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Using multisite case studies in four European countries, the purpose of this paper was to explore school leaders
and teachers views on School Self Evaluation (SSE), its role in school improvement and the capacity of schools
to engage with the process. Evidence derived from the study suggests that although there is a consensus among
school leaders concerning the potential utility of SSE; across some countries, there were also concerns relating to

implementing the process and the potential misuse of SSE outcomes. When this was not the case, it is apparent
that governments have driven the process with clearly defined legislation and defining the SSE agenda and
outcomes to dispel school leaders’ apprehensions regarding the balance between SSE for accountability or school

improvement.

Introduction and background

In most education systems, school evaluation has evolved from com-
pliance with school inspection towards an increasing emphasis on inter-
nal review or school self-evaluation (SSE) (Brown et al., 2018). Many
established school inspection systems around the world, including, for
example, the Department of Education and Skills, Ireland (DES), Educa-
tion Scotland, the Education Review Office, New Zealand, now consider
SSE and external Evaluation as complementary processes for school im-
provement (OECD, 2013). Indeed, SSE and external evaluation are now
perceived as mutually beneficial to each other and part of an ongoing
school improvement process (Brown et al., 2018; Mutch, 2012; Vanhoof
& van Petegem, 2010). For example, Nevo (2001) suggests that SSE
broadens the scope of external evaluation, fosters better interpretation
of the findings and provides a clear focus to implementation. In this
way, responsibility for handling the implementation and consequences
of the evaluation rests on both the school authorities and the inspec-
torate. Research by Macbeath, Schratz, Meuret, & Jakobsen, 2000 and
Nevo (2001), among others, also suggests that SSE can bring about a
change in the culture of the school by providing a forum to all stake-
holding groups to have greater participation in the school improvement
process; Schools can develop their own improvement agenda, enabling
staff to focus on the areas for improvement relevant to their school con-
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text, thus promoting ownership of the process among the school com-
munity.

Such a collaborative and focused approach to school improvement
can bring about short and long-term benefits for schools (Brown et al.,
2021). The short-term benefits can relate to earned autonomy by schools
(Blok et al., 2008) since the more valid and reliable are the find-
ings of SSE and the provision of information about the indicators
included in inspection frameworks, the longer the school is left on
its own without the need for external inspection (Nevo, 2001). The
long-term benefits can include organisational change and a mecha-
nism initiated by school leaders through the SSE process (Brown et al.,
2016).

Publications such as Looking at Our School (Department of Educa-
tion and Skills 2016) by the DES in Ireland, How Good is Our School in
Scotland (Education Scotland, 2015) are two examples of governments’
willingness to decentralise control and move school evaluation respon-
sibility to schools more than would be done so in the past where school
evaluation was a top-down process for school improvement in the form
of school inspection. However, this critical shift in policy that forms the
basis for this research gives rise to a two-pronged question; how well
is SSE presently managed in education systems and do those respon-
sible for SSE have the necessary competencies to engage with the SSE
process?
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To answer these questions, a series of comparative cross-case stud-
ies of SSE implementation was carried out in four European countries
(Bulgaria, Ireland, Greece, and the Extremadura province, referred to
in this paper as Spain) and consisted of interviews with school princi-
pals and teachers from twenty-three schools whose education systems
are at different stages of implementing and enacting SSE. The paper at
hand presents a comparative analysis of the findings as two overarching
themes derived from a review of the literature on SSE.

» SSE as a whole school approach to school improvement
* The capacity of educators to engage with SSE

The first part of the paper provides an overview of school evaluation
in each of the participating countries. Next, the methodology used in the
study is described. Leading on from this, the presentation and analysis
of the research findings are provided. Finally, the paper concludes with
a discussion of the research findings derived from the study.

Overview of school evaluation in Bulgaria, Ireland, Greece, and Spain

The implementation and enactment of school evaluation in Bulgaria

In Bulgaria, school inspection has changed with the Pre-school and
School Education Act, 2015 (Ministry of Education and, 2015). Inspec-
tion has now become a core part of quality management and improve-
ment in the Bulgarian education system. Within this, a new body has
been established — the National Inspectorate of Education, subordinated
to the Council of Ministers and implements a full inspection of each
school at least once every five years. There are also Regional Depart-
ments of Education (RDE), subordinated to the Ministry of Education
and Science, with a dual role of support and accountability of schools in
the region. RDE supports the implementation of guidelines for improve-
ment referred to as the Regulations for managing quality in educational
institutions, which includes guidelines for SSE provided by the Ministry
of Education and Science. However, schools have resisted this Quality
Management Regulation, and in the absence of clear indicators for qual-
ity management and the necessary training required to implement such
a process, it was later suspended (Simeonova et al., 2020).

The implementation and enactment of school evaluation in Greece

In Greece, the system of school supervision and support has been
in a state of flux due to various perceptions of school evaluation
by changing governments over the course of the last twenty years
(Simeonova et al., 2020). In 1982, the government initiated a support
service where School advisors were responsible for providing teachers
with scientific-pedagogical guidance and participation in their evalu-
ation and in-service training. (Stamelos & Bartzakli, 2013). However,
due to confrontations between the government and the teachers’ trade
union, their roles were severely limited. This limited support for school
improvement continued until the Greek Ministry of Education and Re-
ligious Affairs (MERA) introduced a new Law (4547,/12-6-2018) that
decentralised the Greek educational system to interdisciplinary scien-
tific teams in regions throughout Greece. It also places the planning and
evaluation of schools’ work at the regional level, including developing
school improvement plans and regionally devised SSE processes.

The functioning of primary and secondary schools is to date, su-
pervised by 13 Regional Directors of Education (RDE) who are sup-
ported by sub-regional Directors of Primary or Secondary Education,
who are responsible for the functioning of schools within a particular
area through Regional Centers of Educational Support ("PEKES"). Ev-
ery PEKES consists of Coordinators of Educational Work (former School
Inspectors/Advisors) who support schools in areas such as literacy and
numeracy. At the end of the year, they draw up and send each school
an assessment report detailing the areas to be improved together with
proposed training courses that reinforce teachers’ pedagogical skills
(Simeonova et al., 2020) .
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The implementation and enactment of school evaluation in Ireland

In Ireland, the system of school inspection dates back to the nine-
teenth century when mass public schooling was introduced, and educa-
tion and other emerging public services were required to comply with
centrally mandated rules and programmes (Boyle, O’Hara, McNamara,
& Brown, 2020; Brown, McNamra and O’Hara, 2016a). In 1999 the DES
introduced a system of school-based evaluation entitled Whole-School
Evaluation (WSE) that laid the foundations for SSE (Brown, 2013). How-
ever, for various reasons such as the absence of clearly defined guide-
lines and the capacity of schools to engage with SSE (McNamara &
O’Hara, 2012); with training provided by the support services of the
Department of Education and Skills (Brown et al., 2018), it has been re-
placed with an inspectorate devised framework for school improvement
referred to as Looking at Our School, an Aid to Self- Evaluation in Schools
(Department of Education and Skills 2016). Furthermore, since 2012, all
schools in Ireland are now required to engage with SSE (in accordance
with DES Circular Nos. 0040/2012 (Department of Education and Skills
2012a)and 0039/2012(Department of Education and Skills 2012b) .

The implementation and enactment of school evaluation in Spain

In Spain, the Organic Law of Education (Ley Organica 2/2006, de
3 de mayo, de Educacién) provides a general legal framework for the
inspectorate, detailing its aims, functions, and structures. The same law
outlines regulations for schools to be supported by inspectors in con-
ducting SSE improvement planning and development. Extremadura, a
region in Spain, has an established school inspection system, and the
responsibilities and main organizational procedures are detailed in the
Extremadura Education Act. The Master Action Plan (MAP) for the Edu-
cation Inspectorate in Extremadura 2017-2020 is a three-year plan that
includes ‘supervising, controlling, evaluating and counselling the organ-
isation and operation of schools’. Based on the MAP, annual action plans
are developed, which specify actions to be carried out by the inspectors.
Presently, in the current action plan, inspectors are required to super-
vise and evaluate the production of an acceptable plan for improvement
by each school and certify that each school has reported the final Eval-
uation results in the School Annual Report.

As neither the regional education authorities nor the Education In-
spectorate in Extremadura has designed its own guidelines or indicators
for school improvement, training and guidance given by inspectors use
indicators and guidelines designed for other purposes such as CPDEX —-a
training programme aimed to improve school performance by analysing
teaching competences- or CALIDEX - a quality assurance programme for
vocational training schools.

Research method

In order to get as realistic a picture as possible of the values, beliefs
and attitudes of school leaders and teachers towards SSE, a series of
multisite case studies was carried out in a sample of twenty-three schools
with consideration to the demographics and various school types that
exist in each country (Table 1).

The research methodology used in the study was selected for a num-
ber of reasons. First, case studies provide researchers with an opportu-
nity to study the phenomena in their entirety and a naturalistic setting
(schools in the case of this study), thus fully exposing their complexity.
Additionally, the selection of multiple sites enhances the generalizabil-
ity and the trustworthiness of the findings (Punch, 2005).

The research method used for data collection consisted of Semi-
structured interviews with school principals, deputy principals and
teachers from the sample. The questions used in the interviews were
grouped according to two specific themes. Contained in each theme
were a series of conceptual labels that generated different codes for the
cross-case analysis (Table 2).
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Table 1.
School Profile Characteristics.
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Country School Type Demographic  Student Enrolment  Teachers = Number of Interviews

Bulgaria (School 1) Comprehensive Urban 1200 82 Principal, Deputy Principal, 6 teachers
Bulgaria (School 2): Comprehensive ~ Urban 800 58 Principal, Deputy Principal, 6 teachers
Bulgaria (School 3): Comprehensive Urban 1278 101 Principal, Deputy Principal, 5 teachers
Bulgaria (School 4): Comprehensive Urban 908 78 Principal Deputy Principal, 6 teachers
Bulgaria (School 5): Primary Urban 830 60 Principal, Deputy Principal, 4 teachers
Greece (School 1): Secondary Rural 87 13 Principal, 12 teachers

Greece (School 2): Secondary Urban 320 60 Principal, 2 Deputy Principals, 38 teachers
Greece (School 3): Secondary Urban 188 23 Principal, 2 Deputy Principals 38 teachers
Greece (School 4): Primary Urban 166 19 Principal, Deputy Principal, 17 teachers
Greece (School 5): Primary Rural 138 17 Principal, 17 teachers

Greece (School 6): Primary Urban 168 17 Principal, 17 teachers

Ireland (School 1): Primary Rural 210 7 Principal, 7 teachers

Ireland (School 2): Primary Urban 235 5 Principal, 16 teachers

Ireland (School 3): Primary Rural 220 6 Principal, Deputy Principal, 5 teachers
Ireland (School 4): Secondary Urban 1,000 47 Principal, Deputy Principal, 4 teachers
Ireland (School 5): Secondary Rural 377 28 Principal, Deputy Principal, 6 teachers
Ireland (School 6): Secondary Rural 340 24 Principal, Deputy Principal, 3 teachers
Spain (School 1): Secondary Rural 569 83 Principal, 4 Deputy Principals, 5 teachers
Spain (School 2): Secondary Rural 92 24 Principal, Deputy Principal, 5 teachers
Spain (School 3): Secondary Urban 1,260 108 Principal, 3 Deputy Principals

Spain (School 4): Primary Urban 397 17 Principal, Deputy Principal, 5 teachers
Spain (School 5): Primary Rural 155 19 Principal, Deputy Principal, 5 teachers
Spain (School 6): Primary Urban 414 32 Principal, Deputy Principal, 6 teachers

Table 2.
Interview questions and Conceptual labels for Cross Case Analysis.

Theme Interview Questions

Conceptual Labels

SSE as a whole school approach

Is there a whole school approach to SSE in your school? Who

School Leaders understanding of the purpose of SSE Leadership of

to school improvement

Capacity of educators to engage
with SSE

oversees planning and developing school improvement
processes? Who participates in your school improvement
planning, developing, and evaluating processes? In case it is your
first time implementing SSE in your school, are there past useful
experiences resulting from previous school practices which could
help you with SSE? How do you think that SSE contributes to
improving in your school? What school data do you use for
planning school improvement? and how do you obtain it? Are
you provided with any guidelines (either internally or externally)
when planning school improvement? If yes, what kind of
guidelines? By whom? Does your school have a written plan for
school improvement? What are the core areas of school
improvement? For example, drop out rates, etc.

Have you been provided with training on how to carry out SSE and
improvement such as setting targets, data analysis, development
of SSE plans, etc.? What aspects of the SSE process do teachers

SSE in Schools Participation in the SSE process Contribution of
SSE to School improvement Guidelines for SSE

Training provided to schools to implement SSE Aspects of SSE that

are challenging for schools Training needs of schools to engage
with SSE.

find difficult in terms of capacity (time, training, data analysis,
setting targets, collaboration, etc.)? How can these areas be
improved? What training is required for your school to fully

engage and optimize SSE and improvement?

The coding and analysis part of the research used a combination of
Creswell’s ((Creswell, 2008) data analysis process and Miles and Hu-
berman’s (Miles and Huberman, 1994) ‘Components of Data Analysis:
Interactive Model’ and consisted of two distinct stages. Before each state-
ment was classified, the interview data was read, reread, and examined
through a process of data immersion/crystallisation (Borkan, 1999). The
next stage consisted of assigning conceptual labels to each unit of anal-
ysis to provide an overall interpretation of each theme described in the
next part of the paper. The next section of this paper presents the re-
search findings under the two themes and eight conceptual labels de-
rived from the analysis.

Theme 1: SSE as a whole school approach to school improvement

School leaders understanding of the purpose of SSE

In most cases, interviewees from all countries understood that SSE
was an evidence-based collaborative process for school improvement
that also allows comparisons with internal and external benchmarks. As
stated by an Irish participant: “School self-evaluation is about the safe

use of data schools to try and plan for improvement”. Similarly, inter-
viewees from Spain perceived SSE as being a collaborative, systematic
process to enhance an aspect of teaching and learning. As stated by one
Spanish participant: “I understand that it is a reflection on teaching and
the development of the teaching and learning process to improve it and
enrich it”. However, in some countries (Bulgaria and Greece), SSE was
also perceived as having an accountability and cost-effectiveness func-
tion where according to one Bulgarian principal, “SSE is about effective-
ness and efficacy”. As with Bulgaria, one Greek participant reflected on
the cautious, if not hostile, views of many of the Greek interviewees.
“It is a myth presented by the system for control. It is also a matter of
accountability towards the social process, the school environment and
the people involved”.

Leadership of SSE in schools

In Bulgaria and Greece, most participants were of the view that the
school principal and the management team oversees SSE. According to
one Bulgarian participant: “This is the school principal. If the princi-
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pal does not set the directions and does not provide instructions - little
will be done. It is just human nature”. Another Bulgarian principal high-
lighted the effects of this top-down approach to planning and develop-
ment. “They are not active, more like waiting to see what will happen
and then - if possible — criticise”.

In Ireland’s case, although the school principal was perceived as “be-
ing the one that drives SSE”, middle leaders were also perceived as hav-
ing a leading role in the process. “We have an SSE team consisting of
teachers with responsibility for specific areas such as Special Educa-
tional Needs”. In the case of Spain, there also appeared to be clearly de-
fined responsibilities for the leadership of SSE compared to other coun-
tries. “The management team, the Pedagogical Coordination Committee
and the departments. It is gradual planning, with different levels of re-
sponsibility”.

Participation in the SSE process

In the case of Bulgaria, the majority of teachers that were inter-
viewed were of the opinion that they had not participated in SSE. Where
participation in SSE has occurred, this was due to the previous attempts
by the inspectorate to make SSE a regulatory, bureaucratic requirement
or in externally funded projects such as the Erasmus+ funded project:
‘Polycentric Inspections of Networks of Schools”. As stated by one par-
ticipant: “We started developing tools for SSE as required in the Regula-
tion, but then it was suspended, and we stopped the process”. Another
participant stated: “I have some experience with SSE in the polycentric
inspection project, but it has never become part of the general scheme of
things”. For most participants in Greece, there were also negative unin-
tended consequences due to previous state initiatives to implement SSE
in schools that most participants viewed as an externally driven regula-
tory exercise that lacked clarity and was of limited value to schools. Ac-
cording to one Greek participant, “The framework was not clear. There
was no guidance/support. Excessive demands!! There was no benefit for
teachers. Much work for nothing”.

On the other hand, in the case of Ireland and Spain, almost all partic-
ipants were of the view that they had participated in the SSE. As stated
by one participant from Ireland, “Yes, we have been since it [SSE] be-
came a requirement for all schools”. In the case of Spain, the majority of
participants stated that they have participated in SSE, either through the
CPDEX programme or the peer review initiative referred to as MUEVETE
(‘Job shadowing in other schools’).

Yes, in the "CPDEX" project that has involved the preparation of ques-
tionnaires to evaluate teaching capacity and "MUEVETE" as well, since
we have observed in other schools and we have also been observed by
others.

The contribution of SSE to school improvement

Despite negative perspectives relating to previous attempts to intro-
duced SSE in schools, almost all participants were positive towards the
contribution of SSE to school improvement. In the case of Bulgaria, in-
terviewees referred to the contribution of SSE in terms of: “improvement
of every aspect of schoolwork and results”; “constructive development,
cooperation among staff”; “better partnership with parents”. In the case
of Greece, participants believed that: “SSE can contribute to better goal
setting and planning”. Another Greek participant stated that: “SSE can
contribute positively only if it is a collective approach”. For Ireland, in-
terviewees were of the view that “SSE gives teachers a chance to reflect
on practice and look at how they could do things differently”. Spanish
participants also shared how SSE has improved teaching and learning
and relationships with other members of the school community more
generally. As stated by one participant: “Big improvement of the results
of the teaching and learning process as well as the improvement of re-
lationships with other stakeholders”.

On the other hand, with limited experience of SSE, in the case of
Bulgaria and Greece, some participants were apprehensive about its im-
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plementation on a regular basis, particularly as it related to the account-
ability focus of Evaluation. In the case of Bulgaria, one participant stated
that: “If SSE is implemented on a regular basis as an obligatory activity,
it will be more formal then and thus not as positive in impact”. This was
also the case with most Greek participants who believed that “SSE can
offer hope for positive changes. However, it should be connected better
with improvements rather than penalties”.

Guidelines for SSE

The most dominant observation in this regard, except for Ireland, is
that there are limited resources available to guide and support educators
with SSE implementation. In the case of Bulgaria, some guidelines (“a
manual from the Centre for inclusive education”) was mentioned. This
was also the case with Greek participants who stated: “No, we are not
supported with any guidelines”.

In the case of Ireland, all participants stated that they use “Looking
at our School "”. Although the provision of existing guidelines was also
highlighted by Spanish participants who were involved in the CPDEX
programme, for the most part, Spanish participants were of the view
that: “We have no guidelines; sometimes the counselling teacher helps”.

Theme 2: Capacity of educators to engage with SSE

Training provided to schools to implement SSE

In three of the Bulgarian schools, teachers and school management
referred to some SSE related training that they received while partici-
pating in school inspection and similar projects. As stated by one par-
ticipant: “Two trainings we did related to SSE — about the attestation
of teachers and about working with parents”. However, as with Greece,
the training provided only related to a small number of schools. Indeed,
according to all interviewees in Greece, school communities have not
been provided with any in-service training on carrying out SSE. One of
the principals stated: “No, what we know is from our experience and
from the Ministerial Circular”.

Although all principals in Ireland stated that they had received some
training on SSE, they were also aware that more training is required
now that they are familiar with the overarching concept and philoso-
phy of SSE. A widely repeated view was summarized by one principal;
“Yes, we’ve gotten training alright but need a lot more on how to use
different types of data and to set targets for improvement”. As for the
SSE capacity of Spanish educators, the majority of participants agreed
that no specific training had been offered or given to the schools to as-
sist with SSE. Interviewees from two schools mentioned some limited
participation of staff in the CPDEX programme where the idea was to
cascade that training to the rest of the staff. However, according to one
Spanish participant, “this kind of training was not worthy, since it was
given to many different schools and implementation in each was not
easy”. Indeed, in all four cases, participants expressed their need for
further capacity building as it relates to SSE.

Aspects of SSE that are challenging for schools

In terms of difficulties in implementing SSE, teachers in Bulgaria
were of the view that “to remain unbiased and objective in an SSE pro-
cess”, where there were attempts to implement SSE, “data gathering and
analysis” proved to be difficult. This perspective resonates with Spanish
participants who were also of the view that: “The most difficult aspect
would be to define qualitative and quantitative "fine-tuned" indicators
and find out the correct process to extract data”.

Referring to the aspects of the SSE process that are difficult to
Greek teachers, most participants referred to several issues: “the fre-
quent changes in personnel”; “the lack of in-service training, and no his-
tory of a culture of cooperation”. As stated by one Greek Principal: “the
current socio-economic problems that make teachers insecure, gives rise
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to a lack of SSE culture”. Another Spanish Principal stated: “... a big pro-
portion, around 50%, of teachers don’t stay at the school longer than a
school year”. The time required to fully implement the process of SSE
was also an issue for all partner countries. As stated by one Irish Princi-
pal: “If it is meant to be a collaborative, ongoing process and the average
teacher is on a full timetable, it is almost impossible to engage with SSE
fully”.

Training needs to engage with SSE

In the case of Bulgaria, almost all participants were of the view that
there was a need for significant training in various aspects of SSE before
it could be fully implemented in schools where according to one Bulgar-
ian participant, there is a need for “practical training about development
and implementation of SSE tools and process as a whole”. This was also
the case with Greek participants who provided a range of training needs
for their staff. As stated by one participant: “Not theoretical but serious
requirements. To have practical and empirical values”. Another partic-
ipant also stated that there was a need for “in-service training covering
all of the necessary stages of SSE (planning, programming, monitoring,
feedback, revision, Evaluation)”. Although more specific than Bulgarian
and Greek participants, Irish and Spanish participants also provided a
range of training needs to fully engage with the process of SSE. Indeed,
Spanish participants stressed the need for specific tools and frameworks
such as “definitions of quality indicators” together with processes “to
extract and use data”. The use of data to inform practice was also a
struggle for Irish participants where according to one school principal:
“There is so much data out there and so much data that we collect, that
sometimes it is difficult to see what is useful and what isn’t”.

Discussion and conclusion

Using multisite case studies in four European countries, the purpose
of this research was to explore school principals and teachers views on
SSE, its role in school improvement and the capacity of schools to engage
with the process. However, it must also be note that the purpose of this
research was not to make absolute claims relating to SSE in each of
these countries for which the sample size would be too small. Rather,
through a series of semi-structured interviews with those members of
the school community who are tasked with the implementation of such
a process, the purpose of this research was also to explore and, in many
respects based on the literature review and presentation and analysis
of the research findings, confirm the necessary resources and culture
needed to truly harness the potential of SSE as powerful process for
school improvement.

Based on the comparative analysis of interviews derived from each
country, it is evident that there are two distinct groupings. One group
(Ireland and Spain) appear to have conceptualised SSE as a core com-
ponent part of the life of a school where the focus is on whole school
improvement as opposed to accountability. The other group (Bulgaria
and Greece) appear to have, at the very most, sporadic exposure to the
process. Indeed, it is evident that participants from the former group
spoke from their experience with the process of SSE in their schools,
while the latter mostly have a largely theoretical perspective on SSE.
Yet, despite the varied experiences with SSE, almost all participants
spoke favourably about SSE, viewing it as a reflective and collabora-
tive process that leads to school improvement. However, participants
also referred to numerous implementation challenges. These included:
scarcity of time; SSE as a bureaucratic process; the misuse of SSE for ac-
countability purposes, and the capacity of schools to engage with data.

None of this is surprising, particularly for countries that have only re-
cently begun to explore how SSE can be used in schools. For example, in
the early stages of SSE implementation in countries such as Ireland and
Belgium Flanders, most schools have found certain aspects of SSE, such
as Data-Informed Decision Making, to be challenging (Brown, 2013;
Young et al. 2019). It has also been well documented that SSE is not
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very popular among school staff (Meuret & Morlaix, 2003; Brown, Mc-
Namara, O’Hara, & O’Brien, 2017) because of the pace and demands of
daily school routines.

The issue of creating a climate of trust and openness among staff
has also been viewed as central to implementing Evaluation in Schools
(McNamara and O’Hara, 2008). However, such an environment can only
be created in a school if those responsible for leading SSE promote trans-
parency at every stage of the process by ensuring that there is a common
consensus among school teams as it relates to the use of SSE and the po-
tential outcomes of the results (Brown et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2018).
In other words, as has been shown in this study, an essential element for
the creation of a culture of SSE in schools is that there is no ambiguity
about the purpose of SSE.

In terms of the training provided, in Bulgaria and Spain, most partic-
ipants also indicated that they have received very limited or no training
in the SSE process, and those who had prior experience found it insuf-
ficient or not relevant to their school needs. In many respects, this also
relates to SSE implementation when it was first introduced in Ireland,
where a considerable volume of articles highlighted the capacity deficit
for SSE in schools (McNamara & O’Hara, 2008 McNamara & O’ Hara;
2012, Brown et al., 2018). Nonetheless, even where SSE has become
embedded in schools such as Ireland, almost all participants found it
difficult to interpret data to set actionable targets for improvement. In-
deed, the evaluation literature time and again stresses that educators’
training on theuse of data to inform practice is an essential requirement
for SSE (Schildkamp, 2019; Young et al., 2018; (Brown, McNamara, &
O’Hara, 2016b).

In conclusion, whilst attempts have been made to implement SSE in
all four case study countries, it is evident that SSE as a whole school
approach to school improvement has not been embraced as a poten-
tially powerful process for school improvement in Bulgarian and Greek
schools. Indeed, given the varying conceptions of the purpose of SSE, it
will take some time to build a climate where trust is seen as central to
the process and everyone involved has no ambiguity about the purpose
and outcome of the process. Furthermore, it is perhaps noteworthy that
it is in Ireland where SSE has been gradually extended over more than
two decades. The implementation and effectiveness of SSE in Ireland ap-
pears to be most advanced compared to the other case study countries,
yet still, there are significant shortcomings as it relates in particular to
the use of data for evidence-informed practice. It is clear that consistent
policy implementation over an extended time is a necessary element in
establishing SSE. Equally required are steps to strengthen SSE by mak-
ing SSE obligatory while at the same time allowing time for schools to
develop the competence and requisite skills through quality professional
learning and other supports.
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