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CAN INSPECTION ENHANCE SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT? 

Álvaro Almeida dos Santos  

 

 

It is a great pleasure and honour to have been invited for such an important event. I 

would like to thank the organisers for their warm welcome.  

I’d like to start I with an initial statement, by telling you that I am not an educational 

expert and researcher as many of you who have studied and come to valuable discussions 

and reflections about the issue. However, I hope to convey a useful contribution to this 

discussion, as a truly committed professional who has tried to achieve knowledge from 

listening, reading, reflecting, and practising.  

In this brief I will try to advocate a possible view from a 

school’s perspective for its improvement, considering school 

system recent changes, new challenges and threats, the 

expected role of General Inspectorate, hitting on a nexus with 

my three year term as the Schools’ Council President between 

2007 and 2010. 

The Schools’ Council is an advisory body for the Education 

Ministry, created in 2007, composed by 60 head teachers (principals) from all the districts 

in Mainland Portugal, chosen by an electoral 

body consisting of all head teachers in 

practice in all state schools.   

In those three years and in the time that 

elapsed between September 2010 and today 

considerable changes took place in the 

Portuguese education system. Not only am I 

referring to the formal and structural 

changes but also to an increasing pressure for each school to combine equity with 

excellence. António Nóvoa, a well-known education Portuguese researcher, in 2005, 
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declared that “schools are brimming with missions and obligations. Commentators and 

politicians frequently named (do they still do it?) the “chaotic state of educational 

system” to explain many of society’s problemsi.  

External evaluation of schools, in Portugal, started in 2006. One year later I had an 

additional responsibility after being elected for President1 of the Schools’ Council. In that 

period my knowledge of many of the strengths and weaknesses of our schools became 

much more accurate. Let me just confess you this was not a totally happy job, mainly due 

to the instability and controversy in schools caused by the introduction of a complex and 

wide new system of teachers’ evaluation.   

The Council developed a programme for 

its members, providing short courses, 

conferences, reading and text references 

covering different issues, such as 

curriculum management, organizational 

governance and management, school 

leadership, school self and external 

evaluation, aspects of financial 

management, local education policies, school autonomy. In many of these we could rely 

on the collaboration and support given by the General Inspectorate. These were, perhaps, 

“baby steps”. But I believe you cannot improve your school unless you enlarge your 

vision, foster, share and apply your knowledge as wide as possible.   

At this point, I would like to bring you a story, taken from a book by Nick Owen, “More 

magic of metaphor”, published in 2004, which might help me illustrate my point of view. 

The story is called “Resistance”.  

....... 

Of course, not always are the results as successful as in this story. However, when we 

match the reality, values, and language, desirable change may begin to take place. In a 

more pessimistic mood, Joaquim Azevedo, an educational expert from Portuguese 

Catholic University, in a lecture to the teachers in my school, told them that “nobody 

                                                           
1
 The President of the Schools’ Council must be in charge in the headship of his/her school. He/she gets 

no additional pay for it.  
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changes nobody” and “in a permanently changing 

world we need to allow and enhance learning, 

because to educate is to free the potential of the 

pupil’s learning”. According to him, “the 

inspectorate should be expected to perform a 

monitoring function according to an improvement 

plan in each school”.                          

Morphological changes in schools started ten years 

ago with school groupings (or “clusters” as some 

experts refer) on a small scale and have 

dramatically increased their number in the recent couple of years. These organisational 

units (which I’ll refer to as schools), with their own governing and management bodies, 

comprise different cycles and buildings, from infant to secondary schools, are bigger and 

include a broader geographical area. Several of these, in urban and suburban areas, are 

attended by more than three thousand pupils. It is often mentioned these decisions stand 

on organisational, pedagogical and social reasons. Nevertheless, often omitted, the 

financial difficulties and strict economy in our country nowadays cannot fail to be 

considered as one of the main reasons for these recent changes.  

Having said that, we are aware of 

the nature of many of our schools 

is going through an adjustment 

process which demands patience 

and support. They have to 

reconsider their visions and 

projects, establish and develop 

upper and middle leadership, 

foster favourable conditions to 

improve teaching and learning, 

ensure the involvement of staff, pupils and parents, implement effective pedagogical 

supervision, and prepare to get a wide range of evidence about the school’s performance.  
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I think we are all aware of the characteristics that 

international educational research identifies in an 

effective school. It’s not a sum of parts but a 

synchronised combination of a culture of implication of 

teachers and other members of the community in 

shared values and goals, as well as a safe and pleasant 

school and classroom environment focussed on 

challenging learning. As Leithwood and othersii assured 

“The quantitative school effectiveness studies providing 

much of this data indicate that classroom factors 

explain more than one-third of the variation in pupil 

achievement”. Based on support from “varying amounts 

of quite robust empirical evidence”, they also came to 

the conclusion that “school leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an 

influence on pupil learning”. They cited large-scale quantitative studies in Australia and 

North America which suggested that “the effects of transformational school leadership on 

pupil engagement are significantly positive”. More recently, after additional years of 

research, in 2010, Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, and Anderson, found further that 

although school leadership does not make its impact directly, its indirect workings have a 

statistically significant effect on student achievement.  

At this point it’s important to underline the three key dimensions of the most recent 

framework for external school evaluation focus on leadership, management, self-

evaluation and improvement action.  

Schools are often subject to micro-changes within its organizational context iii The recent 

changes have brought a curious paradox: bigger and more populated schools tend to 

drive to more closed organisations, preparing the way to accountability, trying to diminish 

uncertainty through the implementation of a more dominant bureaucratic micro-system, 

thus making it more difficult to use initiative and local knowledge to solve problems; 

although they might, at first look, seem to be clockwork organised, attention to the 

quality of teaching and learning, assessment and tracking of students’ progress, support 

and intervention turn out as an impossible mission. In a Times newspaper article in 
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February 2010, reporting a debate about “The real secret of a good school”, Dr. Anthony 

Seldon, the Master of Wellington College, called for an end to “formulaic and 

mechanised” education at “large and anonymised schools”. A totally new 32 million 

pound campus, carefully chosen furniture, personalised leaning, educating boys and girls 

separately, encouraging pupils to analyse and develop their style of learning, realising the 

importance of vocational subjects, because they are not second best, were among the 

ingredients that made that school excel all expectations. The ethos transpired respect and 

responsibility. But then, some paragraphs farther in the article made me wonder. The 

school was confessional and its premises stood in an area where a third of the population 

consisted of Bangladeshi Muslims. As the school was oversubscribed, priority wasn’t given 

to local residents and was attended by very few Asian kids. The reporter then wrote: “The 

effect is a bit jarring: when I arrive the police are stopping and searching all-Asian groups 

of boys from rival secondary schools. (...) pupils are increasingly white Eastern Europeans 

– the latest immigrants to the area”.   

All this has made me wonder if something similar could become a foreseeable reality for 

our schools. Is this what we really mean by excellence? Is this kind of segmentation we 

want or we need? I am aware that we are going through growing tensions and discussions 

between private and public provision of education and results. Many of the schools 

attended by minorities or by pupils from heterogeneous backgrounds have a hard time 

when they try to evidence the quality of their work to the public eye when they are 

confronted with their results on league tables based exclusively on national exams 

performance. That’s one of the reasons why I think external evaluation has been an 

important contribution to restore confidence, to provide a better knowledge of the 

general quality of Portuguese schools, although it hardly changes the public simplistic 

views conveyed by the media. Is it fair to name and shame poorer school performance in 

exams when they perform in challenging circumstances?  

Having in mind the European Framework on key competences, I spot a contradictory 

tendency brought by an unexpectedly enduring financial crisis: whereas the European 

Framework on key competences to enable students to meet the challenges of the future 

include transversal/generic (informal) – learning to learn, social and civic competence, 

initiative taking and entrepreneurship, cultural awareness and expression – we could tend 
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to an influx of corporate-run charters that will compete with public schools for students 

and money, to assist to an increased focus on standardized tests to assess students, 

schools, and educators, narrowing curriculum, which might as a consequence inhibit the 

development of learning dispositions in our kids, and diminish the stature of the teaching 

profession. The question may be whether these tendencies will be imposed or will be our 

initiative to drive them, ourselves.  

 

Data collected from PISA studiesiv show an overall 

improvement by Portuguese students from 2000 

and 2009, although still slightly below OECD 

average. I think it would be useful to clearly 

understand the reasons for these results both in 

Mathematics and reading skills. How much of this improvement in performance could be 

claimed to be a consequence of the introduction and development of external evaluation 

is still to be foundv.  

The near future seems to bring forward an increasing pressure, both internal and 

external, for more autonomous schools. Whatever the reasons for it (improvement, 

“independence”, fashionable desire), either administratively imposed or wished by 

schools, support from institutional partners is vital from the earliest stages.  

Autonomy is simultaneously a cause and a consequence for the present external 

evaluation model.  

A cause, as it was the drive to the pilot project for the external evaluation – only schools 

whose performance had been assessed externally would be eligible for an autonomy 

contract.  

A consequence, because many of the schools with good results following an external 

evaluation believe they are prepared for an autonomous project.  

This foreseeable reality could trigger innovative supervision methodologies by the 

Inspectorate. Not only by encouraging, supporting, and monitoring self-assessment and 

improvement, but also by assuring they don’t tend to diverge from previously agreed 

national values and policies: threat of choice of students, fee-charge for activities aimed 
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to curriculum enrichment.  As Peter Mortimore viputs it “Such a system may risk creating 

a free-for-all market in which each school and each community would fight for its own 

interests. In such circumstances, those students who are disadvantaged – in any way – 

could become liabilities for schools which might prefer to admit students who learn easily 

and cost little”. In my point of view autonomy should be faced as an improvement 

opportunity, not as an award or a punishment for schools.  

Furthermore, it would be helpful for 

schools to have the involvement of the 

Inspectorate as a partner in helping a 

follow-up process of school 

development planning. These could 

include setting targets for change and 

improvement, identifying areas for improvement, being of assistance in planning how 

change and better focus can be brought about, providing a way in which progress can be 

monitored and acknowledged. Besides, the provision of educational literature reviews 

and studies, on self-evaluation, as well as school improvement literature – a good practice 

already started by the Portuguese Inspectorate in their website -, can be a useful tool for 

schools when and if there’s a wider knowledge of its existence and usefulness.  

As we know, external evaluation can provide advice but improvement only happens when 

there is effective implementation in school. As it takes into account diverse school 

contexts, work in its central point is students’ outcomes and value-addition these schools 

provide. One of the recommendations of the National Education Council concerns the 

need to include value-added results as one of the references in external evaluation. 

Although it’s not easy and without controversy this could aid the understanding how 

much the school improves in each pupil, taking into account his/her initial learning 

outcomes, as well as his/her social and cultural condition.   

Notwithstanding fears or initial feelings of mistrust which could arise with the presence of 

inspectors in a school, it’s possible to state that the first cycle of external evaluation 

(2006-2011) created favourable conditions for the Inspectorate to be seen more as a 

collaborator than an exclusively punishing agent. In a world of accountability and 

regulation, it’s relevant that inspectors not only identify weaknesses and difficulties, but 
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also underline strengths and help identify good practises (often underestimated by their 

own authors and performers). Take the example of the coach and the electrician. 

Inspectors could be the coaches who could help schools understand better and achieve or 

develop confidence in their work and trust in the people and their labour.  

In order to get effective classrooms/schools improving on previous best, the Birmingham 

perspective for school improvementvii includes the following dimensions and indicators, 

among others:  

 

Establishing a common language  

Principles, processes and purposes (leadership, management and organisation, creating 

an environment, teaching and learning, staff development, collective review, parental 

involvement).  

Creating the climate  

Education department development strategy and initiatives, guarantees of inputs, 

processes of targets of outcome.  

Monitoring and measuring achievement  

Target setting, value added programmes, benchmarking and family groups, monitoring 

standards over time, analysing achievement by specific groups of children.  

Networking schools and staff  

Professional development and management programmes, quality development, 

partnerships, consortia, database and good practice, curriculum conferencing.  

Although set more than ten years ago, this is a still valuable framework for school 

improvement.  

 

As we may conclude from various reports and different sources of evidence the best 

schools are learners’ centred. People are always at the centre of the organisation. Take, 

for example, the findings OFSTED reported in 2009viii, identify and describe the 

characteristics of outstanding secondary schools in challenging circumstances.  
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Their success stands on the following reasons:  

• They excel in what they do, not just 

occasionally but for a high proportion of 

the time.  

• They prove constantly that language is not 

a barrier to support academic success and 

those schools can be learning 

communities.  

• They put students first, invest in their staff and nurture their communities.  

• They have strong values and high expectations that are applied consistently and 

never relaxed.  

• They fulfil individual potential through providing outstanding teaching, rich 

opportunities for learning, and encouragement and support for each student.  

• They are highly inclusive, having complete regard for the educational progress, 

personal development and well-being of every student.  

• Their achievements do not happen by chance, but by highly reflective, carefully 

planned and implemented strategies which serve these schools well in meeting 

the many challenges which obstruct the path to success.  

• They operate at a high degree of internal consistency. 

• They are constantly looking for ways to improve further.  

• They have outstanding and well-distributed leadership.  

 

In short, that’s what we would like to achieve in our schools. Inspectorate support to 

succeed will be welcome, valuable, and truly appreciated, because we are aware such 

strategies will only succeed “if they are born of a deep sense of purpose and 

commitment, courage and ambition, stemming from the leadership of the school. Great 

schools are more than the sum of their parts, but their parts must function well and work 

together consistently”ix.  

We are working on an overwhelming scale of psychological professional discomfort. 

Hopelessness might be a real threat, but I am truly convinced that teachers, heads, and 
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other educational agents are committed to their best even if we have to achieve it against 

all odds.  

Thank you for listening.  

 

Porto, 14th September 2012.  

  



11 
 

 

                                                           
i
 BARROSO, João (2007). Schools facing up to new challenges. Lisbon. Inspeção-Geral da Educação (IGE). 
 
ii
 LEITHWOOD, Kenneth and others (2006). Seven strong claims about successful school leadership. 

Nottingham. National College for School Leadership.  
 
iii
 MORTIMORE, Peter (2007), Schools facing up to new challenges. Lisbon. Inspeção-Geral da Educação 

(IGE). 
 
iv
 OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results: Learning Trends: Changes in Student Performance Since 2000 

(Volume V), PISA, OECD Publishing. 

v
http://skills.oecd.org/developskills/documents/11achangesinthereadingskillsof15-year-

oldstudents.html 
 
vi
 MORTIMORE, Peter (2007), Schools facing up to new challenges. Lisbon. Inspeção-Geral da Educação 

(IGE). 
 
vii

 BRIGHOUSE, Tim and WOODS (1999), David. How to improve your school. London. Routledge.  
 
viii

 OFSTED (2009). Twelve outstanding secondary schools. Excelling against the odds. London. Crown.  
 
ix
 Idem.  


