Education brief: School evaluation
School evaluation is an essential part of helping schools to understand how effective
they are. It supports them in establishing an accurate view of their performance
against a clearly defined set of standards.
MacBeath (2005) describes school evaluation as: ‘…a process of reflection on practice, made
systematic and transparent, with the aim of improving pupil, professional and organisational learning.’
What does school evaluation mean?
School evaluation is a formative process that enables
schools to review their performance and identify strengths
and successes, as well as potential areas for development.
The aim is to secure improvement in terms of institutional
development, school performance, teacher performance
and, most importantly, learner performance (both academic
and in terms of their social and emotional well-being).
However, as well as the desire to evaluate and develop
themselves, schools often also have external accountability,
for example to local government or community. School
evaluation can support school leaders to approach this in a
positive and professional way.
When introducing school evaluation, the context of the
school is critical because it helps everyone involved in the
process to understand the current situation of the school.
The context can include aspects such as the size and type of
school, its location, the staffing profile, provision, outcomes
and resources. In many respects, school context is about
enabling the school to tell the story so far. This enables
people to make sense of where it is on its journey in relation
to its over-arching vision and values.
It is pivotal for school leaders to create a culture where
student learning is at the heart of school evaluation and
improvement. Schools have a professional accountability and
responsibility to governors, parents, teachers and learners to
serve the best interests of key stakeholders. As a result of
this, it is vital that school evaluation is a shared process that
takes into account the views of stakeholders but, more
importantly, does something with that information.
To be effective, school evaluation must lead to action, and
where this is informed by evidence and research, it can lead
to transformational change, seen as a continuous process
rather than a single event (Kotter, 1996).

Getting started with school evaluation
To begin the process of school evaluation, schools should
ask themselves three fundamental questions:
1. How well are we doing?
2. How do we know?
3. How can we get better?
In order to begin to explore these questions, it is important
to understand what effective schools look like. School
evaluation can help individual schools to benchmark
themselves against comparable schools at a local, national
and international level.
The most effective schools help all of their students,
regardless of their backgrounds, to make progress in their
learning and develop beyond their normal expected rate of
growth. Although there is no single determinant of an
effective school, it is beneficial to evaluate at a student,
classroom and school level, looking at areas such as:

•
•
•
•
•

the school’s mission and educational values
school management and leadership
the quality of teaching and learning
resources for learning
school community engagement.
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When starting an evaluation, it can be helpful to focus on
what is important in your own school. This will make the
process more meaningful for key stakeholders, increasing
engagement and buy-in. Useful questions to consider at
this point are:

•
•
•
•

What do you want to find out?
What information and evidence do you need to collect?

only useful when schools do something with the information
and use it inform next steps.
A typical school evaluation process might include the
following stages or steps:
1. Identify and share the focus of attention, e.g. quality of
teaching and learning or student behaviour.

How will you collect and gather that information?

2. Plan and communicate the process (methods,
timelines, resources).

How will you use the information that you collect?

3. Gather information (qualitative and quantitative).

Usually, school evaluation involves schools collecting a range
of quantitative and qualitative evidence. It is important that
a range of evidence is collected and handled appropriately
so that we focus on developing a culture of learning, growth
and improvement, not just on performance.
Typical sources of evidence include:
• surveys of learners, teachers, leaders, and parents

• quantitative data analysis
• lesson observations and learning walks
• interviews and focus groups of learners, teachers,
leaders, and parents
• work scrutiny and book reviews
• learner shadowing.
However, some schools use creative approaches and new
technologies, for example photographs and other digital
tools. A school might ask learners to take images of places
where they feel happy or unhappy, or to record things that
make them feel proud.

However, collecting and gathering evidence in and of itself
will not lead to effective school evaluation. The key is to
interrogate and interpret the evidence with care. A useful
place to start is to ask some or all of the following questions:

•
•
•
•
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How robust and accurate is the evidence?
What does it tell us?
What does it not tell us?
What questions does it make us ask?

Assessment only becomes formative and informative when
we do something with it. School evaluation is the same; it is

4. Analyse data and information.
5. Identify improvement priorities.
6. Implement improvement strategies.
7. Evaluate the quality of these implementation strategies.
Ask yourselves, ‘How will we know?’

What is the theory behind school evaluation?
A school should focus on the growth of its students in all
spheres of their development. But research shows some
schools do this better than others.
School evaluation is, at its simplest level, a tool to establish
the effectiveness of a school. Over time, educational
research has tried to identify the characteristics of those
schools that are most effective; those schools that improve
the growth trajectory of all students beyond the
developmental curve. However, research on effective school
evaluation has changed and evolved:

• Early research (Coleman et al., 1966; Jencks et al., 1972)
overwhelmingly found that family and neighbourhood
characteristics had a much greater impact on student
performance than individual schools.
• Later research (Rutter et al., 1979; Mortimore, 1998)
found that schools can make a significant difference
rather than family and neighbourhood characteristics.
Others, such as Edmonds (1979) identified replicable
characteristics of effective schools.
• The most recent research has focused not only on what
works in schools, but what works best. Here, the research
indicates that the most important in-school variables to
impact on student outcomes are the teacher (Hattie,
2009) and quality school leadership (Day et al., 2010).
There are different school evaluation models, and these can
be grouped under three broad categories (Gallegos, 1994):
1. Compliance models which focus on assessing whether
schools are operating according to pre-determined
standards or practices.
2. Diagnostic models which are, typically, formative in
nature and focused on improving student outcomes.
3. Performance monitoring models which focus on
assessing school practices and student outcomes, often
against norm-referenced data.
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Within these categories, school evaluations can have
different emphases or outcomes, for example:
• compliance and accountability
• school and system improvement
• accreditation and funding
• improving student outcomes.
To achieve these outcomes, school systems have adopted
different models of school evaluation: some are inspectorial,
others promote self-evaluation, and others use experts to
assist in developing improvement strategies. Sometimes, a
blended approach is used.

Critical components of effective school evaluation
In recent years, there has been significant investment
globally in developing school evaluation systems and
processes. An empirical review of the literature (Mason &
Calnin, 2020) found strong support for three elements of
school evaluations which are most likely to impact
positively on student outcomes: external accountability,
self-evaluation, and ongoing support.
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Practical tips
• Start with what matters. It is important to measure what
you value, not value what you can measure. A focused
approach is important.
• Be open and transparent about the purpose and process
of school evaluation so that everyone understands why it
is happening. Communicate the process and timelines
clearly to build trust and cooperation.
• Make sure that workload and teacher well-being are key
considerations in the school evaluation process.
• Engage all stakeholders in the process. Where all
stakeholders are engaged, they are more likely to accept
the findings of the evaluation feedback and share
responsibility for improvement.
• Ensure that participants have the capacity and capability
to undertake evaluation activities with rigour. Provide
high-quality training and support where it is needed.
• Involve a critical friend or relevant expert (O’Brien, 2014)
in working through the school evaluation process.
• Use benchmarking data and information to evaluate
progress and impact at key milestones.
• Celebrate successes: all schools have strengths and
things that they do really well.
• Give feedback to the community. This may need to be
formatted differently for each set of stakeholders, but it
reinforces the value placed on the feedback provided
and the actions which are planned for the future.
• Use educational research to inform next steps and
identify actions and interventions.

Benefits of school evaluation
The core message from this review is that external
assessment is not enough. It needs to be combined with
effective self-evaluation and ongoing support if school
evaluation is to lead to:
• improvements in school quality

• changes in teaching
• advances in student learning outcomes.
Instead, external assessment activities need to be
combined with high-quality self-evaluation capabilities
which are underpinned by ongoing support to build
schools’ capacity to:

• understand the feedback they receive through external
assessments such as school inspection and know what to
do with it
• undertake high-quality self-evaluation processes: a
school should be able to hold up a mirror to its practice
and be honest about what it sees
• respond to areas of weakness through an understanding
of the design and implementation of effective change
strategies (Mason & Calnin, 2019, p.4).

When school evaluations are effective in improving school
and system performance, they yield a number of benefits.

• Effective school evaluation is an improvement in the
outcomes for all students, regardless of background
characteristics and prior performance.
• Schools with good self-evaluation processes tend to have
a higher quality of teaching and learning (Hofman, Dijkstra
& Hofman, 2009).
• An open and transparent self-evaluation process provides
agency to key stakeholders – learners, teachers, leaders
and the community. This builds capability and capacity
and enables sustainable improvement.
• An effective school evaluation process will identify areas
of the school’s performance which are going well and
should be celebrated by the school community.
• Equally, a school evaluation identifies those areas of
school performance which require further attention and
development. An effective process will help schools to
prioritise what needs attention and invest their time and
effort in things that have greatest impact.
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What are the misconceptions of school evaluation?
• The main area of confusion at the school level is the
purpose of an evaluation. If the purpose is accreditation or
ranking, it will impact on the evaluation model and how it
is used and its acceptance by stakeholders. Lack of clarity
or ambiguity can undermine a school evaluation process.
• Similarly, school evaluation is often seen as a ‘top-down’
process being ‘done’ to the school as a means of
accountability and performance assessment rather than
improvement. Such models often involve external teams
‘inspecting’ the school to assess performance. These
rarely improve student outcomes or lead to sustained
change over time.
• School evaluations are often scheduled within a ‘cycle’,
for example, every five years. This sends the message that
‘school improvement’ is episodic or only occurs at the
time of the evaluation, rather than being embedded into
the daily work of the school.
• When key stakeholders, such as teachers, feel that they
are not engaged in the process and that it is being ‘done’
to them, they rarely engage in the process and the
improvement strategies that arise from the evaluation.
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How is Cambridge International supporting
schools with school evaluation?
The Cambridge School Evaluation approach is informed by
the literature into effective schooling and the characteristics
of effective school evaluation models. Cambridge has
adopted a model which places responsibility with the school
to engage with and reflect on data about their performance.
It is neither an inspectorial nor an accreditation model: it is
based on reflection and school improvement, supported by a
critical friend.
The Cambridge School Evaluation Service offers schools a
guided opportunity to engage with their three main
stakeholders – students, staff and parents – and collect data
which will help them reflect on their performance, design
improvement strategies and track progress over time in the
key areas of performance as defined by the literature relating
to effective schools. Our focus for school improvement is a
culture of student learning and everything that contributes
to that culture, such as leadership, teacher quality,
governance and parental support and involvement.
Find out more about the Cambridge School Evaluation
and Consultancy service by visiting
www.cambridgeinternational.org/school-improvement

Where can you find more information?
Altrichter, H., & Kemethofer, D. (2015). Does accountability pressure through school inspections promote school improvement?
School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 26(1), 32–56.
Blok, H., Sleegers, P., & Karsten, S. (2008). Looking for a balance between internal and external evaluation of school quality:
Evaluation of the SVI model. Journal of education policy, 23(4), 379–395.
Coleman, J., Campbell, E., Hobson, C., McPartland, J., Mood, A., Weinfield, F., & York, R. (1966). Equality of educational
opportunity. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.
Cullingford, C., & Daniels, S. (1999). Effects of Ofsted inspections on school performance. In C. Cullingford (Ed.). (2013). An
inspector calls: Ofsted and its effect on school standards. Routledge.
Day, C., Sammons, P., Hopkins, D., Harris, A., Leithwood, K., Gu, Q., & Brown, E. (2010). 10 strong claims about successful school
leadership. National College for Leadership of Schools and Children’s Services: UK.
Devos, G. (1998). Conditions and caveats for self-evaluation: The case of secondary schools. Paper presented at the annual
meeting of the American Educational Research Association, San Diego, CA (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No.
ED421493).
Eddy-Spicer, D., Ehren, M., Bangpan, M., Khatwa, M., & Perrone, F. (2016). Under what conditions do inspection, monitoring and
assessment improve system efficiency, service delivery and learning outcomes for the poorest and most marginalised? A realist
synthesis of school accountability in low- and middle-income countries. Social Science Research Unit, UCL Institute of Education,
University College London. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5851931140f0b60e4c0000bd/SR_Q4_
Final_Draft_for_Publication.pdf
Edmonds, R. R. (1979). Some schools work and more can. Social Policy, 9, 28–32.
Ehren, M. C., Altrichter, H., McNamara, G., & O’Hara, J. (2013). Impact of school inspections on improvement of schools –
describing assumptions on causal mechanisms in six European countries. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability,
25(1), 3–43.

Education brief: School evaluation continued

5

Ehren, M., Shackleton, N., Tymms, P., Jones, E., Gustafson, J., Myrberg, E., McNamara, G., O’Hara, J., Altrichter, H., Kemethofer,
D., Schmidinger, D., & Greger, D. (2014). Technical report EU-project: Year 1-3 data (September-November 2011, 2012, 2013)
‘Impact of School Inspections on Teaching and Learning.’ Available at: www.schoolinspections.eu
Gallegos, A. (1994). Meta-Evaluation of School Evaluation Models. Studies in Educational Evaluation, 20(1), 41–54.
Hattie, J. (2009) Visible Learning. A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement. Routledge: London.
Hofman, R. H., Dijkstra, N. J., & Adriaan Hofman, W. H. (2009). School self-evaluation and student achievement. School
Effectiveness and School Improvement, 20(1), 47–68.
Jencks, C., Smith, M., Acland, H., Bane, M. J., Cohen, D., Gentis, H., Heynes, B., & Michelson, S. (1972). Inequality: A reassessment
of the effect of family and schooling in America. New York: Basic Books.
Kotter, J.P. (1996), Leading Change
MacBeath, J.E.C (2005). Schools must speak for themselves: The case for school self-evaluation
Mason, S., & Calnin, G. (2020). Supporting Successful Programme Evaluation at the IB. Available at: https://www.thinkib.net/mb/
embed?mbtest=1&ref=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thinkib.net%2Fleadership%2Fpage%2F32087%2Fhow-is-ib-evaluation-changing
Mortimore, P. (1993). Issues in school effectiveness. In D. Reynolds & P. Cuttance (Eds.), School effectiveness: Research, policy
and practice (pp. 154–163). London: Cassell.
Mortimore, P. (1998). Effective schools: Current impact and future potential. Director’s Inaugural Lecture. Institute of Education,
University of London.
O’Brien S, McNamara G, Ohara J, Brown M, (2014) External specialist support for school self-evaluation. Available at: https://
journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1356389016684248
Rosenthal, L. (2004). Do school inspections improve school quality? Ofsted inspections and school examination results in the
UK. Economics of Education Review, 23(2), 143–151.
Rutter, M., Maughan, B., Mortimer, P., Ouston, J., & Smith, A. (1979). Fifteen thousand hours: Secondary schools and their effects
on children. Somerset: Open Books.
Schratz, M., & Steiner-Löffler, U. (2000). Die Lernende Schule. Neue Lehrerbildung und Schulentwicklung. Zeitschrift für
Erziehungswissenschaft, 3(1), 148–149. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-000-0011-x
Verscio, V., Ross, D., & Adams, A. (2008). A review of research on the impact of professional learning communities on teaching
practice and student learning. Teaching and Teacher Education, 24, 80–91.

Learn more! To see other Education Briefs, go to www.cambridgeinternational.org/education-briefs

We are committed to making our documents accessible in accordance with the WCAG 2.1 Standard. We are always looking to improve
the accessibility of our documents. If you find any problems or think we are not meeting accessibility requirements, please email:
info@cambridgeinternational.org with the subject heading: Digital accessibility. If you need this document in a different format, email
us with your requirements, and we will respond within 15 working days.

© Cambridge University Press & Assessment 2021

