was the point of that? They asked you questions and you felt like saying that’s in such and such a document or folder. (P2)

The principals expressed a concern that the rubric for conducting a WSE, as outlined in the Inspectorate’s published guide, restricted the conduct of meetings (see also McNamara and O’Hara 2008) and two referenced the inflexibility of inspection teams as a cause of tension.

I wanted to sit in on one meeting, for very good reasons…I explained that to the inspectors but no, the principal doesn’t get to sit in on those interviews and that was that. To be honest, I was very annoyed about it and it affected the way I looked at those two (the inspectors). (PE)

All of the principals commented negatively on what they saw as a very long delay between the ending of the WSE and receipt of a written report. Analysis of the principals’ responses indicates a relationship between the degree to which principals were positive about the WSE in their schools and the timeliness of the written report. Where the report was received within the same academic year, its usefulness as a lever for renewed effort in the school was acknowledged. ‘You can begin to plan which is the whole purpose of an inspection’ (PB). 

However, three of the principals were concerned that by the time the reports issued, ‘You’re in another year which can be another territory’ (PA) and momentum is lost. It is interesting that some of the teachers expressed similar concerns. For many of them, the delay experienced before the written WSE report was received meant that it had become irrelevant:

We knew from the feedback what was coming to a big extent and the principal was happy overall and, more than anything, they were gone so we were grand (laughter). (TP)

When it did come along it was maybe over a year later or something and we’d already done a lot of what the report recommendations were and some, the other ones were kind of unrealistic. (TL)

TL spoke of the implementation of changes following on immediately after the WSE in-school experience, rather than the school waiting for the written report. Three other teachers made similar comments. Research elsewhere indicates that this is typical, and that the school is most likely to have acted on improvement measures which it had already identified as needed, independently of an external evaluation (EVA 2004). 

Two principals reported a perception of having to put the inspectors under pressure so that the gains made in the school through the inspection experience would not be lost. In this context, the post-evaluation meetings with the inspection team were perceived as especially significant.

You have a chance to hear the results a few times at the meetings. Like our lad joked that we should be able to give the feedback ourselves we’d heard it so many times (Laugh) But joking aside that was vital, you know. It was vital to have a kind of quick points so that there was an idea of where the school should go next. (PB)

McCrone’s (2006) study in British schools found something very similar. The oral feedback stage was of crucial importance because it facilitated the asking of questions and allowed schools to achieve a degree of clarity about what the inspectors wanted them to do. 
4.5 Parent and student disenfranchisement  

This theme emerged only from the parent focus group interviews and the student focus group interviews. Four student participants had had no direct encounters with the inspection team carrying out the WSE in their schools. For example, none of SQ’s classes had been visited by an inspector and she was not on the school’s student council, which met with the inspectors. She felt it had been a ‘non-event’ which did not involve her in any way – WSE had ‘happened’ to others in the school. This perception was shared by the other three students, one of whom articulated it as follows:

It’s like as if it just passed me by and lots of my friends too. The fact that we’d been told about it and some of our teachers were all, the subject ones where the inspectors might’ve come into the room, they were a bit uptight, I suppose, otherwise you wouldn’t really know it was going on. (SI)

The sense of disconnection evident in ‘it passed me by’ was echoed by SO, who said ‘it hadn’t anything to do with me.’ This was echoed by many of the parents. 

I didn’t feel that the WSE had anything to do with me really. It was more the school. (PtC)

Where it is most immediate, in the lesson observations conducted as part of the WSE, the students perceived the teachers as the principal object of interest for the inspector and they indicated little awareness of the inspector’s interest in the progress they were making.

You’d be on edge a bit because that’s only natural isn’t it? The way the teacher would be nervous would get to you too. But it’s not bad because you know in the back of your mind it isn’t anything to do with you, they’re (the inspectors) there to see the teacher so it wasn’t stressful really. (SR)

Here, SR’s taking up of a phrase used by SO ‘anything to do with me’ suggests that this is a shared perception, even where a student has had an encounter with an inspector in the classroom. Of the sixteen students who had met the inspectors during the WSE, a significant number of them said that they had forgotten about the inspection until the invitation to participate in this study had been made.

It’s like, well it was a good few years ago and you don’t think… it’s not what you’d be talking to everyone about, you know like ‘oh, do you remember the WSE?’ or anything so you just forget it when they (inspectors) go. (SA)

Similarly, PtE had forgotten about the WSE in his school, “probably while it was still going on.” Analysis of the transcripts suggests two principal reasons related to the WSE experience for the facility with which it was forgotten. These are the perception held by parents and students that the WSE in its operation is not of significance to them and their non-engagement in the post-evaluation phase of the WSE process.

4.5.1 An insignificant experience

Students and parents expressed a strong interest in inspection and, as noted earlier, held views that it is a necessary function of the education system. However, their experience of WSE suggests to them that they are sidelined in its operation. Their encounters with inspectors are slight. Only a very small number of parents actually meet the inspectors in a school – two parent representatives meet with the inspectors at a meeting convened with the school’s board of management and representatives of the parents’ association also attend a meeting. In the latter case, some schools struggle to identify parents to attend.

We didn’t really have a parents’ association when it happened. There might have been one before but anyway, she (the principal) just asked a few of us who would kind of be in the school regularly to meet them. I help with the school library so I think that’s why she asked me. (PtF)

In PtF’s case, attendance at the meeting with the inspectors was a favour to the school, prompted by her loyalty to the principal and her own curiosity. Like some of the other parents, PtF did not perceive any other role as being available to her at the time. However, she was very vocal about how this should not be the case.

I do think it should be different for a few reasons. It’s our kids that are in the school so we are interested and if we are given a chance and are encouraged, we’d probably all have things we’d like to say about our schools, not negative only, but like in our school the way the teachers do so much for the kids with clubs and taking them on tours and the like. But I don’t, I didn’t really think about it before now and now I’m getting all fired up (laughter). (PtF)

Almost all of the parents said that they would like greater involvement in WSE, a finding which Griffin (2010) also reports. Those who attended meetings with the inspectors wanted greater input into the agenda and the way the meetings transacted. Whilst the letter arranging these meetings does invite the school’s representatives to add items to the agenda, these parents did not do so. This may be explained by their lack of understanding of WSE and by a lack of the necessary skills and supports required to actively engage with the process. It was certainly due to a perception held by the parents that the inspectors were not interested in their perspective on the school, founded on the limited time accorded to them by the inspection team.

Yeah you could easily say whatever you wanted in the few minutes they gave us. But it was too short and too confusing, they talked about the WSE for ages and then about the association and there wasn’t much time left for anything else. (PtD)

We were only there for an hour, that’s what was arranged and most of it was used to explain the inspection. One of the girls I went with wanted to tell them about a problem but the head one (inspector) told her she couldn’t name anyone and that stopped her. She was kind of interrupted and then just didn’t finish, even though she wasn’t going to tell the teacher’s name. (PtH)

Students’ comments suggested that, for the majority, WSE was experienced and understood as a number of discrete events, each of them an inspection in themselves, and that they had little understanding of WSE as a coherent, singular experience. For example, many of the contributions indicated that the students were not conscious that the lesson observations fed into a subject-wide evaluation. Equally, they were not clear about how the subject inspections informed the overall evaluation of the school’s performance.

I’d say it went very well and she (the teacher) passed with flying colours because she was all smiles and it was genuine, you know when it is. Then the next day she thanked us all and said she was proud of us so that was one inspection that went well. (SK)

They all did, I’d say, because the teachers were in great form when the inspectors left. (SL)

Yeah, it was like that in our school too and we had the principal on the intercom thanking us for our co-operation and saying we’d represented the school well, so all the inspections must have went off grand. (SF)

This is reflected also in the very basic questions which they asked me about how WSE works.  Students’ lack of knowledge about how inspection works is unsurprising, given that, other than through engagement with the Irish Secondary Students’ Union, the Inspectorate has provided no information on its role and functions directly to students.  Information leaflets have been produced by the Inspectorate but these are addressed to the boards of management and the parents’ associations in schools. What is of interest in this study is that, like the parents, some of the students had a sense of the greater role they could play in contributing to quality assurance and school improvement and that the current model does not tap into this.

In a phone conversation later, SN suggested that the inspectors should provide students with greater opportunities to tell the inspectors what school is like for them than is currently possible through lesson observation. She positioned students as information providers based on her perception of how inspection had worked in her school 

I know they rely on looking at our copies and such and asking us questions to check the teacher’s work but that isn’t always the best way because some students are just lazy and messing a lot so they, their work would be crap but that doesn’t mean the teacher is crap. There should be kind of other ways to ask us about our teachers that aren’t as obvious because you don’t want maybe some one else knowing what you’re saying. (SN)
This perception of their role in the inspection process is not untypical. The ENQA (2006) report on a workshop on student involvement in the processes of quality assurance agencies for higher-level education identified four possible roles for students, including information givers, actors in evaluation, expert advisors and partners. However, the report indicated that the first is the most common role for students in evaluation. This may be reflective of a traditional attitude toward students as only being the recipients of services (McCall 2000) rather than active participants in a creative process. 

4.5.2 Non-engagement post-evaluation

For the majority of the students who participated in this study, their involvement with and knowledge of WSE ended immediately following their direct encounters with the inspectors. The students were confident in stating how the subject inspections had gone in their schools. With the exception of one student, they all believed the lessons observed and the meetings with inspectors had gone well, based solely on very general comments made by their teachers or by the school principal:

Yeah we got results. It went well. (SK)

They, it was good, it went well. (SG)

What were the results?  Researcher

That it had gone great, the school done well overall. (SK)

How did you get that information? Researcher

Just, the teachers said in class and that I suppose. I’m not sure, was there anything else? (to SL)

No, that’s it really, there was probably something at assembly, yeah, there was. The year heads said it. (SL)

In this exchange, the students were uncomfortable with the questions, evidenced by pauses between contributions and their body language. The brevity of their answers and SK’s appeal to her older school mate was reminiscent to me as a former teacher of the discomfort students might experience in class when they are asked questions to which they believe they should know the answers. In a ‘phone call received later, SL spoke of a feeling she had experienced at that point in the interview that she should have known more about the outcomes of the inspection and should have asked more questions at the time, particularly because she felt strongly that the Department ought to be monitoring schools. This echoed the feelings expressed by some of the parents who regretted not being more proactive in seeking detailed feedback from the school after the WSE.

I think now, like because of this (the study) that I probably should have asked more questions in the school, because I honestly think they’d tell you. But they probably think we’re not interested and it’s not that. It’s just, I don’t know, kind of you don’t think you have the right, maybe? (PtD)

Some of the parents, specifically those who were on the board of management and the parents’ association, had received a report from the principal immediately after the conclusion of the inspection week.

Oh we were told about it fairly quickly. The principal came to our next meeting and there were maybe 65-75 parents there and he gave a report so we found out how it went that way. I don’t think it was the inspectors’ report, from what they’re saying here that probably came a while later. (PtB)

It was good, it was good. We did well, really and the principal was very pleased. She said the recommendations, I think there were only a handful and that the school would work on them but the most important thing for us was that the inspectors thought it was good overall. (PtH)

However, the other parents had not been informed and all but one of them reported that they did not know how the inspection had gone or what recommendations had been made by the inspectors. This exercised them a lot and led to a brief discussion of their perception that some schools are poor at communicating with the general parent body.

You don’t really hear a lot form the school, really, except things like events or trips for the students. Like, they wouldn’t normally be telling you the Maths is changing, like it is now, you’d get that in the paper and then at the parent-teacher meeting if your child is involved but not if they weren’t even though they will be eventually. That’s an example of what I mean, it’s just a kind of drip feed of what they think you need to know and no way really for what you want, if you did. (PtG)

The ‘if you did’ at the end of this extract is important because it signalled a contradiction in the parents’ stance regarding communication with schools. On the one hand, as PtG puts it, access to relevant information is controlled by the school. On the other hand, the parents had not actively sought any information on the WSE from their schools and the majority of them did not attend parent association meetings, where some information would have been available to them. They placed the onus firmly on school management to manage communication.

I know it’s probably hard for them but they’ve no problem getting you when it’s money they need or your kid is in trouble. So if they really wanted you to know, there’d be a way, like putting the report or even a summary of it on the website or even having copies of it in the office so you could get it if you didn’t have a computer. (PtD)

The students were more comfortable discussing what changes had been made in the school following the WSE and they could identify some changes. Not all of the changes were attributed to the inspection, however.
I don’t think that you could say definitely like that that (the installation of updated ICT hardware) happened because of the WSE because you’d have to plan for something like that, budgets and money and so on, so it is probably a coincidence. (SP)

In only five instances, students were aware of an impact on classroom practice,

There was one or two who said, a couple of months after, they were just kind of saying, following the inspection that we have to teach this instead of this after the inspection, said there’s a  good report, some of the teachers mightn’t say it to you that there were things that the inspectors brought up. (SB)

However, this was dependent to some extent on either a clear, demonstrable change, as in SF’s class where the greater use of the language being taught was evident, or on the teacher’s openness to mentioning specific changes to the class group.  Overall, students had very limited awareness of how inspection had impacted their schools long term. 

This failure by schools to inform parents and students about what happened following inspection is typical in the research literature (Leitch & Mitchell 2007, Rudduck & Flutter 2004). However, the Inspectorate is equally silent when it comes to ensuring that they are made aware of inspection findings. Unlike the inspectorate in the UK, which writes directly to students following an inspection, the Irish Inspectorate does not issue copies of WSE reports to parent and student representatives. Wood (2003) points out that teachers rather than students are considered the principal agents for school improvement. While students’ perspectives are sought at the evidence-gathering stage of an evaluation or change process, they are side-lined when it comes to recommendations on actions to be taken to effect improvement. This research confirms the same experience for this group of students. Similarly, the parents perceived themselves as peripheral to the WSE process at all stages and were, consequently, disengaged in the post-inspection period, with only those who served as members of the school’s board knowing what actions had been taken by a school to implement inspection recommendations.

There was a very thorough reading of the list of recommendations at the (board) meeting and the principal was asked about what could be done and a plan was drawn up. I’d safely say that there was something about it at every board meeting for the rest of the year. (PtJ)

I know some things are different like we have a book rental scheme but I don’t know if that was one of the things the inspector said. Still, it’s an improvement, and there are probably others but I can’t think of them now, not maybe from a report, because I didn’t see it but maybe just the whole experience made the school look at the way things are. (PtE)

PtE suggests that changes in the school may be a consequence of the experience of being evaluated and that satisfied him so that he was not overly concerned about whether the specific recommendations made by the inspection team had been implemented. This may be because he had confidence in the school as a good school before the WSE and had not identified any changes which it needed to make himself. Other parents were less satisfied.

I have no idea at all whether it made any difference and that’s concerning. There were a few problems with discipline in our school and that was probably the biggest thing but I don’t know if the inspectors got that or told the school anything to do about it. I’d like to think that they (the school) did something after it (the WSE) but you’d still hear of messing in the lessons so I’m not sure they did. (PtA)

Apart from not knowing what the school did after the WSE, PtA does not know what the inspectors reported on because she had not accessed the school’s WSE report. This was not due to disinterest. Many of the parents were unaware that the reports are available on the Department’s website. Only two parents had read the WSE report for their schools, one in her capacity as a member of the board of management and the second, following the invitation to participate in this study had obtained a copy from her school. Both were unhappy with the quality of the reports, citing vagueness and length as particularly off-putting.

I skipped bits because I couldn’t actually make out what they were saying, it was so long and drawn out. It wouldn’t encourage you so it’s probably a good thing they only do them every few years. (PtC)

The students were also interested in the reports and were cynical about why schools and the Inspectorate do not share them with them.

Do you think you should have been told that the reports are available? Researcher

They should but probably won’t. They wouldn’t want you to be going up to a teacher and saying you’re not doing your job right. Then you’d find out what teacher is wrong or not. (SC)

SB felt that the inspector had to communicate very clearly the actions which a school needed to take to improve. In e-mail correspondence, she commented on the difficulties she had had reading the school’s report, which she had accessed after the focus group interview. The language was ‘overly thick’ and ‘you couldn’t be sure if something was good or bad in places.’  She suggested that students and their parents could be consulted about the shape reports should take so that they served their needs,

It’s a good idea to have a focus group to help the inspectors write reports in a way that gives students and their parents the kind of information they want about a school. (SB)

Another student, SF, suggested in the focus group interview that senior students in a school should be involved with school management and teachers in implementing the changes and monitoring them in the classrooms. He believed that improvement is more likely to happen if students are actively engaged in the necessary change efforts,

We’re the ones who are most affected and we know that, what has to be done, stop messing, pay attention and what the inspector gives advice about, so we should be involved. (SF)

This thread was taken up by other participants:

We know what the story is really, the way things do go on every day so it makes sense like that they (the teachers) talk to us about what should be done to make it easier to learn subjects and get on better in school. (SM)

Some of the students who participated in this study were conscious of the potential there is for them to be stronger contributors, but others also identified blocks to acting on this.

But there’s no chance anyway you’d be asked. Even in our place, it’s a very good school and we do have respect between us, the teachers and the kids, but it’s their gig really and you just should trust them and go along with it. (SI)

Cook-Sather (2002 pps.9ff) describes this perception as an understanding of teachers as the guardians of the keys to learning about learning, an understanding which silences students so that there is a lack of authority in what they have to say about their experiences of schooling. The same comment could be made about parents. This silence can potentially lock parents and students out of discussions about the quality of their schools and their comments suggest that the Inspectorate is implicated.
The report isn’t for us, is it? I mean, it’s for the ones who run the school, so they’d do it better. We probably don’t need to be reading it. If we were meant to the inspectors would probably have told us about it, wouldn’t they? (SR)

4.6 Conclusion

The four themes presented here were derived from a close analysis of what these principals, teachers, parents and students said about their experiences of whole-school evaluation (WSE). The literature had suggested that where WSE is understood principally as an accountability exercise, the potential of the evaluation to impact professional practice in schools is likely to be limited. The findings of this study indicate that, to an extent, this is true for the teachers who participated, though the principals were more positive. The literature also suggested that the lack of meaningful involvement of parents and students in WSE is likely to result in negative perceptions of WSE. The perception held by many of the parents and the students that WSE, as it transacted in their schools, was not significant for them contrasted with their strongly held opinion that school evaluation ought to address their concerns about the quality of education in schools. This, together with their experience of being side-lined post-evaluation, challenges the Inspectorate. The implications of these findings are discussed more fully in Chapter 5.
Chapter 5

Discussion and Conclusions

5.1 Introduction

In Ireland, as elsewhere, education has long been identified as central to achieving, protecting and growing economic prosperity. The mission statement of the Department of Education and Skills explicitly links the provision of a high quality education with enabling people to participate fully in society and to contribute to Ireland’s social, cultural and economic development. Ensuring the quality of educational provision assumes a particular importance in that context and, in 1998, the Education Act was passed, formalising the role of the Inspectorate in promoting “excellence in the management of, teaching in and the use of support services by schools” (The Education Act 1998 section 13a). Concomitant with this, the whole-school evaluation (WSE) model of inspection was being developed and the model was used to inspect schools from 2004. Few studies of the operation of WSE in post-primary schools have been carried out. Those which I found focussed on the relationship between external evaluation and school self-evaluation (Griffin 2010; Mathews 2010) and on WSE from the principal’s perspective (McNamara et al 2009; McNamara and O’Hara 2008; Mulkerrins 2008). This study set out to capture the perspectives of four populations – principals, teachers, parents and students – in order to achieve an understanding of WSE from their points of view.

The research approach adopted was qualitative, rooted in social constructivism. A basic tenet was that the same WSE experience could be understood from multiple perspectives, each equally valid and worth engaging with. The data set emerged from the talk of the principals, teachers, students and parents who participated in seven focus group discussions. The data was analysed inductively to reveal the themes which engaged the participants and which are reported in Chapter 4. The findings relating to the principals and teachers are largely consistent with what is already known and reported in the literature. On the other hand, very little is known about parents’ perceptions of WSE and even less about how students think about school evaluation. The finding that the parents and students felt themselves to be almost silent in the WSE process and its implications is, in my opinion, the most valuable outcome of my research. For that reason, in this chapter, the tenets of participatory evaluation provide a framework within which I explore the differences in perception of WSE which emerged among the participants and to frame the main conclusions which I draw from the study. Drawing on the suggestions made by the participants and the relevant literature, I propose specific actions for consideration by the Inspectorate and the wider school system.

5.2 Stakeholder interests

At the heart of democratic, participatory, evaluation is the idea that the full range of interests is represented in designing and implementing an evaluation (MacDonald 1987; Kushner 2000; House and Howe, 2000; Ryan 2005). This engages all interested parties in a dialogue about what matters in their school, how it can be evaluated and in planning for action on the findings of the evaluation, directed towards school improvement. The perceptions of WSE held by the various participant populations reflected to a significant extent differences in their understanding of how their interests had been included and respected by the evaluation process.

5.2.1 The Parents

The parents and the students invested importance in WSE as “insurance against poor performance” (PtE) at the level of school management and individual teacher performance and, to that extent, they understood it as serving their interests.  However, it was service at a distance. For the majority of the parents who participated in this study, WSE took place on the periphery of their lives. Though it purports to have the interests of their children at its core, WSE did not engage these parents at any stage. Where an opportunity to talk with the inspectors about the evaluation and the quality of education provision in the school was available to them, the parents felt that their role was to represent the school rather than their own interests or those of their children. 

A related perception was that the Inspectorate had limited interest in their views, built on their experiences of how time had been allocated during WSE interviews. This suggested that the interests of the Inspectorate superseded those of the parents and set up a power differential which parents found impossible to overcome. The cumulative effect of both these perceptions was that the parents were effectively silenced during the evaluation and constrained the extent to which they could contribute authentically to the evaluation process. This is not untypical of school evaluation. A 2009 evaluation of parents’ perceptions of the work of the English school Inspectorate found that less that half of the parents surveyed felt listened to during inspection (Ofsted 2009). deWolf and Jannsens 2007  found that, while inspectorates including the Irish Inspectorate, valued how parents were involved and enabled to contribute to school improvement, including this as one of their evaluation indicators, there was very little evidence to suggest that this effect had been achieved in schools. This research indicates that the same effect has not been achieved in WSE.
A second parental ‘interest’ is in school improvement and they understood WSE and all school evaluation as mechanisms for bringing this about. The parents were happy to devolve responsibility for identifying a school’s improvement needs to the inspection team but they wanted improved communication with the inspectors regarding the agenda identified for future development and the actions which were recommended to the school to progress it. It was striking that only those who had been members of the school’s board of management had been provided with a copy of the inspection report and that few of the parent participants were aware that they could access the WSE report on-line. The process as it transacts at school level separates the parents from the outcomes of WSE.

At the time of the WSE, the parents did not perceive this as problematic but participation in this study had caused some to re-appraise their experience, much as is explained by construal level theory (Trope and Liberman, 2003), resulting in altered perceptions of their experiences. As a consequence, some parents felt that their involvement in WSE should be different. The parents value being consulted and having the opportunity to influence the direction of the school and they would like greater involvement in both schools and school evaluation. This sentiment was also expressed clearly by the then president of the National Parents’ Council – post-primary in 2007: “We need to be involved for the entire process. If we are equal partners in education then we need equal rights” (O’Riordan 2007) and extends Keelaghan et al’s (2004) finding that there is a strong perception that parents have too little influence and should have a greater say on what happens in schools to include school evaluation.

The 2010 OFSTED report identified four perceptions held by parents which act as barriers to their participation. These include confusion about the confidentiality of feedback such that parents are unsure whether what they say to the inspectors will be fed directly back to the school. This leads to a second barrier, a concern that feedback given could be detrimental to their relationship with the school and have consequences for their children. The practice in WSE of providing a report to the school’s board of management of the interview with the parents can, in light of these concerns, be understood as unhelpful, rather than facilitating communication between parents and the board as is intended. Two further factors which inhibit parental contributions include their belief that a lack of educational qualification or experience disqualifies them and a lack of confidence that that they have to say would make any difference in a school. This study adds weight to the proposition that inspectorates need to actively support parents in participating in school evaluation.

5.2.2 The Students

Analysis of the discussion in student focus group interviews indicates that they understood the role of the Inspectorate in the abstract as protecting their interest in a good quality education. However, in the particular experience of the Inspectorate’s work - the WSE – they did not discern a focus on their perspective. The perception held by the students that they too were being evaluated interfered with their understanding of the role such that they felt the Inspectorate could fail them because inspectors could be duped by rehearsed teaching. They wanted greater consultation and more meaningful opportunities to contribute to the knowledge about the school which the inspection team gathers in WSE. They also positioned themselves as sharing responsibility for the quality of teaching and learning. 
Students should be part of the changes because like we…even if there are messers most students, well older ones anyway, want a good education and would probably get better at learning and that if they were part of what has to be done, like asked their opinions. I’d say even the messers could cop on, well a bit anyway. (SG)

This resonates with what the research literature says about student engagement in schools (Cook-Sather 2002; Cushman 2003; Hannam 2001). Research in this area indicates that student participation has led to better relationships between teachers and students leading to better discipline, much as SG intuited. It has also been associated with more effective school management and decision-making (Hallgarten et al 2004). 

Despite their interest in and their unique perspective on what inhibits or supports their learning, the students were sceptical that their contribution would be valued. The literature on student voice and student engagement in school reform points out that historically, students’ have been excluded from discussions about their own educational needs and experiences, in part because of the failure of educators and policy makers to imagine students as more than passive recipients of teaching or end-users of a service. For Cook-Sather (2002, p.4), at the heart of this is a failure to trust students.

5.2.3 The Teachers

The findings of this study indicate that the teachers did not perceive their interests as valued in the inspection process. In each of the teacher focus groups, discussion showed a largely shared consensus in attributing a quality value to WSE based on the benefits which were perceived to have accrued (or not accrued) to schools and teachers as a result of the process. The concept of benefit included recognition, professional insight and improved relationships. However, only the first of these was perceived by the teachers as a benefit of WSE intended by the Inspectorate. Professional insight was not a given, it was achieved only by some of the teachers and was attributed by them to the quality of the encounter with the inspector. Improved relationships were perceived as rewards earned by the teachers from each other, by-products of the way school staffs had worked together to prepare for and undergo the WSE experience. Neither professional insight nor improved relationships were perceived by the teachers as integral to the inspectors’ purposes in conducting the evaluation. Rather, the teachers understood WSE as a fault-finding exercise which positioned them as having to “prove we’re doing the job “(TL). 
TK saw WSE as “part of a capitalist agenda, about investment and returns for money spent that has crept into education over the last ten years.” For him, WSE primarily served economic interests rather than those of the teachers who are impacted by it.  New forms of control and accountability, informed by a drive to achieve greater efficiencies, have emerged. Quality is controlled from outside the school, and measures of effectiveness are applied which speak to homogeneity across the school system (Elliott 2003). In this conception, schools which conform to expectation are likely to be evaluated as good schools, whilst those which innovate and are responsive to their environments are not. Thus, school inspection can be understood as deprofessionalising teaching, reducing it to a technology with measurable inputs and outputs, for which schools can be held accountable (Jeffrey and Woods 1996). The effort made by teachers to prepare for this kind of inspection by rehearsing lessons and encouraging altered behaviour in their students, acknowledged by both teachers and students in this study, is energy diverted away from creative teaching (Jones et al 2003). The findings indicate that Sugrue’s (2006) concern that too much time and energy are being devoted to paperwork rather than to more critical engagement with learners” (p.192) is not unfounded.

Codd argues that accountability communicates mistrust of the professionals who work in schools (p.198). The emotional impact of this is not insignificant for individual teachers. The bulk of overt negative statements made by teachers related to the level of stress and anxiety experienced by them from the time of notification of a WSE to the in-school phase. Whilst none reported being ill, as teachers responding to Griffin (2010) did, it was clear that no teacher viewed the announcement or the experience of WSE positively. 

Teachers also perceived the WSE process as remote from the realities of classroom experience, with some participants dismissive of Inspectorate recommendations relating to teaching and learning on the grounds that the inspector as “out of touch“(TH). They were critical of the failure of WSE to address teaching and learning in a meaningful way. The model was perceived by them to concentrate primarily on aspects of educational provision outside the realm of the classroom and so was of limited relevance to their teaching, despite the stress evoked. O’Day (2002) argues that policies that position the school as the basic unit of accountability have a number of inherent problems which must be addressed if they are to bring about school improvement. One of these problems is the underlying assumption that improvement in the way a school functions will bring about improved outcomes for students. This muddies the waters, so to speak, because it does not sufficiently differentiate between collective accountability and individual action.

Some teachers identified positive aspects of their WSE experience, though these aspects differed across the group. Their comments indicated that Inspectorate affirmation energised them and encouraged reflection on professional practice. The WSE, they said, provided a school with a reason to stand still and think about what it is doing. Sugrue (2006 p192), despite his concerns about the investment in paperwork which has accompanied WSE, notes that it can be argued that “the (evaluation) trajectory cultivated in recent years in the Irish context has been positive, thus promoting standards, collaboration, planning, etc., with positive outcomes for learners.”  However, WSE was not perceived by the full complement of teachers in the school as addressing their own professional practice in the classroom. Even where subject inspections within the WSE were perceived as engaging teachers in discussion about teaching and learning, the impetus felt by those teachers to stage a performance in the classroom undermined the potential there was for Inspectorate feedback on the lessons observed to be of value.

5.2.4 The Principals

In contrast, the principals did see WSE as addressing their interests to an extent. They were more sanguine than the teachers about WSE as an accountability exercise and they extended their perception of its purpose to include school improvement. This may be explained by their perception that the inspection enhanced their role as educational leaders in their schools and thus served their interests to a point. They reported that the experience of WSE had contributed to a renewed focus on aspects of the school’s work and had provided a blueprint for future action. This echoes other Irish research (Brown 2010; Griffin 2010; Mathews 2010). 

However, despite the fact that principals were able to identify some benefits arising from WSE, it is clear that these were perceived to be limited and offset by the negative aspects noted in this study. This is a common experience, according to the literature (Brunsden, Davies and Shevlin 2006; Varnava 2008). The principals expressed real concern about what they perceived as inspectors’ imperfect understanding of the challenges faced by them in managing and leading schools and were frustrated by the lack of follow up where poor performance was identified during a WSE. They reported that they made choices about which WSE recommendations to implement, informed by what “made sense” (PE) for their schools. Factors including the availability of resources, time, external support and the level of staff expertise were considered in making these decisions. 

Like the teachers, principals felt themselves under pressure in preparing for, and during, the WSE. They shared with them a heightened awareness that public perception of their schools would be impacted by the published WSE report and they were acutely conscious of their on vulnerability, given the narrative in those reports on how they fulfilled their role in the school. Despite the criticisms of McNamara and O’Hara (2008) and Reid (2007) that WSE is too general and is ‘soft touch’, this study’s findings relating to principals and teachers’ perceptions of Whole-School Evaluation indicate that it has become a high-stakes endurance test for them.

5.3 Inclusive dialogue as a basis for authentic school improvement

Participatory evaluation engages people in meaningful ways at critical times during the process and provides them with findings they can understand and use (House and Howe 2000). It places the experiences of people in schools at the centre of evaluation and encourages schools and communities to take ownership of external and internal standards. It values school self-evaluation over externally managed evaluations, specifically where school self-evaluation creates a self-monitoring community that is committed to examining the implementation of school programmes and to responding to the outcomes of that review.

5.3.1 Whose voice? 
This study finds that the WSE process, whilst it acknowledges parents and students as key stakeholders in the work of the school, values the voices of principals and teachers over theirs. This is evident in the limited engagement which the process facilitates between the inspectors and parents and students. It is reflected the fact that a dialogic process was not evident in either the parent or the student talk about the evaluation experience. Parental uncertainty about their role in the process and their encounters with the inspection team both contributed to the disenfranchisement discussed in 4.5. From the students’ perspective, WSE is understood as another ‘test’ which they must pass rather than as an exercise which involves them as its intended beneficiaries. Their involvement in evaluating their school, and the involvement of their parents, is shallow, allowing little room for their experiences to be considered. Cook-Sather (2002 p.3) remarked that the failure to consult students, whom the evaluation system is supposed to serve, undermines the validity of the evaluation process.
School evaluators must always make decisions about which stakeholders to recognise and engage with and about how deeply to involve them in an evaluation (Alkin et al., 1998; Greene, 2000; House, 2003). These are values-driven decisions, informed by the understanding the evaluator has of the main purpose or role of the evaluation. The choices made in the WSE model indicate a particular understanding of the evaluative function – one which is more concerned with how the knowledge which evaluation generates is used in the school than with organisational learning. This conception of school evaluation legitimises the primacy of the voices of principals and teachers because it is they who are the decision-makers in the school, who will execute the changes recommended by the inspectors. Parents and students are not envisaged as actively involved in the implementation of evaluation recommendations and so they are given the role of passive observers located on the margins of the WSE. The rationale for this may be rooted in the political context within which WSE was first negotiated. McNamara et al (2002 p.208), following the evaluation of the pilot phase of WSE, noted that including the perspectives of all stakeholders in WSE would be a challenge for those determining inspection policy and this study suggests that this challenge still remains to be met. 

The literature suggests that there is real merit in addressing this challenge. Inclusive dialogue addresses the existing power relations in schools in which possession of “knowledge” serves to perpetuate differences in the status accorded to the different stakeholders. It is their awareness of these differences which silences parents who perceive the inspectors, the principal and the teachers as “experts” and their own opinions as flawed.

You trust them to know what is right to do – they went to college and all that so they know more about it (education) than you do and the inspectors are keeping an eye on them as well. (PtB)

Keelaghan’s 2004 survey of attitudes to education in Ireland found that there is an appetite among parents and students for a redistribution of power in the education system. The structures created to facilitate evaluation, as choices, can alter the power dynamics in schools, where they provide opportunities to stakeholders, including parents and students, to act and to make meaning.

Evaluation methods which are fully participatory can yield deep learning in the school leading to direct action and modifying the way schools think about particular aspects of their work. They also maximise the potential for learning to emerge from the process in addition to the messages communicated to the school in the evaluation report. This kind of participative, democratic, evaluation is about more than simply hearing what all parents and students, as well as principals and teachers, have to say about their schools. It also shifts the evaluation power away from the inspector as an external arbiter and away from the principal and teachers as the sole internal actors towards evaluation as a collaborative process of building mutual understanding (Greene 2000).

5.3.2 WSE and school improvement

As noted in chapter 2, the literature on school improvement is contradictory at a number of levels. For example, there is no agreement about whether external evaluation contributes to school improvement, with researchers like Chapman (2002) MacBeath and Mortimore (2004) and Rosenthal (2004) questioning whether the improvement effect is lasting or even whether it exists for the classroom teacher, whilst Matthews and Smith (1995), Ouston et al (1997) and Ehren and Visscher (2008) argue that external evaluation does impact positively on schools. Reezigt and Creemers’ (2005) framework of context factors and school factors affecting school improvement may bridge the gap between these researchers. In this framework, external evaluations are important context factors which provide the impetus for school improvement. The perception of the principals who took part in this study that teachers were more productive in the year immediately following the WSE could be read as confirmation that WSE acts in this way. Other researchers (Clarke et al 2003) have found that accountability systems with high stakes helped teachers target areas for future instruction and renewed the emphasis on critical thinking skills.

The Irish Inspectorate clearly situates WSE in the improvement agenda for schools. As the then chief inspector put it, “Inspection has a role in developing better teachers and better schools” (Stack 2007). This research suggests that the “standing still and thinking” (TA) which WSE facilitates provides benefits to the school at two levels – the whole school, in terms of providing direction and leverage for school leadership and in the classroom, in engaging teachers in professional reflection. It also indicates, however, that schools perform to the test. The school community presents a front to inspectors, investing significant time into preparation for presenting itself to the inspectors. 

The insights or learning achieved by a school following WSE are likely to be single-loop (Argyris1992) and short-term in nature. Certainly, the parents who participated in this study did not perceive WSE as having brought about school improvement, despite their conviction that it was this intended effect which gave school inspection its validity. The students noted that WSE had brought short-term gains, in terms of altered student and teacher behaviours, access to resources and a tidier school environment but they too did not perceive it as having achieved real change. Worryingly, only eight of the nineteen teachers said that WSE had any impact in their classrooms, with the majority indicating that it had not brought about any changes to their professional practice. This was explained by some as a consequence of the inspector’s failure to engage them as professionals who are knowledgeable about their students and to respect school context factors appropriately. If the perception held by these teachers that WSE does not adequately address teaching and learning is valid, then WSE is fatally flawed as a driver of school improvement.

Factors influencing school improvement at school level include the school’s improvement culture and internal improvement processes. It is the culture of the school which supports improvement at the level of the individual classroom. The norms of behaviour within the school are more powerful influencers of teacher behaviour than externally mandated changes to practice (O’Day 2002). Normative structures that encourage sustained professional learning and adaptation are required to achieve double-loop learning. The literature suggests that these structures should be augmented by internally managed professional accountability processes which support continuous improvement. School-based evaluation can help schools take ownership of internal and external performance standards (MacBeath & McGlynn, 2002; Nevo, 2002; Rallis & MacMullen, 2000; Ryan, 2004) and positions those working in schools - principals, teachers and students - as the drivers of change. 

Successful school improvement requires the involvement of students (Levin 1999; Fielding 2001a; Backman and Trafford 2006). Students’ perspectives on the reality of schooling are unique and should be considered by evaluators, whether internal or external. Listening to students’ views about practices in schools is valuable (Nieto, 1994, pps.395-6). The listeners include in the first instance the principal and teachers within the school. Participatory in-school evaluation processes can support active discussions of the school’s needs and contribute to enhanced decision-making in the school, informed by multiple stakeholders whose perspectives differ based on their differences in power relations, roles in the system, and subjective experiences and attitudes. It can also affirm all members of the school community as valued and worthy through their participation in the process (Greene 1987). Not listening to students has an impact on school improvement processes because it fails to engage students as partners in learning and teaching (Levin 1999; Kurth-Schai 1988; Fielding 2001a).
5.3.3 WSE and school self-evaluation 

At the time of its introduction, WSE was linked by the Inspectorate with the school’s own internal planning and review processes. In publishing the draft evaluation criteria for WSE, the Department of Education and Skills envisaged this relationship as a ‘twin track developmental approach’ (Department of Education and Science 2000 p.3). WSE was introduced with the expectation that it would be “linked to capacity-building, enabling schools to identify their own needs, draft their own development/action plan, target their resources, and ultimately to build a positive, reflective and collaborative culture of school self-review and consensus” (McNamara et al 2002 p.207).

Whilst the Inspectorate sees WSE and school self-evaluation as closely linked, principals are less convinced that school self-evaluation is established or supported in the Irish school context (Mathews 2010). In fact, in suggesting how WSE could be improved, they asked for support in developing capacity in that regard.

There should be some element of self-inspection by the schools with guidelines from the Department or coming from national norms. There should be an emphasis on improving methodologies within subject departments. There should be resources, maybe in-service provided for subject departments to develop along progressive lines and that there should be some template that the school itself would be able to inspect the progress made, to recognise markers. (PC)

This request to be empowered as evaluators reflects their perception of themselves as professional educational leaders and their concern about the lack of leadership experience within the Inspectorate, expressed in phrases like ‘They can’t be expected to understand what’s important in my school’ (PB). The principals were pragmatic also, realising that a shift towards school self-evaluation was a challenge still to be overcome, involving the development of a workable evaluation framework which would engage the teachers and management working together, rather than mimic external evaluation by substituting the principal for the inspector. What they wanted is ‘a little bit of support and a little bit of structure’ (PD) to achieve this.

The literature suggests that action on the request made by the principals to develop a school self-evaluation framework which is complemented by external evaluation can significantly advance school improvement. School self-evaluation can improve the implementation of recommendations made by external evaluations like WSE by diminishing resistance to it and increasing what Nevo (2002) calls “evaluation mindedness” in schools. External evaluations can be improved by school self-evaluation because of increased awareness and sensitivity to the local context of schools and their unique characteristics (Nevo 2002). In turn, external school evaluation brings a wider perspective to a school’s own self-review and provides a sharper focus on quality and improvement (Van Bruggen 2005). Where the model of external evaluation is participatory, involving principals, teachers, parents and students in looking at the school and identifying pathways for improvement, it can support organisational learning (Patton 1997; Preskill and Torres 1999; Ryan and DeStefano 2000; Alkin and Taut 2003) so that “stakeholders…may continue to engage in evaluation practice when the ‘evaluator’ has left the scene” (Preskill and Torres 1999, p.55). Helping people learn to think evaluatively can be a more enduring impact of an evaluation than the use of specific findings generated by that same evaluation (Patton 1997 p.128).
There is evident support for the co-existence of external and internal school evaluation in the literature (Nevo 2001; MacBeath 2006; McNamara and O’Hara 2008) and none of the teachers or principals in this study suggested a suspension of WSE. In fact, the principals noted the need for such an external model to offset the potential distrust teachers might have in a model of school self-evaluation driven by senior management.  

There are some sensitivities in terms of school self-assessment. Especially in the current climate that’s there, you see. Mind you, what C was saying was very good but I think you will see, depending on the culture of the school, there is always the concern, sometimes the concern, on the part of some teachers that they wouldn’t want to be too closely monitored by somebody within the school ie the principal perhaps. And they might back away (PD)
PD’s concern is not unfounded. McNab (2001) identified the potential there is for teachers to extend their perceptions of external evaluation to school-based, internal, forms of evaluation. In developing a model for school self-evaluation, it would appear from both the literature and this study that principals and teachers need to be involved at the earliest stage in its design, recognising their professional responsibility to raise standards together. The principals clearly saw the role of the external inspectors as providing direction through the sharing of the evaluation expertise held by the Inspectorate and through supporting the implementation of school self-evaluation in schools.

We need ye to give us a start, to suggest what way we should go about it because ye’d have the experience, like. But then maybe back off and let us get on with it, just giving us the support through in-service and resources to do it (PE).

The nature of external evaluation also needs to change, the principals suggested. They argued that a “more low key” evaluation which extended the conversation between the school and the inspectors beyond the in-school week of WSE would be more effective. 

A more low key inspection where there would be an opportunity to say “Yes, we are really taking these two or three recommendations on board and come back in 6 months time or 12 months time. And along with the inspection, give us a bit of support or input (PB).

In exploring what constituted ‘low key’ the principals suggested external evaluation with a tighter focus on either school management or teaching and learning as opposed to what one principal characterised as the “juggernaut of a WSE with a very wide footprint” (PE). 

The teachers also proposed changes to WSE which reflected their sense of being de-professionalised by the process as they experienced it. They suggested that the Inspectorate should publish the criteria it applied in coming to an evaluation of aspects of school provision so that there would be “transparency about the whole thing” (TK) which would facilitate ongoing self-review.

You’d like to know what was going through their heads. To be fair, I’m not saying you’d argue with it but it would surely be better for a school, for teachers, to know what as expected so they’d have their on checklist for afterwards, into the future (TM).

A second suggestion was that the inspectors should provide schools with a copy of the questions which would be asked during the management and planning meetings which take place in WSE. Again, this suggestion reflects the strong perception held by the teachers that current WSE practice positions them as objects to which the evaluation is done, rather than as co-professionals with a shared goal. If, as Sirotnik (2002) argues, the school and the individual teacher have the ultimate responsibility for improvement, then there is some merit in these suggestions. 

The students suggested changes to WSE which would provide them with enhanced opportunities to contribute to school development. These focussed on how their opinions about aspects of schooling could be canvassed and did not go beyond that to suggest that they could be co-partners in school evaluation. They suggested the use of on-line questionnaires which would gather their opinions on a range of whole-school issues. Anonymity was considered important to ensure that the inspectors could rely on the information.

You could have a questionnaire for all the students and like you could give it to the teachers to give out in a class where the teacher knows the students and it would be taken seriously. (SC)

You could put something up on the internet, a survey or something that lads would be able to fill in. You don’t put your name, it would be confidential like and you’d fill in what you wanted to, what you wanted to say about your school. (SD)

Though there are a number of studies which indicate that students are effective and valuable contributors to evaluation initiatives which place them in such roles, the students participating in this study were limited by their experience of evaluation and could not be expected to imagine these possibilities.  
5.4 Conclusions and proposals for action

5.4.1 Conclusions

1. Parents and students require particular supports to enable them to contribute meaningfully to the inspection process and to ensure that their interests are respected. Revisions to the model of school evaluation used by the Inspectorate are necessary to enable the perspectives of parents and students to be heard.

2. Clearer communication of the purpose of WSE, which positions it as intending benefits which are valuable to parents and students, and of the inspection findings and recommendations following a WSE, is needed.

I don’t think I’m uneducated but I found the WSE report very hard to read – it’s too long for starters and it’s almost impossible to figure out what they’re really saying about the school. In business, it’s all about the bottom line but your reports seem to avoid that. You need to use more simple language and get to the point. (PtI)

Democratic and participatory evaluation also values transparency in the process so that the public has full access to evaluation findings. The publication of WSE reports on the Department of Education and Skills’s website appears to satisfy this. However, this study suggests that this is not effective in achieving this intention. 

3. Elements in the WSE process engender unhelpful teacher stress and promote performativity. The time provided for discussion of lessons observed is insufficient. 

The feedback they give you is very short and it’s all about their view of your lesson. You don’t feel that they are really interested in what you might have been thinking. (TO)

I consider that a serious flaw, if you don’t mind me saying that. There’s no real time for them (the teachers) to really ask questions about the inspector’s opinion or to think through what is suggested by way of recommendations so it’s kind of, well, just let her (the inspector) talk and nod in all the right places and then thank God it’s over, you know what I mean? No real consideration of the teaching? (PE)

4. Inspectors are perceived by principals as having an insufficient understanding of the task of school management and leadership and their recommendations are often perceived as unrealistic.

I would have liked more contact with the inspectors and more support. I think that rather than focussing on finding out what I was doing wrong by their lights, they should sit with me and get my perspective on what is needed in the school.  Walk a mile in my shoes, if you like. But they’ve really no idea and that makes it…you make up your own mind about what they recommend and you just do the doable. (PB)

5. Placement of school evaluation on a continuum which links the school’s own assessment of the challenges it faces with support for acting on the findings of both is needed.

5.4.2 Actions proposed

1. The Inspectorate should be more proactive in accessing a fully representative sample of parental opinions on the work of the school so that their interests are better represented in school evaluation. Existing links with representative bodies could be used to explore ways in which this can be achieved at the level of the individual school.

2. Additional time to dialogue with selected parents and students should be built into the inspection model.
3. Inspectorate reports should be provided directly to parents and students and that the language in which they are written should be more easily understandable.

4. The emphasis on school documentation should be re-considered and opportunities for teachers to reflect on and improve their professional practice in classrooms built into the model.

5. WSE should be reoriented to focus more clearly on the core activity of the school – teaching and learning.

6. Consideration should be given to the inclusion of a principal as professional advisor to the evaluation team where the team of inspectors have no experience of managing and leading schools.
7. Recommendations made in inspection reports should be achievable within the context of the school.

8. Support should be provided to schools in devising school self-evaluation practices. The potential to adapt WSE so that it models participative evaluation and provides schools with an insight into how they are perceived and evaluated by all stakeholders should be explored.

5.5 Limitations of this study
Some limitations of this study are acknowledged. The first of these – my reliance on focus group interviews as the sole data source, is discussed fully in 3.4.3. Two other limitations are identified here.

Participants largely self-selected, raising the possibility that they were motivated by a desire to express strongly held views, which may not be typical of the views held by their peers. It must be acknowledged that different participants would likely have expressed different perceptions, drawing on their own experiences of and attitudes towards WSE. However, the data arising from the focus group interviews was presented in descriptive form only and this study does not set out to generalise the findings. The rich data yielded by the focus group interviews and the literature on school evaluation provided a good backdrop to the discussion of the themes which emerged, contributing to a better understanding of how WSE is experienced and identifying aspects of WSE which should be revised.

A second limitation is the fact that data for this study was gathered at a fixed point in time following the experience of WSE and so its findings are limited by that. Perception is a function of a complex web of prior experience, world view, personality and culture and the ‘one-shot’ model of data gathering used here is insufficient to meet the challenge of addressing those elements. A longitudinal study would yield more meaningful and useful data, particularly on whether the perceptions expressed are stable over time and, if perceptions had changed, how. 

5.6 Suggestions for further study

Throughout this study, I was concerned that the views and experiences of the participants would be at the core of the research, directing the literature which I would read and determining the conclusion I would draw. The centrality of the students’, parents’, teachers’ and principals’ voices to the discussion in this report indicates how successfully I addressed that concern. The themes which have emerged from this study suggest lines for further enquiry which are likely to be fruitful:

· How can parents and students be more democratically and effectively involved in school evaluation, both internal and external?

· What strategies are needed to develop the evaluative skills of principals and other school leaders?

· How can the impact of external evaluation on classroom practice be maximised?

· What supports are needed in schools to establish or develop participative school self-evaluation processes?

5.7 End note

During the lifetime of this research project an alternative form of Whole-School Evaluation was piloted. Informed by internal Inspectorate evaluation of WSE it anticipated and introduced some of the changes recommended in this study. Whole-school Evaluation – Management, Leadership and Learning (WSE-MLL) includes a survey of parental and student opinions, for example.  There is a stronger focus on teaching and learning, with two of the three in-school days during the evaluation given to lesson observation and a limited range of documentation is required of the school. Other changes address the readability of the final report, so that it is much shorter and the inspection findings and recommendations are given prominence on the first page. WSE-MLL also provides the school with opportunities to demonstrate its own self-evaluation processes and reports on the school’s capacity for improvement.

Notwithstanding these developments, in order to achieve its stated aim of contributing to school improvement, the Inspectorate should develop a framework to ensure productive links between school self-evaluation processes and its own external evaluation models. Within that context, a democratic, participatory and inclusive approach to the role of parents and students in school evaluation should be both modelled and encouraged by the Inspectorate. 

References and Reading List

Abma, T.A. (2006) “The Social Relations of Evaluation” in Shaw, I., Greene, J. and M. Mark (Eds) The Sage Handbook of Evaluation London: Sage pps.84-199

Abma, T.A. and G.A.M. Widdershoven (2008) “Evaluation and/as Social Relation” in Evaluation Vol. 14(2) pps.209 –225

Alderson, P. and V. Morrow (2004) Ethics, social research and consulting with children and young people Ilford: Barnados
Alkin, M. and S. Taut (2003) “Unbundling evaluation use” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol.29 pps.1-12
Ammeter, A.P., Douglas, C., Ferris, G. and H. Goka (2004) “A social relationship conceptualisation of trust and accountability in organisations” in Human Resource Management Vol. 14(1) pps.47-65

Apple, M. (2001a) “Comparing neo-liberal projects and inequality in education” in Comparative Education vol. 37(4) pps.409–423
Apple, M. (2001b) “Markets, standards and teacher education” in Journal of Teacher Education Vol. 52 (3) pps.182-196

Atherton, A. and P. Elsmore (2007) "Structuring qualitative enquiry in management and organization research: A dialogue on the merits of using software for qualitative data analysis" in Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management: An International Journal Vol. 2(1) pps.62–77

Atkinson, P. and A. Coffey (2002) “Revisiting the relationship between participant observation and interviewing” in J.F. Gubrium and J.A. Holstein (Eds.) Handbook of interview research Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage pps.801-814

Backman, E. and B. Trafford (2006) Democratic Governance of Schools Strasbourg: Council of Europe

Bakhtin, M. (1986) Speech genres and other late essays Austin: University of Texas Press

Ball, S. (2003) “The teacher’s soul and the terrors of performativity” in Journal of Education Policy Vol. 18(2) pps.215-288

Banach, M. and P.J. Gregory (2001) “Essential tasks, skills, and decisions for developing sustainable community-based programs for children, youth, and families at risk” in Journal of Extension Vol. 39(5)

Barber M. (2001) “The Very Big Picture” in School Effectiveness and School Improvement Vol. 12(2) pps.213-228
Barbour, B. (2005) “Making sense of focus groups” in Medical Education Vol. 39 pps.742-750

Blamey, A and M. Mackenzie (2007) “Theories of Change and Realistic Evaluation: Peas in a Pod or Apples and Oranges?” in Evaluation Vol. 13(1) pps.439-455

Blok H, Sleegers, P. and S Karsten (2008) “Looking for a balance between internal and external evaluation of school quality: evaluation of the SVI model” in Journal of Education Policy Vol. 23(4) pps.379-395

Bogdan, R.C. and S.K. Biklen (1998) Qualitative Research for Education: An Introduction to Theory and Methods (3rd Edition) Boston: Allyn and Bacon

Bourdieu, P. (1977) Outline of a theory of practice Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press

Boyle, R. (1995) Towards a New Public Service Dublin: Institute of Public Administration

Boyle R. (2001) The National Children’s Strategy Enhancing Policy Co-ordination: Key structure and Process Issues Dublin: Institute of Public Administration

Breen, R.L. (2006) “A practical guide to focus group research” in Journal of Geography in Higher Education Vol. 30(3) pps.463-475

Brimblecombe, N., Ormston, M. and M. Shaw (1995) “Teachers' perceptions of school inspection: a stressful experience” in Cambridge Journal of Education Vol.25 pps.53-61

Brinkmann, S. and S. Kvale, S. (2005) “Confronting the ethics of qualitative research” in Journal of Constructivist Psychology Vol. 18(2) pps.57-181

British Educational Research Association (2004) Revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research Notts:BERA

Brown, M. (2010) “Global message on a small island: The impact of evaluation on education” Unpublished draft report on Phase 1 of a Doctoral research study Dublin: DCU

Bruner, J. (1987) “Life as narrative” in Social Research Vol. 54 pps.11-32

Brunsden, V., Davies, M. and M. Shevlin (2006) “Anxiety and stress in educational professionals in relation to OFSTED” in Education Today Vol. 56(1) pps.24-31

Byrne, D. and E. Smyth (2010) Behind the scenes: A Study of Parental Involvement in Post-Primary Education Dublin: ESRI

Case, P., Case, S. and S. Catling (2000) “Please Show You're Working: A Critical Assessment of the Impact of OFSTED Inspection on Primary Teachers” in British Journal of Sociology of Education Vol. 21(4) pps.605-621
Chapman, C. (2001) “Inspection as a mechanism for school improvement” in Improving School Vol. 4(3) pps.41-50

Chapman, C. (2001) “Changing classrooms through Inspection” in School Leadership and Management Vol. 21(1) pps.59-73

Chapman, C. (2002) “Ofsted and School Improvement: teachers’ perceptions of the change process in schools facing challenging circumstances” in School Leadership and Management Vol. 22(3) pps.257-272

Charmaz, K. (2000) “Grounded theory: Objectivist & constructivist methods” in Denzin N. and Y. Lincoln (eds.) Handbook of Qualitative Research (2nd Edition) Thousand Oaks: Sage pps.509-535

Charmaz, K. (2006) Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through qualitative analysis London: Sage

Chelimsky, E. (1997) Thoughts for a New Evaluation Society, Speech at UK Evaluation Society, London, 20 September, 1996, reproduced in Evaluation Vol. 3(1) 

Clarke, J. (2004) “Dissolving the Public Realm? The logic and limits of Neo-Liberalism” in Journal of Social Policy Vol. 33(1) pps.27-48

Codd, J. (2005) “Teachers as 'managed professionals' in the global education industry: the New Zealand experience” in Educational Review Volume 57(2) pps.193-206 

Coffey, A., Holbrook, B. and P. Atkinson, (1996) “Qualitative data analysis: technologies and representations” in Sociological Research On-line Vol. 1(1)
Cohen, L., Mannion L. and K. Morrison (2004) Research Methods in Education 5th Edition, Routledge Falmer: London

Connolly, F.M. and D.J. Clandinin (1990) “Stories of experience and narrative enquiry” in Educational Researcher Vol. 19(5) pps.2-14

Cook-Sather, A. (2002) “Authorizing Students’ Perspectives: Toward Trust, Dialogue, and Change in Education” in Educational Researcher Vol. 31(4) pps.3-14

Council of Europe, (2001) "The concrete future objectives of education and training systems" http://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/2010/doc/rep_fut_obj_ en. pdf  [Downloaded 14 December 2009]

Cousins, J.B. (1995) “Participatory Evaluation: Enhancing Evaluation Use and Organizational Learning Capacity” in The Evaluation Exchange Vol. 1(3)
Cousins, J.B. (2003) “Utilization effects of participatory evaluation” in T. Kellaghan, D. Stufflebeam and L. Wingate (eds.) International Handbook of educational evaluation Boston: Klewer (pps.245-266)

Creswell, J.W. (2005) Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative and qualitative research NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall

Cummings, L.L. and R.J. Anton (1990) “The logical and appreciative dimensions of accountability” in S. Sivastva, D. Cooperrider, and Associates (eds.) Appreciative Management and Leadership San Francisco: Jossey-Bass (pp.257–286) Cited in D.D. Frink, R.J. Klimoski (2004) “Advancing accountability theory and practice: Introduction to the human resource management review special edition” in Human Resource Management Review Vol. 14 pps.1–17

Cushman, K. (2003) Fires in the Bathroom: Advice for Teachers from High School Students New York: The New Press
Czikszentimhalyi, M. (1997) Cultivating Common ground: Releasing the power of relationships at work Boston: Butterworth Heinemann
Czikszentimhalyi, M. and J. Nakamura (2007) “Creativity and Responsibility” in Gardner, H. (ed) Responsibility at Work; How leading professionals act (or don’t act) responsibly San Francisco: Jossey Bass pps.64-80

Danish Evaluation Institute (2004) “Effect Study: Fact Finding Study” http://english.eva.dk/publications/effect-study-fact-finding-study [Downloaded 19th April 2010]

Davies, L., Williams, C. and H. Yamashita (2006) Inspiring Schools – Impact and Outcomes – Taking up the challenge of pupil participation London: Carnegie Trust UK

Davis, A. and J. White (2001) “Accountability and School Inspection: in defence of audited self-review” in Journal of Philosophy of Education Vol. 35(4) pps.667-681

Dean, J. (1995) “What teachers and headteachers think about inspection” in Cambridge Journal of Education Vol. 25 pps.45-52

Dedering, K. and S. Muller (2010) “School improvement through inspections? First empirical insights from Germany” in Journal of Educational Change Published online 03 December 2010 http://www.springerlink.com [Downloaded 20 February 2011] 

Department of Education (1995) Charting Our Education Future Dublin: Stationery Office

Department of Education and Science (1999) Whole School Evaluation Dublin: Stationery Office

Department of Education and Science (2002) Report on the 1998/1999 Pilot Project on Whole School Evaluation Dublin: Stationery Office

Department of Education and Science (2000) Whole School Evaluation: Draft Criteria for the Evaluation of Schools.  Dublin: Stationery Office

Department of Education and Science (2003) Looking at our School – An aid to Self-Evaluation in Second-level Schools Dublin: Stationary Office

Department of Education (2005) Report of the Chief Inspector 2001-2004 Dublin: Stationery Office  

Department of Education and Science (2006) A Guide to Whole School Evaluation in Post-Primary Schools  Dublin: Stationery Office

Department for Education and Skills (UK) (2004a) Five Year Strategy for Children and Learners London: DfES  

Department for Education and Skills (UK) (2004b) Working Together: Giving Children and Young People A Say London: DfES  

DenBesten, O., Horton, J. and P. Kraftl (2008) “Pupil involvement in school (re)design: participation in policy and practice” http://ssm.com/abstract=128185 [Downloaded 27th April 2010]

Denzin, N. (1989) The Research Act (3rd ed.) Englewood Cliffs; Prentice Hall

Denzin, N.K. and Lincoln, Y.S. (eds.) (2000) Handbook of qualitative research (2nd Edition) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

De Wolf, I. and F. Janssens (2007) “Effects and side-effects of inspections…overview of empirical studies” in Oxford Review of Education Vol. 33(3) pps.379-396

Earley, P. (1998) School Improvement after Inspection: School and LEA responses London: Paul Chapman Publishing.

EC, (2008) Financial Regulation Article 27 http://ec.europa.eu/budget/ documents/evaluation_en.htm [Downloaded 16 February 2010]

Edwards, J. (2008) “A Matter of opinion? The involvement of student voice in aspects of school management…” in Management in Education Vol.(3) pps.3-14

Ehren, M.C.M. and A.J. Visscher (2006) “Towards a theory on the impact of school inspections” in British Journal of Educational Studies Vol. 54(1) pps.51-72
Ehren, M.C.M. and A.J. Visscher (2008) “Relationship between School Inspections, school characteristics and school improvement” in British Journal of Educational Studies Vol. 56(2) pps.205-227

Eisner, E. W. (1979) The educational imagination: on the design and evaluation of school programs New York, NY: Macmillan

Elliott, J. (1996) “School effectiveness research and its critics:                   Alternative visions of schooling” in Cambridge Journal of Education Vol. 26(2) 

ENQA (2006) Report on Madrid 2006 workshop on student involvement in the processes of quality assurance agencies www.enqa.eu/files/Student%2520 involvement [Downloaded 10th May 2010]

Epstein, J.L. (1992) “School and family partnerships.” in M. Aikin (ed.) The Encyclopedia of Educational Research (Sixth Edition) New York: MacMillan pps.1139-1151

European Commission (2001) European Report on the Quality of School Education: Sixteen Indicators Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities

Fendler, L. (2006) “Why Generalisability is not generalisable” in Journal of Philosophy of Education Vol. 40(4) pp.437-449

Fetterman, D.M. (2001) Foundations of empowerment evaluation Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

Fielding, M. (2001a) “Students as Radical Agents of Change” in Journal of Educational Change Vol. 2(3) pps.123-141
Fielding, M (2001b) “Beyond the rhetoric of student voice” in Forum Vol. 43(2) pps.100-110

Frink, D. and G. Ferris (1998) “Accountabilty, impression management and goal setting in the performance evaluation process” in Human Relations Vol. 51(10) pps.1259-1284

Frink, D.D. and R.J. Klimoski (2004) “Advancing accountability theory and practice: Introduction to the human resource management review special edition” in Human Resource Management Review Vol. 14 pps.1–17

Fullan, M.G. (1991) “The parent and the community” in The new meaning of educational change New York: Teachers College Press 

Garlick S. (2008) “Can we hear the student voice?” in Management in Education Vol. 22(3) pps.5-18

Geertz, C. (1973) “Thick descriptions: towards an interpretive theory of culture” in Cohen L., Mannion L. and K. Morrison (2004) Research Methods in Education 5th Edition Routledge Falmer: London 

Giles, C. (2006) “Transformational leadership in challenging urban elementary schools: a role for parent involvement?” in Leadership and Policy in Schools Vol. 5(2) pps.257-282

Glaser, B. (1992) Basics of grounded theory analysis Mill Valley, CA: Sociology Press

Glendenning, D. (1999) “National Country Report – Ireland: The Education Act 1998” in European Journal for Education Law and Policy Vol. 3(1) pps.61-65

Gold, E., Rhodes, A., Brown, S., Lytle, S., and D. Waff (2001) Clients, consumers, or collaborators? Parents and their roles in school reform during Children Achieving 1995-2000 Philadelphia: Consortium for Policy Research in Education

Goodley D. and P. Clough (2004) “Community projects and excluded young people: reflections on a participatory narrative research approach” in International Journal of Inclusive Education Vol. 8(4) pps.331-35

Government of Ireland (1998) Education Act section 13

Government of Ireland (2000) Our Children Their Lives: The National Children’s Strategy Dublin: Stationery Office

Government of Ireland (2006) Towards 2016 Ten-Year Framework Social Partnership Agreement 2006-2015 Dublin: Stationery Office

Grant, N. (2009) Foreword in Hill, D. and R. Kumar (2009) (eds.) Global Neoliberalism and Education and its Consequences New York:Routledge 
Gray, J. (2002) “Jolts and Reactions: Two decades of feeding back value-added information on schools’ performance” in A.J.Visscher and R. Coe (eds.) School Improvement through Performance Feedback Lisse, The Netherlands:Swets & Zeitlinger pps.143-162

Greene, J. (2000) “Challenges in practicing deliberative democratic evaluation” in New Directions for Evaluation Vol. 85, pps.13–26 

Griffin, M. (2010) To Prove or Improve? A mixed-methods study of the policy and practice of WSE in Irish second-level schools Unpublished PhD dissertation Dublin: UCD 

Grubb, W.N. (2000) “Opening Classrooms and Improving Teaching: Lessons from School Inspections” in Teachers College Record, Vol. 102(4)
Guba, E.G. and Y.S. Lincoln (1989) Fourth Generation Evaluation Newbury Park, CA: Sage

Hallgarten, J., Breslin, T. and D. Hannam (2004) I Was a Teenage Governor: Project Report Phase 1: Pupil Governorship: Initial Thoughts and Possibilities. London:IPPR

Hammersley, M. (1992) What’s wrong with Ethnography: Methodological Explorations London: Routledge

Hammersley, M. (2000) Taking Sides in Social Research London: Routledge

Hammersley, M. (2006) “Ethnography: problems and prospects” in Ethnography and Education Vol. 1(1) pp.3-14

Hannam, D. (2001) A Pilot Study to Evaluate the Impact of the Student Participation Aspects of the Citizenship Order on Standards of Education in Secondary Schools London: CSV

Hannam, D. (2005) “Education for democracy and education through democracy” in Teaching Citizenship Vol. 10 pps.18-26

Hargreaves, A. (1995) “Inspection and school improvement” in Journal of Education Vol. 25 (1)

Hargreaves, D. (2001) “A Capital Theory of School Effectiveness and Improvement” in British Educational Research Journal Vol. 27(4) pps.487-503

Hargreaves, D. (2006) A New Shape for Schooling (Pamphlet 2 in a series of four) London: Specialist Schools and Academies Trust

Harris, A. and J. Goodall (2008) “Do parents know they matter? Engaging all parents in learning” in Educational Research Vol. 50(3) pps.277-289

Hart, R.A. (1997) Children’s participation: The theory and practice of involving young citizens in community development and environmental care. London: Earthscan Publications

Hayes Jacobs, H (2010) (ed.) A New Essential Curriculum for a New Time Alexandria, VA: ASCD

Heneveld and Craig (1996) Schools Count: World Bank Project Designs and the quality of primary education in Africa Washington DC: World Bank Technical Paper no 303

Hofman, R.H., Dijkstra, N.J. and W.H. Hofman (2005) “School self-evaluation instruments: an assessment framework” in International Journal for Leadership in Education Vol. 8(3) pps.253-272

Hofstetter, C.H. and M.C. Alkin (2002): “Evaluation use revisited.” in Nevo, D. and D. Stufflebeam (eds.) International Handbook of Educational Evaluation. Boston: Kluwer Academic Press

Holt, L. (2004) “The ‘voices’ of children: de-centring empowering research relations” in Children’s Geographies Vol. 2 (1) pps.13–27

House, E. and K. Howe (1999) Values in Education and Social Research Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage

House, E. and K. Howe (2000) ‘Deliberative Democratic Evaluation’ in New Directions for Evaluation Vol. 85 pps.3–26

Hycner, R. H. (1999) “Some guidelines for the phenomenological analysis of interview data” in Qualitative research Vol. 3 pps.43-164

Jackson, E.T. and Y. Kassam (1998) (eds.) Knowledge Shared: Participatory Evaluation in Development Cooperation West Hartford, CT: Kumarin Press

Jeffrey, B. and P. Woods (1996) “Feeling deprofessionalised: The social construction of emotions during an OFSTED inspection.” in Cambridge Journal of Education, Vol. 26(3)
Jones, S.B., Veale, M., Kogan and M. Maden (1999) The Ofsted System of Inspection: An independent evaluation Uxbridge: Centre for the Evaluation of Policy and Practice, Brunel University

Kambrelis, G. and G. Dimitriadis (2005) “Focus Groups: Strategic articulations of pedagogy, politics and inquiry” in Denzin, N.K. and Y.S. Lincoln (eds) The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research (3rd Edition) Thousand Oaks: Sage pps.887-907

Kellaghan, T., Stufflebeam, D.L., and L.A. Wingate (2003) “Introduction“ In T. Kellaghan, D. L. Stufflebeam and L. Wingate (eds.) International Handbook of Educational Evaluation Boston: Kluwer pps.1–6

Kreuger, R.A. (1998) Developing Questions for Focus Groups London: Sage Publications

Kreuger, R.A. and M.A. Casey (2009) Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research (4th Edition) Los Angeles: Sage Publications

Kurth-Schai, R. (1988) “The roles of youth in society: A reconceptualization” in The Educational Forum Vol. 52(2) pps.113-133

Kushner, S. (2000) Personalizing Evaluation London: Sage

Kvale, S. (1996) InterViews: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing London: Sage

Kyriakides, L. and R.J. Campbell (2004) “School self-evaluation and school improvement: A critique of values and procedures” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol. 30(1) pps.23-36

Leeuw, F. (2002) “Reciprocity and educational evaluation by European inspectorates: assumptions and reality checks” in Quality in Higher Education Vol. 8(2) pps.137-150

Leeuw, F. (2003) “Evaluations and Inspections: Different Worlds, Bridges nearby?” Unpublished presentation to the General Assembly of Standing International Conference of Inspectorates on 20 October 2003

Leitch, R. and S. Mitchell (2007) “Caged birds and cloning machines: how student imagery speaks to us about cultures of schooling and student participation” in Improving Schools Vol. 10(1) pps.54-71

Leitch, R., Odena, O., Gardner, J., Mitchell, S., Lundy, L. and D. Galanouli (2007) Consulting Secondary School Students on Increasing Participation in their Own Assessment in Northern Ireland Unpublished paper presented at the European Educational Research Association (EERA) Annual Conference, University of Ghent, 19-21 September 

Leithwood, C. and K. McElheron-Hopkins (2004) “Parent participation in school improvement planning: Results of a recent Ontario study” Toronto: Canadian Education Association www.cea-ace.ca/media/en/EIC_%20Final_EN.pdf [Downloaded 10th May 2010]

Lenihan, B (2006) Speech notes for the Minister for Children’s address to the UN Committee on the progress which has been made in Ireland giving effect to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Wed, Sep 20th.

Leung, C. (2005) “Accountability versus School Development: Self-evaluation in an international school in Hong Kong” in International Studies in Educational Administration Vol. 33(1) pps.2-14

Lerner, J.S. and P.E. Tetlock (1999) “Accounting for the effects of accountability” in Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 125(2) pps.255-275

Levin, B. (1999) “Putting students at the centre in education reform” in International Journal of Educational Change Vol. 28(1)

Lewins, A. and C. Silver (2007) Using Software in Qualitative Research: A Step-by-Step Guide Los Angeles: Sage 

Lincoln, Y. and E. Guba (1985) Naturalistic inquiry Newbury Park, CA: Sage

Livinston, K. and J. McCall (2004) “Evaluation: judgemental or developmental?” in European Journal of Teacher Education Vol. 28(2) pps.165-178

Lodge, C. (2005) “From hearing voices to engaging in dialogue: problematising student participation in school improvement” in Journal of Educational Change Vol. 6 pps.125-146

Lodge, C. (2009) “Increasing student voice in high school reform” in Journal of Educational Change Vol. 6 pps.125-14

MacBeath, J. (1999) Schools Must Speak for Themselves: The case for school self-evaluation London: Routledge

MacBeath, J. (2006) School Inspection and Self-Evaluation: Working with the new relationship London: Routledge

MacBeath, J. (2008) “Leading Learning in the self-evaluating school” in School Leadership and Management Vol. 28(4) pps.385-399

MacBeath, J., Boyd, B., Rand, J., and S. Bell (1996) Schools Speak for Themselves: Towards a Framework for Self-evaluation London: NUT.

MacBeath, J., Meuret, D., Schratz, M. and L.Bo Jakobsen (1999) Evaluating quality in school education: A European pilot project, Final report Strasbourg: European Commission www.mp.gov.rs/resursi/dokumenti/dok297-eng-valuating %20 quality.pdf [Downloaded 10th May 2010]
MacBeath, J. and A. McGlynn (2002) Self-evaluation: What’s in it for schools? London:Routledge Falmer.

MacBeath, J. and P. Mortimore (2001) Improving School Effectiveness Buckinghamshire: OUP

MacGiolla Phadraig, B. (2005) “The challenges of partnership: an examination of parent-teacher meetings and school reports in the context of partnership” in Irish Educational Studies Vol. 24(1) pps.93-104

MacGiolla Phadraig, B. (2010) “Towards partnership: the development of parental involvement in Irish Primary Education since 1970” in The Irish Journal of Education Vol. 38 pps.73-93
Mackenzie, M. and A. Blamey (2005) “The Practice and the Theory: Lessons from the Application of a Theories of Change Approach” in Evaluation Vol. 11(2) pps.151–68

Malle, B.F. and J. Knobe (1997) “The Folk Concept of Intentionality” in Journal of Experimental Social Psychology Vol. 33 pps.101-121

Mark, M. and L. Shotland (1985) “Stakeholder-based evaluation and value judgements” in Evaluation Review Vol. 9(5) pps.605–626

Mathews, D. (2010) Improving Learning through Whole-school Evaluation: moving towards a model of internal evaluation in Irish post-primary schools Unpublished PhD Dissertation Maynooth: NUI

Matthews, P. and G. Smith (1995) “OFSTED: Inspecting schools and improvement through inspection” in Cambridge Journal of Education Vol. 25(1) pps.23-34

Matthews, P. and P. Sammon (2004) Improvement through inspection: An evaluation of the Impact of Ofsteds work www.ofsted.gov.uk Document reference number: HMI 2244 [Downloaded 21 April 2009]

McCall, D. (2000) Selected case studies of youth involvement in public decision making Vancouver, BC: Centre on Community and School Health www.schoolfile.com/cash/youthinvolvement.htm [Downloaded 30 January 2011]

McCrone, T., Rudd, P., Blenkinsop, S. and P. Wade (2006) Impact of Section 5 Inspections: Maintained Schools in England [online] http://www.ofsted.gov.uk /assets/Internet_Content/Shared_Content/Files/impacts5.pdf [Downloaded 28 September 2009]

McGregor, J. (2007) “Recognising student leadership: Schools and networks as sites of opportunity” in Improving Schools Vol. 10(1) pps.86-101

McNab, D. (2004) “Hearts Minds and external supervision of schools: direction and development” in Educational Review Vol. 56(1) pps.53-64
McNamara, G., O’Hara, J. and B. Ni Aingleis (2002) “Whole-School Evaluation and Development Planning: An Analysis of Recent Initiatives in Ireland” in Educational Management & Administration Vol. 30(2) pps.201–211

McNamara, G. and J. O’Hara (2006) “Workable compromise or pointless exercise?” in Educational Management Administration and Leadership Vol. 34(4) pps.564-582

McNamara, G. and J. O’Hara (2008) Trusting Schools and Teachers: Developing educational professionalism through self-evaluation Irish Studies Vol. 8 New York: Peter Lang Publishing

McNamara, G., O’Hara, J., Boyle, R. and C. Sullivan (2009) “Developing a Culture of Evaluation in the Irish Public Sector: The Case of Education” in Evaluation Vol. 15(1) pps.101-112

Maslowski, R., Scheerans, J. and H. Luyton, (2007) “The effect of school autonomy and school internal decentralization on students’ reading literacy” in School Effectiveness and School Improvement Vol. 18(3) pps.303-334 
Miles, M. and A. Huberman (1994) Qualitative Data Analysis 2nd Edition, London: Sage

Mitra, D. (2006) “Student voice from the inside and outside: The positioning of challengers” in International Journal of Leadership in Education: Theory and practice Vol. 9(4) pps.315-328. 37(4) pps.522-543

Mitra, D. and J. Gross (2009) “Increasing student voice in high school reform” in Educational Management, Administration and Leadership Vol. 37(4) pps.522-543

Morgan, D.L. (1996) “Focus Groups” in Annual Review of Sociology Vol. 22 pps.129-152

Morgan, D.L. (1998) Focus Groups as Qualitative Research London: Sage 

Mulkerrins, B. (2008) Whole-School Evaluation: An exploration of principals’ perspectives of whole-school evaluation in post-primary schools in Ireland Unpublished Med thesis Galway:NUI 

National Children’s Office (2005) Young Voices – How to involve children and young people in your work 
Nevo, D. (1998) “Dialogue evaluation: A possible contribution of evaluation to school improvement” in Prospects Vol. 28(1) pps.77-89
Nevo, D. (2001) “School Evaluation – Internal or External?” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol. 27(2) pps.95-106

Nevo, D. (2002) “Dialogue evaluation: Combining internal and external evaluation” in D. Nevo (ed.), School-based evaluation: An international perspective Kidlington, Oxford: Elsevier pps.3-16

Oakley, P. (1991) Projects with People: the practice of participation in rural development Geneva: International Labour Organisation

O'Day, J.A. (2002) “Complexity, Accountability and School Improvement” in Harvard Educational Review Vol. 72(3) pps.293-329

O’Donnell, O. and R. Boyle (2008) Understanding and Managing Organisational Culture CPMR Discussion Paper 40 Dublin: Institute of Public Administration

Ofsted (2004) Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector Address on improvement through inspection cited in Matthews P. and P. Sammons (2004) Improvement through Inspection: An evaluation of the impact of Ofsted’s work London: Ofsted p.107

Ofsted (2008) School Inspections: Final report Research Study conducted for OFSTED BY Ipsos/MORI

Ofsted (2009) Parents’ perceptions of OFSTED’S work – A report by the National Foundation for Educational Research for the Office for Standards in Education

Ofsted (2010) Engagement with the Inspection Process: A Survey of Ofsted’s Parents’ Panel ww.ofsted.gov.uk/ resources/engagement-inspection-process-survey-of-ofsteds-parents-panel [Downloaded 15 March 2011] 

Olsen, B. (2006) “Using sociolinguistic methods to uncover speaker meaning in teacher interview transcripts” in International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education Vol. 19(2) pps.147-161

Ouston, J., Fidler, B. and Earley, P. (eds.) (1997) Ofsted Inspections: the early experience London: David Fulton

Ouston, J., Fidler, B. and Earley, P. (1997) “What do schools do after OFSTED inspections?” in School Leadership and Management Vol. 17(1) pps.95-104

Ouston, J. and J Davies (1998) “OfSTED and afterwards? Schools’ responses to inspections” in P. Earley (ed.) School Improvement after Inspection? School and LEA Responses London: Sage pps.13-24

Parker, A. and J. Tritter (2006) “Focus Group Method and methodology” in International Journal of Research and Method in Education Vol. 29(1) pps.23-37

Pawson, R. and N. Tilley (1997) Realistic Evaluation London: Sage cited in A. Blamey and M. Mackenzie (2007) “Theories of Change and Realistic Evaluation: Peas in a Pod or Apples and Oranges?” in Evaluation Vol. 13(1) pps.439-355

Perryman, J. (2010) “Improvement after inspection” in Improving Schools Vol. 13 pps.182-196

Plottu, B. and E. Plottu (2009) “Approaches to Participation in Evaluation: Some Conditions for Implementation” in Evaluation Vol. 15(3) pps.343-359 
Plowright, D. (2007) “Self-evaluation and Ofsted inspection: Developing an integrative model of school improvement” in Educational Management, Administration and Leadership Vol. 35(3) pps.373-393

Pollit, C. and G. Bourkaert (1997) Public Management Reform: A Comparative Analysis Oxford: Oxford University Press

Preskill, H. and R. Torres (1999) “Building capacity for organizational learning through evaluative enquiry” in Evaluation Vol. 5(1) pps.42-60

Quinn Patton, M. (1990) Qualitative evaluation and research methods (Second edition) Newbury Park, CA: Sage

Quinn Patton, M. (1997) Utilisation-focused evaluation: The new century text Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

Quinn Patton, M. (2002) “A Vision of Evaluation that Strengthens Democracy” in Evaluation Vol. 8(1) pps.125-139

Quinn Patton, M. (2003) “Utilization-focussed Evaluation” in T. Kellaghan, D. Stufflebeam and L. Wingate (eds.) International handbook of educational evaluation Boston: Klewer pps.223–236

Rallis, S.F. and M.M. MacMullen (2000) “Inquiry-Minded Schools: Opening Doors for Accountability” in Phi Delta Kappan Vol. 81(9) pps.766-773

Ravet, J. (2007) “Enabling student participation in a study of perceptions of disengagement: methodological matters” in British Journal of Special Education Vol. 34(4) pps.234-242

REAL HARD (2003) Student voices count: A student-led evaluation of high schools in Oakland. Oakland, CA.: Kids First www.kidsfirstoakland.org/media /docs/5247_Student_Voices_Rpt.pdf [Downloaded 15 February 2011]

Reezigt, G. J and B. P. M. Creemers (2005) “A Comprehensive Framework for Effective School Improvement” in School Effectiveness and School Improvement Vol. 16(4) pps.407 – 424

Roberts, A. and J. Nash (2009) “Enabling students to participate in school improvement through a students as researchers programme” in Improving Schools Vol. 12(2) pps.174-187

Robinson, C. and C. Taylor (2007) “Theorizing students voice: values and perspectives” in Improving Schools Vol. 10(1) pps.5-17

Rosenholtz, S. (1989) Teachers’ workplace: The social organization of schools New York: Teachers College Press

Rosenthal, L. (2004) “Do school inspections improve school quality? Ofsted inspections and school examination results in the UK” in Economics of Education Review Vol. 23 pps.143–151
Rubin, B. and E. Silva (eds.) (2003) Critical Voices in School Reform: Students Living Through Change New York and London: Routledge Falmer

Rudduck, J. and J. Flutter (2004) How to Improve Your School: Giving Pupils a Voice New York and London: Continuum

Russell, S. (1996) Collaborative School Self-Review London: Lemos and Crane Chapter 7 “Building Partnerships for Success”

Ryan, K.E. and L. DeStefano (2000) ‘Evaluation as a Democratic Process: Promoting Inclusion, Dialogue, and Deliberation’, in New Directions for Evaluation Vol. 85, pps.13–26 

Ryan, K.E. (2002) “Shaping educational accountability systems” in American Journal of Evaluation Vol. 23 pps.453-468

Ryan, K.E. (2004) “Serving Public Interests in Educational Accountability: Alternative Approaches to Democratic Evaluation” in American Journal of Evaluation Vol. 25(4) pps.443-460

Ryan, K.E. (2005) “Making Educational Accountability More Democratic” in American Journal of Evaluation, Vol. 26(4) pps.532-543 
Ryan, K.E. (2007) “What should school-based evaluation look like?” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol.33 pps.197–212

Sammons, P (2007) School Effectiveness and Equity: Making Connections http://www.cfbt.com/evidenceforeducation/whoweare.aspx [Downloaded 26 February 2010]
Sandbrook, I. (1996) Making Sense of Primary Inspection. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Sandelowski, M. (1986) “The problem of rigor in qualitative research” in Advances in Nursing Science Vol.8 pps.27-37

Sanders, M. and J. Epstein, J. (1998) “School-family-community partnerships and educational change: international perspectives” in A. Hargreaves, A. (ed.) International Handbook of Educational Change Boston: Kluwer pps.482-502

Schatzman, l. and A. Strauss (1973) Field Research: Strategies For a Natural Sociology Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall
Schwandt, T. A. (1994). “Constructivist, interpretivist approaches to human inquiry” in N.K. Denzin, & Y.S. Lincoln (eds.) Handbook of Qualitative Research Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage pps. 118-137
Scott, D. (2008) “Critical Realism and empirical research methods” in Journal of Philosophy of Education Vol. 39(4) pps.633-646

Scriven, M. (1995) Student ratings offer useful input to teacher evaluations. Washington, DC: ERIC Clearinghouse on Assessment and Evaluation (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED398240)

Shadish, W.R., Cook, T.D., and L.C. Leviton (1991) Foundations of program evaluation: Theories of practice Newbury Park, CA: Sage

Shaw, I.F., Greene, J.C. and M. Mark (eds.) (2006) The Sage Handbook of Evaluation London: Sage

Silverman, D. (2005) Doing Qualitative Research 2nd Edition London: Sage

Simons, H. (2002) School self-evaluation in a democracy In D. Nevo (ed.) School-based evaluation: An international perspective Oxford: Elsevier Science (pps.17–34)

Sirotnik, K.A. (2002) “Promoting responsible accountability in schools and education” in Phi Delta Kappan Vol. 83(9) pps.662-673

Smits, P. and F. Champagne (2008) “An assessment of the theoretical underpinnings of practical participatory evaluation” in American Journal of Evaluation Vol. 29(4) pps.427-442

Smyth, E. (1999) Do Schools Differ? Dublin: Economic and Social Research Institute.

Stack, E. (2007) Better teachers, better schools in a knowledge society? Unpublished address to Standing Conference on Teacher Education (North and South) 22/23 November 2007

Stake, R. (1980) “The case method inquiry in social inquiry” in H. Simons (ed.) Towards a science of the singular Norwich: CARE

Stake, R. (2003) “Responsive Evaluation” in T. Kellaghan, D. Stufflebeam and L. Wingate (eds.) International handbook of educational evaluation (pps.63-68) Boston: Klewer

Standaert, R. (2001) Inspectorates of education in Europe: A critical analysis Leuven, Belgium: Acco

SICI (2005) Effective School Self-Evaluation The Standing International Conference of Inspectorates of Education
Stellmach, B. (2005) “A case study of three mothers’ experiences in the Albert Initiative for School Improvement: Having a voice versus getting a hearing” in International Journal of Leadership in Education Vol. 8(2) pps.167-185

Stern, Elliott (2006) Plenary speech at a joint UK Evaluation Society/European Evaluation Society Conference in London. Published in Evaluation (2008) Vol. 14 p.249 

Stern, E. (2009) “Evaluation Policy in the European Union and its institutions” in New Directions for Evaluation Vol. 123 pps.67-85
St. John, E.P. (1995) “Parents and school reform: Unwelcome guests, instruments of school initiatives, or partners in restructuring” in Journal for a Just and Caring Education Vol. 1(1) pps.80-97

Strauss, A. and J. Corbin (eds.) (1997) Grounded theory in practice Thousand Oaks, Ca.: Sage

Sugrue, C. (2006) “A Critical Appraisal of the Impact of International Agencies on Educational Reforms and Teachers’ Lives and Work: the case of Ireland?” in European Educational Research Journal Vol. 5(3 & 4) pps.181-195

Tanner LeBaron, W. (2008) “Process of evaluation: Focus on stakeholders” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol. 34 pps.192–193

Taut, S. (2008) “What have we learned about stakeholder involvement in program evaluation?” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol. 34 pps.224-230

Teddlie, C. and D. Reynolds (2000) International Handbook of School Effectiveness Research London: Falmer

Teddlie, C. and D. Reynolds (2001) “Countering the critics: Responses to recent criticisms of school effectiveness research” in School Effectiveness and School Improvement Vol. 12(1) pps.41-82

Troman, G. (1997) “Self-management and school inspection: Complementary forms of surveillance and control” in Oxford Review of Education Vol. 23(3)
Trope, Y. and N. Liberman (2003) “Temporal construal level theory” in Psychological Review Vol.110 pps.403–421
Van Amelsvoort, G. and F. Janssen (2008) “School Self-evaluation and school inspection in Europe” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol. 34(1) pps.15-23

Van Bruggen, J. (2000) Inspection of Schools as an Engine for Sustainable Change London: SICI Report

Van Bruggen, J. (2005) New in Germany: SICI Newsletter No. 31 pps.7-12

Vanhoof, J. and P. Van Petegem (2007) “Matching Internal and External Evaluation in an era of Accountability and School Development: Lessons from a Flemish Perspective” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol. 33(2) pps.101-119
Verhaeghe, G., Vanhoof, J., Valcke, M. and P. Van Petegem (2010) “Using school performance feedback: perceptions of primary school principals” in School Effectiveness and School Improvement Vol. 21(2) pps.67-188

Wagner T. (2008) cited in H. Hayes Jacobs (ed.) A New Essential Curriculum for a New Time Alexandria, VA: ASCD p.8

Walshe, J. (1999) A New Partnership in Education: From Consultation to Legislation in the Nineties Dublin: Institute of Public Administration

Weiss, C. H. (1978) “Improving the linkage between social research and public policy” in L. E. Lynn (ed.) Knowledge and policy: The uncertain connection Washington, DC: National Academy of Sciences (pps.23–81)

Weitzman, E.A. (2000). “Software and qualitative research” in N.K. Denzin and Y.S. Lincoln (eds.) Handbook of Qualitative Research Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage pps.803-820

Whitehead, J. and N. Clough (2004) “Pupils, the forgotten partners in education action zones” in Journal of Educational Policy Vol. 19(2) pps.215-227

Wood, E. (2003) “The power of pupil perspectives in evidence-based practice” in Research papers in Education Vol. 18(4) pps.365-838

Woods, E. and Jeffrey (1998) “Choosing positions; living the contradictions of OFSTED” in British Journal of Sociology of Education Vol. 19(4) pps.547-570

Wrigley, T. (2003) “Is "school effectiveness" anti-democratic?” in British Journal of Educational Studies Vol. 51(2) pps.89-112

Yin, R. (1989) Case study research design and methods Newbury Park, CA: Sage

Zion, S. (2009) “Systems, Stakeholders and students: Including students in school reform” in Improving Schools Vol. 12(2) pps.131-143

Zuzovsky, L. and P. Libman (2006) “Standards of Teaching and teaching tests: is this the right way to go?” in Studies in Educational Evaluation Vol. 32 pps.37-52

Appendix A

The participants

The principals: The principals who took part in both the pilot phase and the main phase of this research project represented a range of experience in that role. Two principals participated in the pilot phase. P1 is an experienced principal nearing retirement and P2 had only been appointed to that position a year before the WSE in her school. Of the five principals who participated in the main study, PB had also been a newly appointed principal when a whole-school evaluation (WSE) was carried out in her school. PC had been working as principal in his school for sixteen years and PA for twelve. Principals PD and PE each had twenty-two years experience as principals in their schools. All of the principals, other than PB, had been long-standing members of staff before they had been appointed to that role. PB was an external candidate for the position. The WSEs occurred within two years prior to the discussions and all five reports had been published. All seven principals continued to work in their schools after the WSE.

In the pilot phase, the two principals contributed to a focus group whose members also included teachers. For the main study, four of the principals participated in a focus group meeting for principals only and the fifth was interviewed individually.

The teachers: Eighteen teachers attended one of two focus group meetings which were held during the academic year 2009-10. Table A.1 illustrates the composition of the groups. The range of post-primary school sectors was represented in the groups. The participants included two assistant principals and one special duties teacher who had met the inspectors at management and planning meetings.  One teacher had both a subject inspection and attended a management and planning meeting. Three of the teachers had been newly qualified at the time of the WSE and four teachers retired in 2010. Five teachers participated in the pilot phase conducted in 2007, bringing the total number of teachers who participated to twenty three.

The parents: Two focus group discussions were held with parents. The first group of parents were accessed with the help of participating principals and four parents attended. They included one parent who was a member of the school’s Parents’ Association and who met the inspectors as a member of that group. The other three parents had not met the inspectors. One of them confessed that it was only on receipt of the invitation to participate in this study that she realised that a WSE had taken place in her son’s school.

Concerned to enlarge this sample, I drew on a network of friends and fellow inspectors to identify potential participants. Parents and students in eight other schools were invited to participate and a second focus group meeting for six parents was held. This included three parents who had met the inspectors during WSE, two of whom also served on their schools’ board of management.

The students: As was the case with the parents, I experienced some difficulties in accessing students who had experience of whole-school evaluation (WSE). In the initial stages of the main study, only one focus group discussion, with five students, took place. Two other focus group discussions attended by nine students and five students respectively were organised following extended canvassing for participants. Parental permission was required for each participant and signed slips were collected at the beginning of each focus group meeting. In the case of eight participants, who had forgotten to bring the slips with them, the signed permission forms were collected very soon after each group met.

Table A.1 Composition of student focus groups

	Name
	School Type
	
	Level of engagement in WSE

	
	
	
	Subject Inspection
	Meeting with inspectors
	None

	SA
	Vol. Sec 1
	3rd Year
	(
	
	

	SB
	Vol. Sec 1
	5th Year
	
	(
	

	SC
	VEC 1
	3rd Year
	
	(
	

	SD
	VEC 1
	TY
	
	
	(

	SE
	Vol. Sec 2
	5th year
	(
	(
	

	SF
	C & C 1
	6th year
	(
	
	

	SG
	Vol Sec 3
	5th year 
	(
	(
	

	SH
	Vol Sec 3
	3rd year
	(
	
	

	SI
	C & C 2
	TY
	
	
	(

	SJ
	VEC 2
	3rd year
	
	(
	

	SK
	VEC 2
	3rd year
	(
	(
	

	SL
	VEC 2
	5th year
	(
	 
	

	SM
	C & C 1
	3rd year
	(
	 
	

	SN
	VEC 3
	6th year
	(
	(
	

	SO
	Vol Sec 4
	3rd year
	
	
	(

	SP
	Vol Sec 4
	6th year
	(
	(
	

	SQ
	VEC 4
	6th year
	
	
	(

	SR
	C & C 3
	3rd year
	(
	(
	

	SS
	C & C 3
	5th year
	
	(
	


The discussions were held in locations convenient for the students, usually a hotel which was easily accessible. Students SA to SE attended the first focus group meeting in May 2010. Students SF to SN attended the second meeting and students SO and SS attended the third focus group meeting. The last two meetings were held in October 2010. The table above provides some information on the students who participated. It illustrates the type of school attended by each student and their involvement in their school’s WSE. 

Appendix B

Letter of invitation to participate

Dear teacher/parent/student,

I am a doctoral student in the faculty of Education at Dublin City University. As part of the requirements of my degree, I am conducting a research study on the perceptions of whole-school evaluation (WSE) held by principals, teachers, parents and students. Although I am also a post-primary inspector, this is private research and does not form part of the Inspectorate’s research programme.

Your school had a whole-school evaluation in 2008-09 and its report has been published by the Department of Education.  I would like to invite you to participate in this study. It is not necessary that you had direct dealings with the inspection team during the WSE, your ideas and contributions are very important.

If you decide (to allow your child) to participate, you (your child) will be asked to participate in a group discussion about WSE. Separate discussion groups will be formed for principals, teachers, parents and students. It may also be necessary to follow-up on points raised at the discussion. In that case, this may take the form of a telephone conversation or e-mail correspondence. All discussions are confidential. This means that your identity will not be revealed in the report which results. Others in the group will hear what you say, and it is possible that they could tell someone else. Because we will be talking in a group, I cannot promise that what you say will remain completely private. However, I will ask that you (your child) and all other group members respect the privacy of everyone in the group. I will provide a copy of the record made of the group discussions to participants soon after each discussion.

All of the notes and records taken during this research will be securely stored in a locked filing cabinet my office until I have completed the project. It will then be destroyed by shredding.

I will be happy to answer any questions you have about the study. You may contact me at (phone no. and e-mail address) if you have questions about this research study.  

Thank you for your consideration. Participation in this study is voluntary. You do not have to be a part of the study. You may withdraw from the study at any time. If you would like to participate, please read the enclosed information note carefully. Sign the attached consent form and return it to me at the address below to arrive by September 25th. I will call you within the next week to discuss your participation and any questions which you may have.  

Information Note Accompanying Letter of Invitation to participate

Introduction

You are invited to participate in a research study which I am conducting as part of a doctoral dissertation at Dublin City University. I am a post-primary senior inspector and I am interested in the perceptions of whole-school evaluation (WSE) held by principals, teachers, parents and students.

Explanation of Procedures

The study will be conducted in two phases or parts and you will be involved in the first phase only. This phase is designed to discover how the four groups of participants (principals, teachers, parents and students) first reacted to being told that a whole-school evaluation would be conducted in their school; how they prepared for meeting the inspectors, their perceptions of those meetings and of any effect which the experience had on their school lives.
Participation in the study will require you to attend a focus group interview, lasting approximately one hour. Other principals/teachers/parents (delete as appropriate), will also participate in that interview. The discussion will be recorded so that an accurate record can be made. It may also be necessary to follow-up on points raised at the discussion. In that case, this may take the form of a telephone conversation or e-mail correspondence.

The venue for the group interview will be at a central location and I will pay any travel costs incurred by you.

The views of principals, teachers, parents and students (delete as appropriate) will be gathered in the same way, that is, separate focus group interviews with the possibility of follow-up phone calls or e-mail correspondence.

Following your interview, I will send you a written record or transcript of the discussion. You might want to clarify something you said or add an additional comment and I will be happy to make the changes/additions you suggest.

In the second phase of the study, I will write a report based on all the focus group interviews and I will circulate this report to all participants. I will invite you to say whether you agree with my findings and, where there is disagreement, to give reasons for this. This may mean that I will review of my findings and/or the basis on which they were made.

Finally, I will write a final draft of my research report and present it to Dublin City University. As this is private research, it is not a requirement for my work. Though it is not necessary for me to report the results of my research to my employer, I intend to do so. I will most likely do this by writing a summary of the key findings and submitting this to the Inspectorate.

Risks and Benefits

There will be no direct benefits to you as a consequence of participating in this research study. There are no major risks involved although it is possible that participation in the research project could potentially expose participants to unwanted attention from other research participants and lead them to feel uncomfortable. To minimise this risk, I will not give information about participants to anyone else, not even to the other participants.

Confidentiality

Neither the individual principals, teachers, parents nor students who participate in this study, nor their schools, will be identified in any way in the written report. Their names will not appear on any documentation used to record notes taken during discussions or at any other time. A coding system will be used and this will be linked to this consent form. This is the only way that you will be connected with the information you provide for the study. The notes taken during the interviews and observations, as well as all tape recordings, will be kept in a secure, locked, cabinet as well as on password-protected computer directories. I will be the only person to have access to these records. They will be destroyed on completion of the study.

Choice

Participation in this study is voluntary. You (your child) do(does) not have to be a part of the study. You (He or she) may withdraw from the study at any time. If you decide that you (your child) will take part in this research study, you should sign this form and return it to me at the address at the top of this letter. If you forget to do this, you (your child) will be asked to sign the consent form at the beginning of the discussion group meeting. You will be given a copy of the signed form. You should keep your copy for your records.

Consent Forms

CONSENT (ADULT) TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH

CONSENT FORM

Please complete and return to me at the address below.

Title of study

The perceptions of whole-school evaluation (WSE) held by principals, teachers, parents and students.

 Please indicate that you agree with each statement by ticking the relevant box:

1. The research study, (its procedures, risks and benefits),                      Yes 

       has been explained to me in the information note.

2. I agree to the focus group interview being taped.                                  Yes

3. I understand that I have the right to withdraw from the 

      study at any time and to decline to answer any particular question(s). Yes

4. I understand that my name will not be used and that the 

information will be used only for this research project and 

publications arising from this research-project.                                     Yes

Yes, I _____________________________________agree to participate in the study

                                                          Printed name 
on the perceived effects of whole-school evaluation.

 ______________________________________    Date _____/_______/_____                            

                                                   Signature 

Please return this signed form to:

PARENT/GUARDIAN PERMISSION FOR A MINOR TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH

CONSENT FORM

Please complete and return to me at the address below.

Title of study

The perceptions of whole-school evaluation (WSE) held by principals, teachers, parents and students.

 Please indicate that you agree with each statement by ticking the relevant box:

1. The research study, (its procedures, risks and benefits),                      Yes 

       has been explained to me in the information note.

2. I agree to the focus group interview being taped.                                  Yes

3. I understand that my child has the right to withdraw from the 

      study at any time and to decline to answer any particular question(s). Yes

4. I understand that my child’s name will not be used and that the 

information will be used only for this research project and 

publications arising from this research-project.                                     Yes

Yes, I agree to allow my child ____________________________ to participate in the

                                                          Printed name of student

study on the perceived effects of whole-school evaluation.

                             _____________________________________________

                                             Printed name and Signature of parent or guardian

                                        Date ________   /__________ /______ 

Please return this signed form to:

Appendix C

Field Notes  

Focus Group Interview 4

Participants = Students F to N

Date = 16 October 2010, 11.15am

Venue = Radisson Blue Hotel, Athlone, reserved meeting room

Set up = Tea, coffee and a range of soft drinks and bottled water is set up on a long table just outside the meeting room. This hallway is sufficiently wide to act as a kind of reception area for participants.

The room is small and is occupied by eight upholstered lounge chairs, the kind you’d find in a bar. I had asked the hotel to create a casual setting so as to avoid the traditional ‘sitting around the table’ kind of meeting – this would be too reminiscent of the interview set up used by inspectors during WSE when they met the student council. There is a side board on the left of the room along the same wall as the door. It has coloured photographs of the hotel’s conference facilities on it, together with an array of advertising flyers. There is also a low bar table in the centre of the ring of chairs.

When we entered the room, it was clear that we were short two chairs. None of the students sat down on those that were there but stood just inside the door in their companion groups. There were two sets of ‘twins’, ie pairs of students who attended the same schools (SF and SM) and (SG and SH); one group of three students from the same school (SJ, SK and SL) and two individual students (SN and SI). These latter appeared more confident than some of the others because they moved farthest into the room and looked straight at me when they introduced themselves. SG and SH moved back into the hall when they saw that there were too few seats. SI offered to ask for two more seats at the reception but this as not necessary as a porter had come to check on us and had already arranged for the extra seats.

I used the wait time to introduce myself and exchange chit chat so as to put the students at ease. They were quite reticent initially but gradually began to relax. When the chairs arrived SF and SN took them and sat quickly. None of the other students sat until I asked them to and SJ and SK waited until I sat to sit themselves. Students sat in their school groups and moved their chairs slightly to create mini-groups. This may have been a kind of security thing, where belonging to the familiar was signalled by the re-arranging of the chairs. Willingness to engage may have been signified by the fact that this re-arranging did not break the circle around the table, only re-shaped it.


                                         SM         SN

                                  SF


                        SG                                 Researcher
                             SH

                                            SJ    SK    SL
                                   SI   

Figure 3 Seating arrangement Focus Group 4

The interview started at 11.25 and was recorded using a small digital voice recorder which was placed on the bar table in the centre. During the interview, I jotted notes down roughly to inform how I would ‘hear’ the taped record later. I used a grid to facilitate quick note-making and in the third column just a few words of the discussion were noted so I could find the relevant place when matching these notes to the transcript. As I gave an undertaking that the transcript would not be made available to others what appears here are brief extracts from my handwritten notes on a small portion of the interview. In these notes, I am R (researcher) and additional markings made on the notes as they were made are included.

	Impressions
	Non verbal notes
	What was said

	Getting out the forms seems to settle them –starting signal 

SJ looking -   crumpled in back pocket. Smoothes it out carefully. Unselfconscious. 

Still only settling – wary about being 1st to speak

Sarcastic 

Older student, serious

*SN angles chair to get closer to me.


	Face calm, shrugs when he gives it to me – apologetic?

SK and SN pull their seats in slightly.

Long pause – 45 sec

Some shifting in seats

Looks at SF

The group laughs

Rolls eyes and grimaces

Laughter from group

Leans in to recorder – wants to be heard?
	R Collecting the consent forms

………

R What inspection for? 

SM Don’t be shy. 

SI How school is running - environment 

R Do you think the inspection did see that?

SA Yeah

SF To find out…taught properly…how teachers were communicating…getting across the subject.



	Tone = of course!

Validation?

Am I mad?*

Insp. about them.


Maturity – serious? something to say?

Kind of wanting it to be worthwhile?

Disillusion explains attitude?
	Shrugs – lips pouted

Looks around, hands open and up

General laughter 

Grinning

Slaps raised hands with SJ

LOL

SL and SG exchange a look - ? SL nudged SK

SK nods, sobers

Sitting back, picking thread on chair, looks    as ending.
	R After the inspector left?

SG It didn’t change anything

SH Nothing


SK Teachers thank you for putting on good show

SJ Happy ending

R Happy ending?

SK We didn’t get into trouble!

SG1 or 2…couple of months after…have to teach this instead of this  

SL Yeah, had effect

SI If we hadn’t had an inspection…wouldn’t have, data projector

SN Couldn’t tell…but must have effect after…did at time

SK Better way to teach…even if putting on show. Everyone understood…was easy to get it…then she just stopped…old way…pissed me off.




Figure 4 Extract from handwritten field notes Focus Group 4

     * This note was to remind me of the students’ apparent sense that no-one really expected inspection to have brought about any change if they were sane.

As the interview progressed, differences in the personalities of the participants emerged. SF, for example, displayed a keen interest in school evaluation and the effect it could have on schools. The depth of his interest was communicated by his tone of voice and the pace of his contributions, which were measured and clearly thought through, so that the typical interrupters, such as ‘like’ or ‘you know’ were almost absent from his speech. The age of the participants relative to each other was evident in both the length of time participants talked (younger students gave terser responses to questions generally) and in who initiated discussion of topics (the older students needed less prompting).

The interview ended after 43 minutes.

Appendix D

Data Analysis

A four-step approach to the data analysis was conducted. Examples of the coding process and the identification of themes are provided here.

Step 1. Transcription

The taped recording of the focus group interview was transcribed verbatim. This was used to generate a hard copy record of the full interview and records of the separate contributions of each participant. Thus, the transcript for focus group interview 2, in which seven teachers participated, generated eight records. The records of individual participants were then annotated, drawing on the field notes which I made immediately after each interview.

	Transcript 2-A

	Teacher A Female
	Voluntary Sec School
	45-60 age group

	Transcript
	Initial notes
	Field notes

	I found, well, we heard about the inspection at the first staff meeting of the year. There had been some rumours. We were only back but I think the deputy principal might have said something to one of her friends but it was just a whisper. It’s different when you get it confirmed. We were kind of shocked then someone, one of the older teachers got angry and started saying it was a bad time, that started a lot of people talking together but the principal just stopped it and said, ‘Look it’s going to happen and I don’t think we need to be afraid of it.’ Actually, he handled it well because he told us all to calm down and that he knew that the inspectors would find out what he already knew, that we were good at our jobs and had a good school. Then he just let the deputy tell us what to. They had obviously already met and discussed a plan for preparing for it so they had a good idea what help they wanted us to give. So they had a chart or list done out and asked people to volunteer to help with something. Everyone rowed in.
	
Problem when news ‘sneaks up’ or early warning?

Emotional response dominates initially

Strength

Her opinion – prin as calming influence

Trust in leadership

Collegiality
	Very chatty, bubbly – anxious to please – set the chairs out and waited til last to be seated – not overtly nervous – wants to be helpful.
Nods vigorously if she agrees – strong signal to group

Positive about WSE, initially tentative when TD was so negative but rallied – courage of conviction

Earnest – wants to be understood as taking it all seriously??


Figure 5 Example of individual participant record
Step 2. Micro-analysis coding

Strauss and Corbin (1997) suggest that the appropriate first step in coding is to read through the transcript slowly, analysing the meaning found in words or groups of words. This should be done with an open mind, allowing the codes to emerge from the data. The following figure provides an example of how I did this and the initial codes which emerged.

Table D.1 Example of transcript analysis to generate first generation codes 
	Transcript text                          PARENT D
	First generation codes (1°)

	I think 
	Personal view

	now,
	At the time of the interview

	because of this (the study)
	Rationale

	I probably should have asked
	Regret? 
Parental role

	like that
	Measuring self against others

	more questions
	Some asked?

	in the school,
	School as source of knowledge

	because I honestly think
	Personal view - earnestness

	they’d tell you.
	Assertion of trust in school
Pronoun shift – extension beyond self

	But they probably think
	Assigning motivation

	we’re not interested and it’s not that.
	Identification with others (parents?)
Relationship with school

	It’s just,
	Seeking self-understanding? Justification?

	I don’t know, kind of
	Personal uncertainty

	you don’t think you have the right,
	Pronoun shift – lack of confidence
Relationship with school

	maybe?
	Uncertainty


This process was performed on the first fifth of records for each population (First four teacher records; first three student records etc). It was very time consuming and resulted in a significant record for each individual participant. It was rewarding, however, because it provided me with twenty six 1° codes which were then used to analyse the remaining participant records. Following that process, an additional four codes were identified.

Table D.2 First Generation codes
	
	Code
	Category

	1
	AC
	Accountability

	2
	AF
	Affirmation

	3
	AT  
	Attitude to WSE  

	4
	AX  
	Anxiety

	5
	AS
	Agenda setting

	6
	BH
	Being Heard

	7
	CT
	Communication

	8
	DC
	Disconnection

	9
	FI 
	Feedback from inspector

	10
	LD
	Learning dividend

	11
	LS
	Leadership

	12
	LY
	Loyalty

	13
	IC
	Inspector competence

	14
	IM
	Suggestions for WSE improvement

	15
	PC
	Perceived contribution of WSE

	16
	PM
	Performance management

	17
	PI
	Professional insight

	18
	PR
	Preparation

	19
	PW
	Power

	20
	OC
	Opportunity to contribute

	21
	RE
	Respect

	22
	RN
	Reaction to the news

	23
	RR
	Representational responsibility

	24
	RS
	Relationship with school

	25
	RT
	The report

	26
	SY
	Solidarity

	27
	SI
	Student involvement

	28
	ST
	Stress

	29
	TF
	Focus on teaching

	30
	WW
	Weaknesses of WSE


Step 3. Categorisation Matrix 

This third step involved the generation of a data matrix. Through constant comparison, the coded data was grouped into conceptually related categories which were common within and across participant groupings. In deciding on the labels for the emerging categories, I returned to the key questions which this study sought to address. The research asked two questions:

1. “How did the participants experience WSE?”
2. “What themes emerge from their experiences?”
Separate matrices were developed for each set of participants – principals, teachers, parents and students – and these showed that, while the majority of categories were relevant to all participants, a minority of categories were specific to particular participant groups.

	WSE practices
Code = WP
	Inspector competence
Code = IC
	Inspection purpose 
Code = IP
	Suggestions for improvement of WSE
Code = IM

	Professional insight
Code = PI
	Recognition
Code = RG
	Managing WSE
Code = MW
	System support for WSE work 
Code = SD

	Preparation
Code = PR
	Mutual support
Code = MS
	School improvement
Code = SI
	Ownership
Code = OW


Figure 6 Categorization Matrix
Table D.3 shows some of the content of four cells in the matrix, in order to illustrate how the data was handled at this stage. The code used in this table identifies the place in the conversation when the comment was made and the speaker, (31PB = principal B, 31st comment).

Table D.3 Cell contents

	Category
	Mutual support (MS)

	Code / Data
	SY31PB
LY22TO

SY06TE

CT06TE

SY35SD
	Yes, it was very strong, there was tremendous support among the staff for each other so in that sense it has a cohesive effect, it brought out the best in each other.
We would all get on well in my school but the WSE did bring out something more, a kind of team spirit and surprised you with who got involved. You saw people in a different perspective and that stayed with me.

What I’m saying really is that it seemed to me there wasn’t as united a front in the beginning stage as there might have been.
From my own point of view, I was annoyed that I wasn’t told officially – I suppose it was the principal’s job to do that?

The school is kind of on trial in a way and it’s pride really, you wouldn’t let them down 



	Category
	Inspection purposes (WP)

	Code / Data
	LD27SB

LD15PtE

AC62TR

AC58TQ


	Well that’s what it should be for, because why else do it? It should make learning better in a school so that your results are as good as they can be and you can have a good future.
…if you have one (teacher) who’s not great there’s an effect on the kids’ chances

It’s as if they have a virtual school in their heads where anything is possible and you’re being marked against it. You couldn’t do well.

It’s a bit of a game really, they have a set idea about how something should be done and you could predict what they’re going to tell you. But it’s all bullshit.


D.3 Cell contents (Cont’d)
	Category
	Professional insight (PI)

	Code / Data
	FI82 TJ

FI22TN

AF11PA
	I appreciated the feedback at the end of the lesson. It was good to hear how someone impartial saw the way you approached things and was available to discuss that with you. In our school it was like a mini interview, because we went to one of the year head’s offices and there was time to talk about the lesson. 
He knew what he was talking about and you just felt you were talking with someone who had been in the same place as you, so you were more likely to listen to his ideas.

Well, I think it was a very affirming experience for the whole school, it certainly was for me personally. I’ve been principal a long, long time and I think to have somebody come along, evaluate what I am doing, how I’m doing it …, I waited a long time for that and sometimes I joke and say if anybody says anything to me I’ll quote it.



	Category
	Recognition (RG)

	Code / Data
	BH42PtH

AF04TL

FI46TP

FI29SS
	We were only there for an hour, that’s what was arranged and most of it was used to explain the inspection. One of the girls I went with wanted to tell them about a problem but the head one (inspector) told her she couldn’t name anyone and that stopped her. She was kind of interrupted and then just didn’t finish, even though she wasn’t going to tell the teacher’s name.
For the first time ever, someone told me I was doing a very professional job and gave me encouragement.
She asked me a few questions about why I used the textbook so much and I knew she didn’t think it was great but that was all. There was nothing else to find fault with and I knew I had done well. I was on a high for a month after it.

We got very good advice. The head inspector told us we were doing great work and was very impressed by our IT project stuff. He gave us loads of information and we looked it up and it gave us more ideas.


Step 4. Extracting themes

Having compiled the data matrix, I checked through the content in each cell or category in order to identify themes and patterns. I did this as follows:

Each particular category was analysed to establish patterns, themes, comparisons and contrasts within itself. A second set of tables was constructed to organise the data as it emerged. For example, I analysed data in the ‘WSE practices’ category cell for thematic content. This within-category analysis resulted in the identification of emerging themes such as ‘Relationships’. Table D.4 illustrates how I linked the data and the themes using highlighter. At this stage, I began to add modifiers to the coding used in the matrix, so for example, R133PD(WP) identifies the speaker and the place in the conversation when the comment was made, as well as the content or theme and the matrix cell. (Theme = relationships, 133rd comment, principal D, derived from category WSE practices).

Table D.4 Extracting themes from the data set
	Emerging Theme
	Code
	Category: WSE practices

	Relationships
(Code =R)
	WP67TJ
WP98TR

WP46PD

WP158PC

WP88SB

WP113SM

WP57PtB
WP108PtD


	Ah they were doing their best in that, you’d give them that. But they’re not there to admire the view, everyone is also aware of that, that you’re on show, and they’re watching all the time. 
You couldn’t do well. It annoyed me because they were asking us about our planning as if that were the root of it when it’s the fact that many of them (students) are asleep that is the problem.  
And as the week wore on I even nearly lost the need to keep an eye on them around the school. I trusted them that much.

Well, firstly, I thought it was lack of trust in the principal and the deputy principal, that we were spinning, that he didn’t take us at our word.
I hated the way they asked us questions, it was kind of embarrassing because we could all see that it was for the teacher, to show her what she should have done and I didn’t like it. It wasn’t respectful. 

They just said we weren’t a real council and they didn’t like X being the chair just because he wasn’t got there the same as the rest of us, but if it’s our council why should he come and be critical like that? 

They had a certain amount of information they had to give you and that took up most of the time, telling you about the WSE and that and there were chances for our questions but only at the end and it wasn’t really good. 
I’d prefer if they could find another way of doing it or at least kept you informed of what was going on because you’d be less inclined to get annoyed when you’d hear, “we had four free classes today”. If they (the inspectors) talked to us we’d be able to help them streamline their work so they’d see the teachers who needed it and it would be more efficient. 




Table D.5 Cross-categorical analysis
	Theme
	Relationships Code = R

	Category
	Code
	

	Mutual support
	MS71SL
MS102SH

MS137PC


	Yeah, it’s not like they are, well I suppose they are worried to an extent but it’s the teachers I feel sorry for because they’re the ones they’re inspecting. 
I couldn’t believe it ‘cause I don’t really know him that much. I mean I know he’s the principal and all of course, but I haven’t a clue why he picked me. Then during the week, he’d sort of smile at me about something, like I brought the tea tray into a meeting and he winked as if to say we’re doing well and since then he’d stop me to ask how I’m getting on and all. 

The WSE, while there was great camaraderie in depts, a lot of that has been built up with a great deal of hard work, with a lot of engagement with X and Y(SDPI Support Service personnel) through time and with a lot of sharing. The cream rose for our inspection but that was built block by block by block over the years. People who would have traditionally worked on their own, now we are working in teams and that was there before the inspection.


	Ownership
	OW93PtG
OW16PA


	You don’t really hear a lot form the school, really, except things like events or trips for the students. Like, they wouldn’t normally be telling you the Maths is changing, like it is now, you’d get that in the paper and then at the parent-teacher meeting if your child is involved but not if they weren’t even though they will be eventually. That’s an example of what I mean, it’s just a kind of drip feed of what they think you need to know and no way really for what you want, if you did.
The inspectors, were sitting around and they just said to them at the end, “If there was anything that you’d like to change in the school girls, what would it be?” And they just smiled and I wasn’t there but I was told this, they said “Nothing, it’s grand the way it is.” You couldn’t buy that kind of loyalty or that they were standing up for their school out of a sense of ownership.


	Recognition
	RG142PtD
	I know it’s probably hard for them but they’ve no problem getting you when it’s money they need or your kid is in trouble. So if they really wanted you to know, there’d be a way, like putting the report or even a summary of it on the website or even having copies of it in the office so you could get it if you didn’t have a computer. 



I then searched across categories to identify whether the themes which had stretched across different categories. So for example, I examined all the other categories to find occasions where relationships occurred. Again, I used a highlighter to ensure a strong link between data and theme. Table D.5 illustrates how this stage was recorded on a sample of the data.

The key themes which emerged from the data were as follows: 

1. Purposiveness

2. Relationships 

3. Implementation issues

4. Disenfranchisement

These themes are discussed in Chapter 4.

Appendix E

Conduct of focus group interviews with parents and students

Two problems presented in relation to the interviews with both parents and students. The first of these related to the small number of participants who attended the first focus group interviews. One focus group was attended by five students and another was attended by four parents.  Section 3.3.2 of this report outlines how I resolved this first problem and recruited fourteen more students and six parents. Thus, three additional focus groups, one attended by nine students, one attended by five students and one attended by six parents, were achieved.

The second problem encountered was the reticence of the parents and the students who participated in the first focus group interviews. The reticence of the parents may be explained by the fact that this first group of four parents included only one who had met the inspectors during the WSE process. Another parent in this group had not been aware that there had been a whole-school evaluation (WSE) in her child’s school until asked to join this study. Nevertheless, these parents had chosen to participate and, with careful prompting, they did have a lot to say about WSE. Whilst I was initially concerned that their interview had resulted in little relevant data, I soon understood that their lack of knowledge about WSE was in itself an important piece of information.

In contrast to the focus group discussions held with principals and teachers, the student participants at the first focus group discussion were initially quite reticent and as interviewer, I directed their conversation more than I had the principals and teachers. This meant that more use was made of the question set which had been designed for use with all the focus groups across the four populations. Four of these students had met the inspectors, either in the context of a subject inspection or in a meeting as members of the school’s student council. These students had a lot to say about WSE but only when asked. My sense was that they saw me as ‘teacher’ and directed all their comments to me, volunteering no more information than was asked for in the question set used. Thus, the level of interaction between participants was significantly lower than in the focus group interviews with principals and teachers. Generally, students contributions were directed at me and only occasionally did students spontaneously respond to a contribution made by another student. This suggested issues relating to the power differential between the discussion participants and the researcher. It may also have been that the participants were inhibited by the presence of students from other schools. All participants – principals, teachers, parents and students – had the same opportunity to comment on or amend the transcript of the relevant focus group discussion. However, in a deliberate effort to ameliorate the potentially negative effects of this lack of participant interaction, I provided stronger encouragement to the student participants, following their receipt of the relevant interview transcript, to add supplementary detail than I had for the other three participant populations. In all, eight of the students contacted me via e-mail or telephone to develop a point they had made or to provide additional information. In this way, students did respond to the contributions made by their peers, though immediacy was lost.

I amended my approach to the interviews with the second and third focus groups of students which took place later. Their conduct was influenced both by the experience described above and by my reading of relevant literature. Following Fielding (2001 p.102), prior to the interviews I asked the students to suggest the questions about WSE which they thought we should address in the discussions. As a result, ten questions were posed.

Table E.1 Questions suggested by students for focus groups 2 and 3

	1
	What is an inspection for?

	2
	Who is being inspected?

	3
	The notice period for inspection

	4
	How do you get to be an inspector – inspectors’ qualifications and experience?

	5
	Does an inspection work to make the school better?

	6
	What happens after the inspector is in the school?

	7
	How do inspectors decide which schools to visit?

	8
	Why don’t inspections happen more often?

	9
	Why aren’t students told what score the school gets?

	10
	Who decides which students will be interviewed by the inspectors – can you opt out if you want?


These questions suggested that the students did not know a lot about inspection or WSE and that it would be necessary for me to answer questions during the discussion as well as ask them. In order to avoid my input colouring their discussions, I opened each discussion with a promise to set time aside at the end of the meeting to answer any questions they had and I told them that I would use their ten questions reflexively, asking them what they thought the answer is or should be in the context of their schools. This approach was adopted so that the students would have an opportunity to think about the topic before the group met. It also served to ensure that the group discussion could yield authentic data about those aspects of WSE in which students were interested (rather than simply those which the researcher might believe were worth exploring). The principal consideration here was in ensuring that students were supported to contribute their views.

Implementation of the changes of approach described above is not meant to imply that what students have to say is in some way more or less important than what each of the other three populations contributed to this study. However, it does underscore a theme which emerges from the literature on student voice, that students often lack the skills necessary to engage meaningfully in discussion and consultation (Fielding 2001; Den Besten et al 2008;). As a response to specific methodological difficulties which were apparent at the first focus group discussion, these changes are valid.
Appendix F

Being Heard

The third theme which emerged from the data provided by the pilot phase focus group meeting was that of being heard, or the perception each of the participants had of the level of attention paid to them by the inspectors. This theme is closely interwoven with the theme of relationship. For example, T1’s negative perception of the relationship between inspectors and teachers emanates from her sense that they were ‘ticking boxes’:

It’s just that you need to remember that obviously they may have their own way of dealing with things, their own questions and they’re not really interested in your answers unless they fit. (T1)

Similarly, P2 felt that, despite the preparation that went into to providing documentation to the inspectors:

The (sic) obviously didn’t read them, so at times I did feel what was the point of that? They asked you questions and you felt like saying that’s in such and such a document or folder. (P2)

T2, who presented a very positive attitude to WSE, remarked that:

I’m responsible for our library and I had to go to a meeting with the main inspectors, the one in charge asked questions about our posts and they were unpredictable. I’d prepared some notes, library timetables, that kind of thing but they didn’t ask for that. They seemed to have an agenda or list of questions and if you didn’t figure on it, then it didn’t come up. That annoyed me. (T2)

This sense of annoyance with the inspectors conducting the interviews contrasts with the confidence in the subject inspector which he expressed in another part of the discussion. The phrase, “the one in charge” carries the suggestion that T2 was conscious of a power differential in this situation, one which, as he tells it, allows the superior inspector to ignore what the less important teacher brings to the discussion about the school. This disregard engenders a sense of annoyance and may explain why T2 felt that the WSE experience “could be improved”. The literature suggests that the inspector’s failure to establish a mutually respectful relationship with the teachers involved will render the interviews or meetings unsuccessful in the eyes of teachers and principals (Dean 1997).

T1 and T4 spoke of very different experiences at interviews with the inspectors. For T1, the distrust noted above provides a context for understanding the use of the word “actually” in the following, with its suggestion of surprise at the apparent interest of the inspectors in what she had to say:

There were one or two points where they actually followed a line, where they picked up on something you said. They asked, “Well what did you mean by that?” or, “Did I hear that right?” But a lot of the time it seemed they needed you to get to the end so they could move on, so they said things like, ehm, “Well, we have five questions left so we’ll leave that”. I don’t know if it was coincidence but it seemed to me that happened if you were talking about something the Department wasn’t doing. The one that I remember was when one of the inspectors interrupted me when I eh said about the department wants inclusion in the schools but does not help us to deal with the problems we have. (T1)

That the exchange ended badly may well explain the overall negativity of T1 about the process and her sense that the inspectors’ agenda was the dominant one. On the other hand, T4 “had the distinct impression that they were interested in what we were doing. They’d say, “you tell us about your school” or "can you tell us a little more about how you came to do something that way?" (T4). 

This, more positive, framing of the situation may have been because the inspectors in T4’s school were more interested than those in T1’s school. It may alternatively be explained by the teachers’ differing assumptions about the purpose of WSE, and the realisation or otherwise of those purposes as they each perceived it will have influenced their responses to the experience. For T4, WSE is about accountability, and, while she does not necessarily like this, that understanding ameliorates any sense of frustration she may have (T4).
P1’s remarks suggest that he had a similar understanding of the nature of the interchanges between a school and the inspectors. For example:

P1:  But then, that’s not what WSE is about, is it? There is a different agenda, about accountability. However nice the inspectors are, they’re not there to pat you on the back. They’re not working for the schools but for the Department. If you remember that, the way they go about their business makes sense and it’s just a question of schools remembering that. You have to remember that, you are being questioned by people that don’t know you and obviously, they have a job to do, so they don’t automatically know what you feel they should know about the school. I think it’s important that you have some control of the interviews. If you can do that…if you can swing it your way it is always a better thing to do. It’s preparation. You have a good idea from the Guide and talking to other schools what they want so, if you keep your head you can make sure that you get to tell them what they need to hear.

Facilitator: Is that what you were able to do?

P1: Well, I have a bit of an advantage because I’ve a good bit of experience, I suppose. I’ve done a lot of interviewing myself and so I have a good idea how they work. You just prepare so that whatever happens you get in what you want to say. I found that some of my teachers, despite being well prepared, still found it difficult. It’s making sure you’re not afraid of talking, saying things that you feel are important. It really is a case of being yourself. Because you know you’re doing a good job so you can relax. That’s what I told my staff – I’m very proud of them. We’ve worked well together for a long time, I run a tight ship, but we respect each other and the, there have been very few problems. One or two but we handle them and I knew we had nothing to worry about. You point them in the direction you want so…

Facilitator: Who?

P1:   Sorry? I…

Facilitator: You said, ‘you point them.’ Is that the teachers or…?

P1: The department fellows, the inspectors. They don’t know your school at all so you have to direct their attention to the things that matter.

In this sequence, P1’s perception of the purpose of WSE as an ‘accountability’ exercise has provided him with a lens through which he interprets his WSE experience. He is able to define his own role as manager of the process. This role definition empowers P1 to assume “some control of the interviews” (P1). His use of the pronoun “you” rather than “I” together with the repeated “If you remember that…” and “You have to remember that…,” implies advocacy of this perception of WSE. He identifies with the inspector as an interviewer, a role in which he feels comfortable and which provides him with an understanding of what will “work.” Being heard becomes, for P1, a shared responsibility and his part is to be prepared, to share control of the interview and to ensure that he, as interviewee, “direct(s) their attention to the things that matter” (P1).

The other participants in the discussion also shared this sense of needing to manage the impression that the inspectors were forming of the school. This engaged the whole staff in schools, not just those who were involved in interviews:

The whole school was gearing up for it and all the subject teachers met to finalise work they had done before I came to the school but now I was involved. (T3)

We were all on our best behaviour for the week. (T5)

T4’s rehearsal of the interview illustrates the level of preparedness thought necessary in her school:

We were like you, all helping each other out so for a while we put aside any petty niggles that were going on and by doing that we realised that we were ehm proud of our school and what we do and we wanted the inspectors to see that. We rehearsed the interviews a bit so we were prepared if they covered one or two topics that could have been ah, quite sensitive. (T4)

In this segment, the placing of the reference to a rehearsal after “we were ehm proud of our school and what we do and we wanted the inspectors to see that” suggests that it was not an attempt to mislead the inspectors but was done in order to ensure that the inspectors’ attention was directed at what the school valued.

Students were also involved in this process of impression management, though they are positioned in the discussion more as objects of the inspection, rather than actors:

P2: There were a lot of conversations in the staffroom, people helping each other even if they weren’t directly involved and I was very impressed by our students too. They…

Facilitator: Yes, say something about the students because in all the discussion we’ve sort of left them out.

P1: They’re the heart of it of course, I find…

P2: As I said, in our school, they were great. I met the council and the prefects and they volunteered straight away to help. Ms. X, one of the post-holders, usually has to threaten them with death to get the school uniform right but the council took that on and within days it was great. They looked very smart during the week the inspectors were in.

T3: We had the same thing.

P1: Students can be very important during a WSE. They present the school, as it were. The inspectors see them in the corridors and the yard and form an impression of the school.

T3 remarked that, “the students didn’t…well, they knew about it but they didn’t do any extra work or anything (T3) and T2 had spoken to his students in advance of the classroom observation, to void their becoming “jittery” (T2). While this study did not address teachers’ behaviour during WSE, T2’s comment that, other than talking to his students in advance of the classroom observation (T2), he had done little to prepare contrasts sharply with what other researchers have found, albeit in a different education and inspection system. The literature suggests that it is likely that teachers would have prepared and delivered what they took to be more 'formal' lessons than they would otherwise have done and their classroom behaviours would have changed (Case et al 2000; Woods and Jeffrey 1998; Troman 1997).   

Appendix G

Focus group discussion guide

Introduction:

Researcher:

Good morning/afternoon!

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I expect that this meeting will last for no more than sixty minutes so we will be finished at___. Refreshments are available so please help yourself at any time.

Can I check that everyone here has signed a consent form? Thank you. You don’t have to take part in this discussion, so if you want to leave now or at any time during the discussion, that’s okay.

I am conducting this research as part of my doctoral dissertation at Dublin City University. I am a post-primary senior inspector and I’m interested in learning more about how whole-school evaluation affects post-primary schools from the perspectives of principals, teachers, parents and students. This is private research and does not form part of the Inspectorate’s research programme.  

All information collected today is confidential as to who provided it. For example, I will not disclose who actually participated in this focus group nor will the final report say who said what. The conversation will be tape recorded for my records only and I won’t share the tapes with anyone else.

Any questions before we start?

You are all here because your schools had a WSE in the last two years. To start, we’ll go around the group and introduce ourselves and you could each say a little about how you were involved in the WSE.

Question set:

(This will generally be the same for each group. Questions for use with parents are suggested at the end of the general list. They will be substituted for the question in the general set, eg use question 4a rather than 4).

1. What do you think about the topic that has brought us here today – whole-school evaluation?

2. What do you think is the purpose of WSE? What do you think of that?

3. How did you hear about your school’s WSE? What was your reaction? What were your reasons for that?

4. How do you think others in the school reacted? Can you tell a story to explain that?

5. How did you prepare for the WSE? What was involved?

6. What did the inspectors do during the WSE? Did you meet the inspectors? Why? 

7. What did you think, at that time, of the things the inspectors were doing? What do you think now?

8. What were the (Principal/ teachers/students/parents) doing during the WSE? Was anything different? Please explain.

9. Has the WSE affected your interactions with others in the school? (Principal/ teachers/students/parents)? Why or why not? Please explain.

10. What types of outcomes or changes in the school did you expect from WSE? Did anything change? Can you tell a story to explain that?

11. What is the most important outcome of the WSE for you (e.g., something you learned or a way in which it changed your experience or attitude to the school)? Can you summarize how or why that happened? Perhaps a story about something that happened to you would help us understand what you mean.

12. Have you read the WSE report? Why/why not? Where did you get a copy of it? What did you think of it?

13. In your opinion, do you think WSE tells a school anything it does not already know? Is there anything new for a school in a report?

14. What is your overall opinion of WSE now?

Questions for parents:

4a. What ways does the school usually use to let you know about events? Was there anything different about this? Did you speak to other parents – informally or formally- about the WSE?

5a. How did your child react? Did you talk about WSE with him/her? Why/why not?

6a. Were you aware of how the school was preparing for WSE? How, if at all, were you involved at that stage?

12a. Did WSE have any effect on your experience or attitude to the school? Was anything different during the WSE or since? Can you summarize how or why that happened? Perhaps a story about something that happened to you would help us understand what you mean.

Conclusion:

Researcher:

· Let’s summarize some of the key points from our discussion. Is there anything else?

· Do you have any questions?

· Thank you for your time and for the frankness of your contributions. The information you have provided today will be very helpful.

· I am going to write out what was said at this discussion or make a transcript. I will send each of you individually a copy of that transcript so you can read back what was said here today. If you want to, you can contact me and tell me if you want to change something you have said, or add further detail. 

· On completion of all the discussion groups, I will write up a summary report, identifying key themes. I will circulate this report to everyone who has participated in these discussions.

· I will asking you to read over the report and to tell me what you think. If you disagree with what I’ve written, I would really like to hear your reasons for this and I may go back over my findings and/or the basis on which they were made.

· Finally, I will write a final draft of my research report and present it to Dublin City University. As this is private research, it is not a requirement for my work. Though it is not necessary for me to report the results of my research to my employer, it is my intention to do so. I will most likely do this by writing a summary of the key findings and submitting this to the Inspectorate.

Do you have any questions?

Thank you all again.
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