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Insights Gained by Schools and Emotional Consequences of School Inspections. A Review of Evidence  

 

This study systematically reviews research evidence regarding two questions: (1) to what extent do schools gain insight into the quality of 

their own functioning as a result of an inspection?; and (2) what are the emotional consequences of inspections experienced by school 

staff? 

It provides a review of empirical research studies published as full length articles in scientific journals and proceedings of international 

conferences, symposia and workshops, as well as in books or as book chapters, from 1995 until 2012. Both quantitative and qualitative data 

are considered. The review process identified thirty-five relevant publications that met the criteria for inclusion. 

The review leads to the conclusion that inspections fail to contribute significantly to schools’ self-understanding, but that they lead to 

a severe negative emotional impact on school staff. Furthermore it is concluded that the current evidence base shows several gaps.  

There is no research on the question whether schools gain insights on ‘how’ they can improve (rather than on ‘what’ they can 

improve). The evidence base is also limited with regard to identifying underlying explanatory features that contribute to the 

occurrence of these effects.  

1. Introduction 

In many educational systems across the world, the external evaluation of schools is set up in order to map the quality of education and to follow 

up on individual schools. In Europe, the dominant arrangement for external evaluations is inspection (Van Bruggen 2010, OECD 2013). In 

research and policy literature, several terms have been used to describe the external evaluation of schools, such as ‘supervision’, ‘inspection’ and 

‘appraisal’ (Macnab 2004). Several scholars have already formulated a definition of ‘inspections’. An inspection has been defined as an 

evaluative and not merely descriptive process (van Amelsvoort et al. 2006, Janssens and Van Amelsvoort 2008, IIEP 2011), including at least 

one site visit (Lawrenz, Keiser, and Lavoie 2003, Boyne, Day, and Walker 2002), executed by one or more persons with specific expertise 

(Lawrenz, Keiser, and Lavoie 2003), who are not directly involved in the school (Penzer 2011), in order to report on the quality of schools in 



 
 

relation to national and local performance standards and legislative and professional requirements (Janssens and Van Amelsvoort 2008). Building 

on these definitions, we define a school inspection as “an evaluation of the quality of a school, including (minimally) a site visit, leading to a 

summative judgement on whether the quality of the school is meeting the expected standards, by persons with specific expertise who are neither 

directly nor indirectly involved in the school”. This definition excludes accountability measures that don’t include a site visit, as is often the case 

in education systems where schools are only assessed through student test scores. 

 Accountability at school level is becoming increasingly important. In many Western countries, there has been a trend towards granting 

schools more autonomy regarding their procedures (Faubert 2009, OECD 2013). This devolution of responsibility has in turn led to a more 

pressing need to ensure that schools are held accountable for their quality (Hofman, Dijkstra, and Hofman 2008, OECD 2013). At the same time, 

inspections are often justified by the assumption that they will contribute to school development Chapman 2001a, Ehren and Visscher 2006). 

Indeed, many policy-makers tend to see school development as an important function of inspections (Ehren, Altrichter, McNamara, and O’Hara, 

2013) . 

 There are different possibilities for conceptualising ’school development’ resulting from an inspection, such as the effects of inspection 

on schools’ policies and practices, and on teachers’ professional behaviour, or on the learning outcomes of students. However, several authors 

have already pointed out that the evidence regarding the effects on schools’ policies and practices, teachers’ professional behaviour and learning 

outcomes does not show a coherent picture at all: while some studies found that inspections largely encourage school development, other studies 

observed no effect or even negative effects (Chapman and Earley 2010, Dedering and Müller 2011, Ehren and Visscher 2006). In this review 

study, we investigate the extent to which school inspections lead schools to gain new insights into the strengths and weaknesses of their practices 

and policies. Indeed, inspections cannot directly affect schools’ policies and practices nor teachers’ professional behaviour (Matthews and 

Sammons 2004). Instead it is often assumed that the development function of inspections should be understood in an indirect way: the inspectors 

show the school its strengths and weaknesses, which should serve as a lever by which schools can engage in processes of school development. 

The development effects are then perceived as a natural corollary to the new insights delivered by the inspectors (Harris et al. 2006, Ehren, 

Leeuw, and Scheerens 2005, Janssens and Van Amelsvoort 2008). Several studies showed that the extent to which schools gained insights as a 



 
 

result of the inspection, has an impact on principals’ and teachers’ reactions towards the inspection, as well as on subsequent school and 

classroom development (Ehren 2010, McCrone et al. 2007, Ouston and Davies 1998).  

It is important to stress that the focus of this study concerns only one assumed way in which schools benefit from inspection, namely the 

extent to which schools gain insight as novelties about their functioning have been revealed. Overall, two other assumed ways for school 

improvement through inspection have been distinguished. First, inspection may generate public knowledge: weaknesses that were known to the 

school, are made public, pressurizing the school to respond (Ehren, Leeuw, & Scheerens 2005; Landwehr 2011). Also parents’, students’ and 

local policy-makers’ reactions may be significant driving forces for school improvement (Ehren et al. 2013; Ehren, Leeuw, & Scheerens 2005). 

Secondly, the mere existence of an accountability mechanism is believed to have a positive effect on the way schools are organized, on the 

teaching and learning processes in the classroom, and on the school development processes, as schools strive to meet the criteria and standards 

that are communicated through these forms of accountability (Ehren, Perryman, & Shackleton 2014; Jones & Tymms 2014; Landwehr 2011). 

 Undoubtedly, inspections have a profound effect on schools and their staff members. Nevertheless, the contribution of inspections to 

school development has always generated considerable controversy amongst teachers and educationists (Chapman 2001b, Earley, Fidler, and 

Ouston 1998, Nevo 2001), as the balance between advantages and the emotional side effects of inspection for principals, teachers and other staff 

members in inspected schools is often questioned (de Wolf and Janssens 2007). It is argued that inspections can be extremely stressful 

experiences (Scanlon 1999). Even the best schools are placed under strong pressure by an impending inspection and much of the stress is created 

by the perception that everything needs to appear faultless (McFadden 2003). Many cases are reported of fear, stress and associated negative 

perceptions during the preparation and the actual site visit of the inspection (Chapman 2001b, Jeffrey and Woods 1998), but also of post-

inspection tiredness and disillusion (Denison 2005, Sandbrook 1996) and even dramatic personal consequences (Winch 2001, Reid 2010). Not 

only are these negative emotional side effects undesirable, these emotions may also have an impact on the inspection itself and can jeopardise the 

validity and the reliability of the inspection results (de Wolf and Janssens 2007). By contrast, inspections may also result in positive emotional 

side effects, such as a boost in self-confidence or improved staff morale (McCrone et al. 2007). In order to conceptualise ‘emotional effects’, we 

have adopted the definition of Schutz et al. (2006), who defined ‘emotions’ as ‘socially constructed, personally enacted ways of being that 



 
 

emerge from conscious and/or unconscious judgements regarding perceived successes at attaining goals or maintaining standards or beliefs 

during transactions as part of social-historical contexts’ (Schutz et al. 2006, 344). This definition was promoted by Cross and Hong (2012) 

because of the inherent assumption that emotions involve person–environmental transactions, which include both ‘internal’ personal 

characteristics and ‘external’ environments (in our study, the latter constitutes ‘the inspection’ and ‘the school context’). Both positive and 

negative emotional effects are included. 

The two research questions central to this review address both issues outlined above. The research questions are:  

(1) To what extent are insights gained by schools as a result of an inspection? 

(2) What are the effects of an inspection on the emotions of school staff (including principals and members of the management team and 

teaching staff)?  

There is ample evidence pertaining to these research questions. Several scholars conducted a literature study with the aim to bring together 

different empirical findings (e.g. Chapman (2001b), Chapman and Earley (2010), Ehren and Visscher (2008) and Learmonth (2000)). However, 

no systematic review of the effects of inspections on schools has been conducted to date. Systematic literature reviews are:  

“a method of making sense of large bodies of information, and a means of contributing to the answers to questions about what works and 

what does not – and many other types of question too. They are a method of mapping out areas of uncertainty, and identifying where little 

or no relevant research has been done, but where new studies are needed” (Petticrew and Roberts 2006, 2).  

A systematic review differs from a traditional literature study by its systematic approach, which is required to rule out bias in the selection of 

literature (Glass, McGaw, and Smith 1981). Systematic review studies select by definition a small and clearly defined subject in order to be able 

to stress the salient points that come out of the review (Cooper, 1988). Therefore the current review study sets a small focus: it systematically 

collects the evidence regarding the extent to which schools and staff members gain new insights from the inspection, and regarding the emotional 

side effects of inspection. It aims to bring together and integrate, in a qualitative manner, the results of all the studies that provide indications of 

these effects of inspections on schools and their staff members. 



 
 

2. Review methodology 

This article reviews empirical research studies - published as full-length articles in scientific journals, international conference proceedings, as 

well as books or book chapters, from 1995 until 2012 – that provide evidence relating to the above research questions. We did therefore not limit 

our search to peer-reviewed journals, since useful sources of evidence can often be provided by other media, particularly in the social sciences 

(Grayson and Gomersall 2003). The publication period criterion was inspired by Wilcox and Gray’s statement (1996) that, up until 1995, there 

were hardly any mentions of inspections in the literature on school effectiveness. This review considers both quantitative and qualitative studies. 

It thus does not constitute a meta-analysis, which would analyse quantitative studies only.  

 The relevant literature was found in early 2012, by searching electronic databases of academic resources, organizations and publishers, 

using the search engine EbscoHost and the following search terms: “inspection” AND “school improvement”, “inspection” AND “educational 

improvement”, “inspection” AND “schools” AND “effectiveness”, “school” AND “inspection” AND “effect”, “school” AND “inspection” AND 

“impact”, “school inspection” AND “effects”, “external supervision” AND “schools”, and “external assessment” AND “schools”. Additionally, 

we looked for more studies by performing thread searches in the already selected publications. 

 In this initial phase, publications were considered relevant when they fulfilled the following criteria:  

(1) The publication describes or explains the effects of school inspections (as defined in the introduction);  

(2) The publication describes or explains either the insights gained by schools as a result of inspections, or the emotional effects on school 

staff as a result of the inspection (as defined in the introduction);  

(3) The publication concerns an empirical study;  

(4) The publication describes the methodological approach of the study;  

(5) The study is directed at primary or secondary education; 

(6) The publication is written in English, German or Dutch; 

(7) The study was published between 1995 and 2012.  



 
 

The language criterion (6) is not only set for practical reasons, but also because most of the academic research interest has been focused on 

England, the Netherlands and Germany (Döbert and Dedering, 2008). Translation is based on the authors’ knowledge of those languages. 

3. Results 

The results section starts with an overview of the thirty-five reviewed studies (Section 3.1). We then discuss findings related to the insights 

gained from inspection (Section 3.2), and finally findings related to its emotional consequences (Section 3.3).  

3.1 Overview of the studies 

The literature search resulted in the selection of forty-six publications that met the above criteria. In several cases, different publications 

concerned the same study and were considered only once in the scope of this review. Thirty-five studies remained for this review. An overview 

of these thirty-five studies is presented in Table 1. 

 

Insert << Table 1. Overview of the reviewed studies >> 

 

The vast majority of the studies (twenty-six studies, 74%) were conducted in England, but relevant studies from the Netherlands, Belgium, 

Germany, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Sweden, New Zealand and Hong Kong are also discussed. Twelve out of the thirty-five studies (34%) 

discussed in this review provided data on both the insights gained and the emotions faced by school staff. An additional six studies (17%) gave 

information on the insights gained by schools, while seventeen additional studies (49%) were found to provide data on the emotions caused by 

inspection. Fourteen studies (40%) used only qualitative-data-gathering techniques (mainly interviews and group discussions) and another 

fourteen studies combined qualitative methods with quantitative techniques. The remaining seven studies (20%) used only quantitative methods. 



 
 

 The thirty-five studies were classified according to their methodological approach and the research question(s) for which they provided 

evidence (see Table 2). The studies concentrating particularly on emotional consequences relied more often on qualitative methods: fourteen out 

of the twenty-nine studies (48%) on emotional consequences used only qualitative methods, while eleven studies used mixed methods (40%). For 

those concentrating on the insights gained by schools, four studies out of eighteen (22%) used only qualitative methods, while eleven studies 

used mixed methods (61%). 

 

<<Insert Table 2. Studies classified by methodology and area of research>> 

 

The effects in both primary and secondary schools have been well documented. Seventeen studies (49%) included both primary and secondary 

schools in their sample, eleven studies (31%) focused on primary schools and a further six studies (17%) on secondary schools. In one study it 

was not explicitly mentioned whether the sample schools concerned primary or secondary schools.  

 The number of studies conducted on the insights gained by schools or emotional consequences engendered by inspections has 

significantly decreased since 1995. Whereas eighteen studies were published between 1995 and 2000, during the next six years this figure almost 

was halved (ten studies published in the period 2001-2006), and the figure has fallen to only seven studies in the most recent six years (2007-

2012). This decline in research is even more pronounced in England: the corresponding figure drops from seventeen studies in the first period, to 

seven in the second period, and only two studies in the most recent period.  

 It is common practice in review studies to evaluate empirical studies by means of the Maryland Scale of Scientific Methods (MSS) 

(Sherman et al. 1998), especially when they concern justice (the field in which the MSS was developed) or education. The MSS is a scale that 

provides each study with a score, depending on how well the research design controlled possible confounding reasons for certain effects besides 

the intervention (in this case, the inspection). The MSS ranks empirical studies from ‘1’ (weakest) to ‘5’ (strongest) on overall internal validity, 

with ‘5’ given to well-designed and well-implemented randomized field experiments. However, applying this scale to the results in this review 

does not provide a promising image. All of these studies meet the criterion for Level 1 (a correlation between the inspection and the observed 



 
 

effect) and Level 2 (temporal sequence between the intervention and the observed effect), but none of the studies can be categorized at Level 3. 

The criterion for Level 3 is that the study includes a comparison between two or more comparable units of analysis, in this case one school under 

inspection and one school not under inspection (cf. quasi-experimental approach). However, none of the studies have compared the effects in 

schools that have recently been inspected with schools that have not been inspected (at least, not where it relates to our research questions). Each 

of these studies therefore receives a score of ‘2’ on the MSS. 

3.2 Insights gained by schools as a result of the inspection 

In this section we discuss the insights gained by schools as a result of  inspections. It is important to note that we deliberately do not provide the 

inspection or education context of any of the studies discussed in this section. As the aim is to integrate the findings of different studies, a review 

study implies by definition some decontextualisation of a certain subject, in this case the effects of school inspections: notwithstanding 

differences in aims and operationalisations of inspections between countries (Ehren et al. 2013; OECD 2013) and within countries over time 

(Martin 2005; Sammons 2008), the basic idea remains in any given context that an external “expert” visits the school in order to make a 

summative judgement. The criteria used in selecting studies to review, however, guarantee that all studies focus on the same topic and investigate 

the same variables. This is the research context that is shared by all studies and on which collective empirical (contextual) evidence is thoroughly 

analyzed. Nevertheless, since 74% of the studies were conducted in England (as revealed in Section 3.1), and as the effects of inspection may 

depend on the inspection system, we have chosen to distinguish between studies from England and studies from other countries. 

3.2.1 Studies from England 

One of the most extensive effect studies of school inspection included a pilot study (McCrone et al. 2006), a main study (McCrone et al. 2007, 

National Foundation for Educational Research 2009) and a smaller follow-up study with schools that had already participated in the main study 

(McCrone et al. 2009). In the quantitative part of the main study, 33% of the survey respondents considered the written report very helpful in 



 
 

identifying areas for improvement, compared to 15% who considered the report not at all helpful (figures for the pilot study were respectively 

25% and 16%). 51% of the respondents felt the report was ‘fairly helpful’ (58% in the pilot study). However, only 14% (strengths) and 7% 

(weaknesses) of the respondents reported that the inspectors had identified previously unknown strengths or weaknesses (respectively 13% and 

10% in the pilot study). Only 20% (strongly) agreed that the inspection had identified new areas for improvement (18% in the pilot study). In the 

main study, 84% of the respondents claimed the school’s areas for improvement had been identified by both the inspection and by the school. 

15% said the areas for improvement had been identified by the school alone, and only 1% of the schools reported that these areas had been 

identified by the inspection alone (McCrone et al. 2007). The qualitative parts of the pilot and the main study confirmed that the inspection 

recommendations mostly concerned areas very similar to those areas that had already been identified as needing improvement. Nevertheless, the 

respondents reported that the inspection had provided insight into the need for prioritising their improvement areas, suggesting that the 

inspection’s main contribution was its value in helping schools to prioritise actions, rather than in highlighting new areas for action (McCrone et 

al. 2007, McCrone et al. 2006). Furthermore, the main study’s survey included the additional item ‘the inspection clarified our areas for 

improvement’, which was (strongly) agreed on by 75% of the respondents (McCrone et al. 2007). 

 In the follow-up study, half of all survey respondents and about two-thirds of case-study school respondents reported that the 

recommendations continued to be helpful, although there was also a feeling noted amongst senior leaders that recommendations were less helpful 

because inspectors had not provided a new perspective or highlighted new areas for improvement. This was reflected by the view that ‘the 

inspection did not help us to improve any more than we would have done anyway’ (McCrone et al. 2009, 14). Although the inspection had 

mostly just confirmed the self-evaluation of the school, 82% of the respondents thought that the confirmation of the self-evaluation by the 

inspection was valuable (McCrone et al. 2007), a finding supported by case studies in the pilot study (McCrone et al. 2006). 

 Evidence from seven other studies confirmed that school inspections result in a rather small quantity of new insights gained. In a 

qualitative study by Chapman (2002), staff in secondary schools facing challenging circumstances reported that they were already aware of the 

priorities for improvement identified by the inspection team before the inspection. Another qualitative study found that twenty-six out of the 

thirty-three inspection recommendations in five schools had already been identified by the schools before the inspectors’ visit – in two cases, the 



 
 

schools had already been aware of each of the inspection’s recommendations (Lonsdale and Parsons 1998). Kogan and Maden (1999)  also 

concluded that, with a few exceptions, there was little in the inspection reports that the schools were not already aware of before the inspection 

(Kogan and Maden 1999, Jones et al. 1999). The LEA staff interviewed as part of Hopkins et al. (1999) mentioned that the inspectors had relied 

heavily on discussions, in particular with the principals of the inspected schools. As a result, the inspection reports mainly reflected the points of 

view of principals, without subjecting these to independent scrutiny or analysis, so they did not bring new insights for the schools into their own 

functioning (Hopkins et al. 1999, Watling et al. 1998).  

 Two studies by Wilcox and Gray (1995, 1996) found that the inspection reports most commonly highlighted, reinforced or confirmed 

issues that had already been identified and that no real surprises had come up. Although the inspections had produced almost no new insights into 

the schools’ qualities, few respondents expressed surprise that some areas had come off worse or better than had been expected (Wilcox and Gray 

1996). Matthews and Sammons (2004) reported that the most positive effect of an inspection described by primary school principals was that it 

provided an objective, external view of the school’s strengths and weaknesses, and a focus for the school’s development. Nevertheless, a 

minority of principals felt that inspections were not effective, as they merely confirmed the school’s self-evaluation. A typical comment from one 

respondent was: ‘Although it has felt good to have a very positive report, it feels like a waste of time and public money to confirm what we 

already knew, including the key issues, which were all in the school development plan already’ (Matthews and Sammons 2004, 43). 

 Two further studies are slightly more positive about the extent to which schools gain new insights through inspection. Both these studies 

investigated the overlap between the key issues identified by the inspection and the priorities of the schools’ own development plans. In the study 

of Cuckle, Hodgson, and Broadhead (1998), a complete overlap was reported by 5% of the principals. 34% reported very close compatibility, 

while the majority (52%) of the respondents reported that the school’s priorities and the inspection’s key issues had ‘reasonable compatibility’. 

7% of the principals reported there was hardly any compatibility, while 2% of the principals felt there was no match all (Cuckle, Hodgson, and 

Broadhead 1998, Cuckle and Broadhead 1999). Furthermore, the survey revealed that 60% of the key issues identified in the inspection reports 

were already (partly or completely) in the existing school development plan, while the interviews in the same study gave a figure of 56%. 22% of 

the key issues identified by the inspectors were not (yet) in the school development plan but were accepted as reasonable  An additional 11% 



 
 

were not explicitly mentioned in the school development plan, but the school claimed either that it planned to add them, or that it was working on 

the key issue already without having mentioned it in the school development plan. Overall, 67% of the principals indicated that their single most 

important priority of the moment had been mentioned by both the school development plan and by the inspection report. In 22% of the schools, 

the most important priority was not in the school development plan, but was mentioned in the inspection report. It usually concerned a legal 

requirement, such as a health or safety issue, or a curriculum area that was not fully covered (Cuckle, Hodgson, and Broadhead 1998). 

 Ouston, Fidler, and Earley (1997)  reported a major overlap between the inspection findings and the school development plan in 30% of 

the schools in their sample, some overlap in 53% of the schools and no overlap in 17% of the schools. They also reported that those schools with 

‘some overlap’ found the inspection process most valuable for school development (Earley 1998, Ouston, Fidler, and Earley 1995, Ouston and 

Davies 1998, Ouston, Fidler, and Earley 1997). In this study, however, it remains unclear whether lack of overlap means the school had really 

gained new insights into its functioning, or rather that the school had not included certain issues in its school development plan because they did 

not agree with the inspection findings or doubted the importance of the issue. A figure indicating the share of the key issues not in the school 

development plan, but considered by the school as reasonably identified by the inspectors (as was provided in the study of Cuckle, Hodgson, and 

Broadhad (1998)), would have been more useful for our purposes.  

 Finally, the study of Scanlon (1999) stands out as it compares the insights gained by a quasi-experimental group of schools in special 

measures (or recently removed from special measures), and a control group of schools that had never been in special measures. Schools are 

placed into special measures when they do not meet the requirements set by OFSTED and when they are judged to lack the capacity to secure 

that weaknesses will be adequately addressed (DFES 2005). Schools in special measures need to amend their action plans and several restrictions 

are placed upon the schools, such as restrictions on the employment of newly qualified teachers. These schools receive very regular monitoring 

inspections, up to five times over two years. 69% of the schools in the control group reported that they had expected all or most of the key issues 

for action identified by the inspection team, while this was the case for only 56% of the schools in special measures. Only 18% of the schools in 

the control group reported that fewer than half of the key issues were expected, compared to 28% of the schools in the quasi-experimental group 

(Scanlon 1999).  



 
 

3.2.2 Studies from other countries 

In a study by Schagen and Wylie (2009) in New Zealand, 30% of the schools reported that they had gained new insights as a result of the 

inspection with regard to their own school. 23% of the principals claimed that they had learned nothing from the inspection. 30% of the schools 

surveyed by the Swedish National Financial Management Authority said they were aware of the identified weaknesses before the inspection, 

while 54% of the schools were partly aware of them (Olsson 2007). Similarly, 35% of the Dutch schools surveyed by Emmelot et al. (2004) 

reported that each of the identified deficiencies had already been identified by the school. This was partially the case in 57% of the schools; in 

only 8% of the schools, the weaknesses had not yet been identified by the school.  

 The abovementioned studies confirm the results obtained in the English education context. Our review revealed only one study that 

clearly stands out; according to the study of Macbeath (2008) in Hong Kong, the inspection helped staff to identify the strengths and weaknesses 

of the schools. 71% of the respondents agreed that the inspection had helped them devise future goals and development plans. Furthermore, 

around 80% of the teachers agreed that the inspection had helped them reflect on the effectiveness of their daily practice.  

3.3 Emotions engendered by inspections  

In this section, the emotional consequences of inspection are discussed. As was the case in the previous section, we do not provide a full context 

for each of the single studies. We first discuss English studies, followed by the evidence available from other countries. 

3.3.1 Studies from England 

Brimblecombe and Ormston (1995) concluded that the most stressful stage of inspection was the period between notification of inspection and 

the actual site visit. Stress levels increased up to the week before the site visit, decreased during the site visit, but remained apparent, to a lesser 

extent, for a number of weeks after the inspection. The post-inspection stress was partly explained by fears concerning (the lack of anonymity in) 

the inspection report, especially when teachers had not received informal feedback after their lesson observation. Absenteeism amongst teachers 



 
 

is higher than usual in the week after the site visit but it was found that these side effects were less likely to occur in schools where a ‘measured, 

proactive approach’ had been taken towards inspection. The extent to which teachers regard an inspection as an opportunity for them, or as 

something that is done to them, has an influence on their anxiety levels before the site visit. Stress levels increased when teachers didn’t know 

when the inspector would enter their classroom, and when they weren’t given informal feedback directly after the classroom observation. It was 

concluded that stress was likely to be caused in part by fear of the unknown (Brimblecombe and Ormston 1995, Brimblecombe, Shaw, and 

Ormston 1996). Fear could be relieved by the inspectors’ presenting themselves in a benign manner and encouraging staff to perceive the 

inspection as a shared process, and when the inspectors’ behaviour was perceived as reassuring and helpful (Brimblecombe and Ormston 1995). 

 Alongside the inspectors’ attitude, the attitude of the principal also has an impact on teachers’ emotional experience of the inspection: 

principals who helped staff to meet the inspection with support and reassurance had a stress-reducing effect, while panic measures were found to 

increase stress among staff (Brimblecombe and Ormston 1995). The burden placed on staff to “tell [the inspectors] the right things” was also a 

cause of stress. The position of staff within the school also explained some of the stress experienced. Approximately a third of senior managers 

expressed negative feelings, compared to just over half of the teachers; teachers were more worried and felt more resentment, possibly due to 

their lower degree of self-determination, as teachers were less involved in preparations for the inspection and therefore had less control over the 

process. Furthermore, significantly more female staff members felt worried about the inspection than male staff members (Brimblecombe and 

Ormston 1995, Brimblecombe, Shaw, and Ormston 1996).  

Brunsden, Davies, and Shevlin (2006) measured the stress and anxiety levels of teachers and non-teaching staff members in a primary 

school on three occasions, prior to and after the inspection, using two self-report personality measures in validated psychodiagnostic 

questionnaire. Their findings confirmed the above conclusion that teachers suffer from more emotional side effects than non-teaching staff: 

during each of the three measurements, both trait anxiety and state anxiety, as well as stress levels, were higher for teachers than for non-teaching 

staff. Teachers’ trait anxiety levels were higher than what was considered as the norm for working adults, and a fortnight before the site visit, 

they even were as high as the norm that is used to identify neuropsychiatric patients. Teachers also displayed high levels of state anxiety: they 

started at levels consistent with scores expected from psychiatric patients three months before the inspection, and the figures rose even higher 



 
 

two weeks prior to the inspection. Furthermore, 56% of the teachers scored on or above the norm for ‘clinically significant’ stress three months 

before the site visit, and 88% showed clinically significant stress levels two weeks before the site visit. The high levels of stress, trait anxiety and 

state anxiety had decreased ten weeks after the site visit, but still remained higher than the norm for regular working adults. Clinically significant 

stress was still noted in 44% of the teachers, even though the school in which this study was conducted had by then received a favourable report. 

Therefore the researchers suggest that ‘it is the inspection experience itself and not its outcome that is generating the psychological distress’ 

(Brunsden, Davies, and Shevlin 2006, 28). 

 Wilcox and Gray (1996) also found that teachers displayed more anxiety concerning upcoming inspections than senior managers. They 

concluded that teacher anxiety is associated with being observed teaching. Meetings between school staff and the inspectors before the site visit 

were observed to reduce anxiety, while increased anxiety was reported when teachers had not received informal feedback directly after the 

classroom observation (Wilcox and Gray 1996). In another study Wilcox and Gray (1995) referred to the emotional consequences experienced by 

teaching staff at one case school (that did not agree with the inspectors’ negative assessment) as ‘trauma’ and ‘shock’. 

 The effects described in several other studies contribute to evidence regarding the ‘loss of professional identity’ and ‘post-inspection 

blues’. 

Loss of professional identity. The ‘loss of professional identity’ refers to teachers losing their self-confidence and starting to ignore their own 

professional ideas in favour of acting as they think the inspection expects them to act, thereby losing any sense of autonomy. This is documented 

by the study of Jeffrey and Woods (1996) (and for schools in special measures, by Scanlon (1999) and Perryman (2005, 2006, 2007, 2009), as 

will be discussed later). Jeffrey and Woods (1996) observed that teachers began to doubt their competence, as the inspection “had reminded them 

how short of perfection they fell” (Jeffrey and Woods 1996, 332). This effect was more obvious in teachers that are highly conscientious and 

involved. Furthermore, this study reported feelings of anger, despair, depression, humiliation, grief and guilt, due to the mismatch school staff 

were experiencing between the inspection and their own beliefs and past experiences. This study also described a sense of emotional confusion. 

Positive feelings were marginalised and there was a decline in the use of humour, teachers' usual main coping strategy (Jeffrey and Woods 1996). 



 
 

Post-inspection blues. The concept of ‘post-inspection blues’ refers to a state of exhaustion, burnout, feelings of disillusion and tiredness 

(Ferguson et al. 1999). Indications for this phenomenon are described by seven different studies (as well as by Scanlon (1999) for schools in 

special measures, see below). 86% of the principals surveyed by Ferguson et al. (1999) reported encountering lower staff enthusiasm and 

increased absenteeism and exhaustion, for (on average) between 4.5 and 5 months, but in some cases up to a whole year, after the inspection. 

Cases are reported in which strong teachers left the school because they felt defeated when the school received a negative evaluation. Webb et al. 

(1998) revealed inspections cause an intensification of stress, loss of confidence, feelings of inadequacy, deprofessionalisation and extreme 

anxiety. Stress was apparent in the run-up to the inspection, but side effects were also noticed after the inspectors had left. In one school, 

demotivation and inertia lasted up till 18 months after inspection, in spite of the positive evaluation it had received. Lonsdale and Parsons (1998) 

stated that normal school life was disturbed for at least three months after the inspection, due to the cumulative effect of stress, panic and 

pressure in the preparation period, but also because of the expectance of the inspection report. In the study by Ouston, Fidler, and Earley (1997), 

‘many’ schools’ reported slowing things down while recovering from the inspection and development ceased for a short time, often until half-

term or the end of the term, although over two thirds of the principals found the inspection report encouraging, compared to 21% who were 

dispirited in some way (Ouston, Fidler, and Earley 1995, Ouston and Davies 1998, Ouston, Fidler, and Earley 1997). Case, Case, and Catling 

(2000) collected evidence of increased staff tiredness up to one year after an inspection, and a loss of self-confidence amongst teachers, 

regardless of the inspection’s judgement. Teachers experienced anxiety more often, even when they were expecting a positive report for 

themselves and for the school (Case, Case, and Catling 2000). 

 Sandbrook (1996) concluded that teachers suffered from fatigue and apprehension, and that they were anxious about losing control in the 

classroom during the observation by the inspectors. Anxiety rose when the teachers didn’t receive feedback after the classroom observation: ‘a 

lack of feedback increases anxiety: everyone assumes the negative’ (Sandbrook 1996, 62). Teachers’ professional self-confidence is perceived as 

a key influence on the stress levels experienced: the more self-confident a teacher was, the less likely s/he was to suffer from high levels of stress. 

The inspection seemed to result in a crisis of self-confidence and in lower staff morale, in some cases further deteriorated by the behaviour of the 

principals who put pressure on staff (Sandbrook 1996). Finally, Kogan and Maden (1999)  indicated that the inspection had resulted in a climate 



 
 

of fear in the schools, generating stress and anxiety. The long period between the notification and the actual site visit led to added ‘anticipatory 

dread’. After the inspection, tiredness, lack of motivation and decreased morale were observed, as well as an increase in absence caused by stress 

in 24% of the schools. 

Other studies. Eight further English studies have provided additional or confirmatory insights into the effect of school inspections on the 

emotions of various staff members in schools. McCrone et al. (2006) found 57% of the respondents (strongly) agreed that the inspection had 

helped to boost morale, yet only a slightly smaller proportion (41%) expressed disagreement with this statement. The figures provided by 

McCrone et al. (2007) were even more inconclusive: 51% of respondents agreed that the inspection had helped to boost staff morale, while 46% 

disagreed. Another study observed low morale amongst teachers due to a feeling of having let the new principal, the school and the children 

down (Hosker and Robb 1998). Chapman (2001a) found that 62% of teachers felt apprehensive about having an inspector in their classroom. 

Chapman (2002) reported high levels of stress and a lack of job satisfaction amongst teachers, due to the inspection. Some teachers held the 

inspection responsible for stress-related illness. In one school, studied by Troman (1997), a culture of fear had been established by the principal 

who put continuous pressure on the staff to change in order to align with the inspectors’ expectations. Finally, the study of Hopkins et al. (1999) 

found stress and anxiety amongst staff members  before the site visit. It is suggested that the increased stress and anxiety disappeared 

immediately after the site visit, giving way to a feeling of elation, which was in turn replaced by a pervading sense of disillusion, ‘a feeling that 

the results were far less dramatic, the exercise less worthwhile, the improvement far less permanent’ (Hopkins et al. 1999, 686).  

Schools in special measures. Scanlon (1999) provided empirical evidence for the loss of professional identity amongst staff members in schools 

in special measures (explained above in Section 3.2.1), citing teachers of these schools as stating: ‘You are made to feel totally incompetent. You 

are made to feel that everything you’ve done for the last 20 years in teaching is absolutely useless’ (Scanlon 1999, 33). The results of this study 

showed that about 25% of the teachers, and over 30% of principals of schools in special measures, experienced a sense of depression and 

despondency after inspection. Teachers in schools in special measures didn’t tell others which school they worked in anymore. 25% of teachers, 

and over 20% of the principals of schools in special measures, said they were surprised or shocked by the outcome (compared to less than 5% at 



 
 

other schools), even when the outcome was more or less expected. 60% of the teachers in schools in special measures (the quasi-experimental 

group) felt stressed most or all of the time, compared to 36% of their counterparts in other schools (the control group). Furthermore, the ‘failing’ 

schools faced more staff absences due to stress or illness in the semester after the inspection (24% of principals and 38% of teachers in the quasi-

experimental group, compared to 17% and 24% in the control group), and staff members in schools in special measures more often claimed that 

their stress or illness was related to the inspection. Nevertheless, when staff were asked whether they felt an uncomfortable amount of pressure 

due to increased workload for the inspection, the figures didn’t reveal a significant difference between schools in special measures and schools 

that had never been in special measures. In both groups, just over 70% of teachers and principals agreed with this statement. Principals of schools 

in special measures were more positive about the effects of inspections on staff morale: 50% thought that the inspection had brought about an 

improvement, while 32% observed a deterioration of staff morale. In the control group, only 17% saw an improvement while 36% saw a 

deterioration. The teachers’ views, however, differ from their principals’ views: only 25% of the teachers in schools in special measures saw an 

improvement in morale (17% in other schools), while 58% saw a deterioration (48% in other schools). This study also reported that staff 

members found it difficult to feel motivated after an inspection, because so much time and effort is put into the preparation (see post-inspection 

blues). This applies to respondents from both the quasi-experimental and the control groups. Finally, this study pointed out that schools with a 

strong team spirit and mutual support mechanisms were better equipped to cope with the negative side effects of inspections and thus less stress 

was experienced in those schools (Scanlon 1999).  

 In one school in special measures, Perryman (2005, 2006, 2007, 2009) documented teachers and principals starting to behave in the 

manner they thought was expected of them, thereby ignoring their own professional ideas, which led to feelings of helplessness, lack of control 

and feeling like a failure, adding up to a loss of professional identity (Perryman 2006, 2007). This loss of professional identity remained even 

when the school was taken off the special measures regime (Perryman 2005). Furthermore, this study observed frustration amongst the staff with 

the externally-imposed systems, as well as fatigue, exhaustion and fear, mainly instigated by the potential consequences of the inspection 

(Perryman 2007). 



 
 

 Nicolaidou and Ainscow (2005) found that teachers in schools in special measures were disappointed, and felt ‘useless’ and ‘a failure’, 

while the subsequent inspections (as a result of the schools being placed in special measures) placed immense pressure on staff, which led to 

frustration, feelings of worthlessness, conflict and a decreased sense of cohesion among staff. Finally, a study in special schools in special 

measures (Thomas, Yee, and Lee 2000) also observed feelings of anger, depression and shame resulting from negative evaluations.  

3.3.2 Studies from other countries 

In the Northern Irish study by Gray and Gardner (1999), 34% of the principals report high levels of stress before an inspection among most of 

the staff members, while the corresponding figure in secondary education was only 21%. The (smaller) focused inspections in secondary 

education are seen as the cause for these lower levels in secondary schools. The high levels of stress resulted several medical problems. Also 

other emotional responses (such as worry, fear and resentment) and a rise in inter-staff tensions were reported.  

 In Ireland, a study of eight schools reported considerable fear and trepidation in the run-up to an inspection (McNamara and O'Hara 

2006). Fear, however, was dispelled through the professional, collegial and nonthreatening approach of the inspectors. Teachers from schools 

with disadvantaged students felt particularly strongly valued by the ‘affirmation of good practice’ provided by the inspectors (McNamara and 

O'Hara 2006). A study in Hong Kong by Macbeath (2008) found that teachers experienced stress mainly because of the need for documentation 

and the classroom observation. The effectiveness of the principal’s leadership was a determining factor in the stress levels experienced by the 

teaching staff.  

 Loss of professional identity was observed in principals, in a Belgian study assessing the effects of inspection in twelve case schools 

(Kelchtermans and Vandenberghe 1998). Because the inspection did not only give the schools an insight into their own functioning, but also 

indirectly communicated a concept of ‘good teaching’ and how to achieve predetermined goals, principals felt threatened in their professional 

identity. The absence of feedback after classroom observation left teachers with uncertainty, self-doubt and powerlessness.  

 The only results that seemed to (partially) differ from the evidence in the English context were those collected by Gärtner, Hüsemann, 

and Pant (2009) in a German study. In their study 3.8% of the principals reported fear and sorrow, pressure or frustration. The authors suggested 



 
 

these lower figures might be due to the lower stakes compared with inspections in England. However, their findings were questioned by another 

German study, with a sample of twenty-seven schools that had received negative inspection reports (Sommer and Schwank 2011), which 

concluded that 60% of the principals thought that this report was hard on them, while 80% reported that it increased staff dissatisfaction and the 

need for staff counselling. The negative inspection reports led, in about 90% of the schools, to frustration amongst staff, lasting up to three 

months (30%), up to six months (40%), up to one year (about 5%) or even longer (about 15%). 

4. Conclusion and discussion 

This study has collected abundant evidence suggesting that inspections do not contribute significantly to schools’ self-understanding. 

Furthermore, there is strong evidence of severe negative emotional impact on teachers and, to a lesser extent, non-teaching staff.  

 The number of studies regarding the insights gained by schools as a result of an  inspection, along with their emotional consequences, has 

gradually declined (see Section 3.1), especially in England. The high number of studies between 1995 and 2000 may have been due to the sudden 

establishment of the inspection agency Ofsted, which was a radical change from the accountability measures that were in place before (Gray and 

Wilcox 1995, Thomas 1998, Earley, Fidler, and Ouston 1998). It is plausible that, due to adjustments to the design of Ofsted inspections and 

adaptations to its implementation, the dust has settled somewhat with regard to the effects of inspections, and research interest has subsequently 

subsided.  

 The contexts of the studies were not included in the article, as a review inevitably entails some decontextualisation of its subject. It was 

not the intention of this review to investigate the effects of different policy contexts on the effects of school inspections. Not only would it be 

impossible to describe these different national contexts in detail, the inspection systems have also passed through different configurations over 

time: studies in the early days of OFSTED have been conducted in a context that differs strongly from the inspection context in more recent 

research. Moreover, this review revealed that 74% of the studies were conducted in England, so it is likely that a comparative review into the 

effects of policy contexts on the effects of school inspections would prove rather disappointing. Furthermore, the lack of a clear conceptualisation 

of effects and side effects in most studies – often remaining vague about what exactly is measured - impedes any real comparison of the results 



 
 

observed in different education systems. For instance, if the inspection results in increased ‘stress’, a conceptual clarification of ‘stress’ is 

needed. It is imperative that a strong conceptual framework is developed, identifying the assumed effects and side effects, as well as potentially 

explaining features of these (side) effects, in order to allow these variables to be assessed in different education contexts, using quality research 

strategies. Indeed, despite the relatively high number of studies, we conclude that the evidence base is rather weak and is in need of more focused 

research, based on a common framework. 

Insights gained as a result of an inspection 

From the overview discussed in Section 3.2, we may conclude that the extent to which schools have gained new insights is rather limited. 

Although two of the studies showed instances in which a school’s development plan and the key issues identified in that school’s inspection 

demonstrated ‘reasonable compatibility’ (indicating that the inspection had effectively added some new key issues to the school’s priorities), all 

of the remaining studies from England showed that  inspections did not result in substantial new insights for those schools. The results of a study 

conducted in Hong Kong (Macbeath 2008) count as the only exception to these rather negative results, but differing approaches and research 

questions impede a real comparison. 

 Both quantitative and qualitative approaches have been used to investigate the extent to which schools gained new insights as a result of 

an inspection. No substantial differences could be observed in the results of those studies depending on the research method. The fact that almost 

all of the reviewed studies with various research methodologies reached similar results, adds weight to the above conclusion about the insights 

schools gain from an inspection. 

 The absence of new insights into the schools’ own functioning does not mean that there is no school development after inspection. 

Several studies have confirmed that schools and teachers developed and implemented action plans after being inspected (e.g. McCrone et al. 

2007, Dedering and Müller 2011, Scanlon 1999). As these actions are not the result of new insights, it should first be enquired what has 

engendered these initiatives and secondly whether these initiatives are supported by the schools and teachers, or whether they are extrinsically-

motivated actions. A number of possible explanations have been suggested by the reviewed studies: for example, inspections can help schools 



 
 

prioritise their plans for improvement; inspections can be helpful in clarifying and deepening a school’s insight into issues it is already aware of; 

and finally, the confirmation provided by an inspection of a school’s own analysis of its strengths and weaknesses can be regarded as helpful and 

empowering (McCrone et al. 2007, Schagen and Wylie 2009). Scholars have raised several counterarguments that put the objectivity of an 

inspection’s judgement into question (for example, that inspections struggle with reliability and validity issues (e.g. Gärtner and Pant 2011, Gray 

and Wilcox 1995, Waldegrave and Simons 2014); that inspections are too limited to assess pre-determined aims during a short site visit (e.g. 

Richards 2001, Gilroy and Wilcox 1997); or that principals often lack confidence in an inspection’s judgement (Fidler et al. 1998)). Nevertheless, 

schools seem to value the external validation that they are on the right track as an important lever for further school development. Several studies 

have shown that, when the conceptions of the principal or a considerable number of teachers have been confirmed, the inspection report adds an 

authority and legitimacy to the schools’ plans and thus acts as a catalyst to bring about change or to accelerate developments that have already 

been planned (Wilcox and Gray 1996, Hosker and Robb 1998, Schagen and Wylie 2009). Sometimes, the confirmation provided by the 

inspection is even used as a lever to implement unpopular measures at the school (Cuckle and Broadhead 1999). Another possible explanation for 

school improvement in spite of not having gained new insights, is that the previously ‘tacit knowledge’ (only known by the schools) has been 

made public by the inspection, which puts pressure on the schools to address these issues (Ehren, Leeuw, & Scheerens, 2005; Landwehr, 2011).  

 As a final remark, this review has resulted in an overview of studies that provide insight into the particular question of whether schools 

gain insight as a result of an inspection into their strengths and weaknesses. The question whether schools gain insight into the question how they 

can address their weaknesses, or how they can improve their current quality, was not answered by this review, for the simple reason that no 

evidence was found regarding this issue. It is unclear whether this lack of evidence means there are no new insights regarding how to improve, or 

that researchers just haven’t yet investigated this question.  

Emotional consequences 

Each of the twenty-eight reviewed studies has provided evidence of negative emotions amongst school staff as a result of inspections, albeit to 

different degrees. Inspections lead to an increase in stress, anxiety, anger, apprehension and other negative emotions. Some authors observed 



 
 

severe negative emotional effects on school staff from inspections, leading to ‘post-inspection blues’ and the ‘loss of professional identity’. Only 

one study reported increased self-confidence, while evidence of effects on staff morale, discussed by three studies, is inconclusive.  

 Various indications have been provided for explanatory features of these emotional side effects. However, most of these features were 

mentioned by only one of the studies. The features that were mentioned by more than one study were: whether teachers had received (informal) 

feedback after being observed (Wilcox and Gray 1996, Sandbrook 1996, Brimblecombe and Ormston 1995), and whether teachers had received 

adequate information on what was about to happen (Wilcox and Gray 1996, Brimblecombe and Ormston 1995). Additionally, the position and 

behaviour of the principal proved paramount (Brimblecombe and Ormston 1995, Troman 1997, Macbeath 2008). Staff members in teaching 

positions seem to suffer from greater stress and anxiety compared with non-teaching staff (Brunsden, Davies, and Shevlin 2006, Brimblecombe 

and Ormston 1995, Wilcox and Gray 1996). 

 As discussed in Section 3.1, researchers have often preferred qualitative research methods to quantitative methods when studying 

emotional consequences. As almost all studies have resulted in similar conclusions, no substantial differences could be observed in the results of 

those studies depending on the research method.  

 Positive side effects have hardly been mentioned in the results section. A plausible conclusion could be that hardly any positive emotions 

are engendered by inspections, but this finding may also just be the result of the research community having neglected the issue of positive 

emotional effects. This latter assumption needs further clarification. 

General discussion 

We conclude this study with some key remarks on the current state of research, and suggest further research that should be conducted regarding 

both new insights gained by schools as a result of an inspection, and their emotional consequences. 

We didn’t restrict our selection to studies that ‘describe’ effects of inspection, but included studies that ‘explain’ those effects. However, 

we found research on ‘explanatory factors’ of insights gained by schools to be almost non-existent and discussions on explanatory factors 

concerning emotional consequences are mostly limited to ‘indications’ and hardly ever based on substantiated evidence. We conclude that the 



 
 

current research base cannot assist in an understanding of the features that explain either whether or not schools gain new insights, or the extent 

to which staff members undergo emotional effects, from an inspection. Explanatory studies are therefore warranted, to probe the extent to which 

the inspectors’ judgement, alongside other features of the inspection and the school, explain the effects and side effects of an inspection. A 

related issue lies with the causality of the findings in most studies. For instance, several studies have observed pronounced stress levels amongst 

teachers before, during and after inspection, but studies unrelated to inspection have also shown that the intensity of the teaching profession leads 

to high stress levels for many teachers throughout their entire teaching career (Vandenberghe and Huberman 1999, Troman and Woods 2009). 

The question remains to what extent these stress levels can be attributed to inspection? And similarly, what are the exact features that engender 

stress?  

 In the above paragraphs, we have extensively shown that, regarding both insights gained and emotional consequences engendered by 

school inspections – and particularly regarding the causes of these effects - much is still left blank. Therefore, an investigation into the extent to 

which these insights and emotional consequences actually have been influenced by (changing) inspection policies and practices is much 

warranted. This, however, requires not only a wider research diversity and a clear conceptual framework allowing for comparative research, but 

also more cause-oriented research enabling the identification of inspection characteristics that might strengthen the insights gained by schools 

and minimize the emotional burden of school inspections. Moreover, we advocate quasi-experimental studies in which schools under inspection 

are compared to schools that have not been subject to inspection, in order to increase the internal validity of the results; such studies would also 

be rewarded with a higher score on the Maryland Scale of Scientific Methods. Future researchers should also note that a considerable amount of 

the evidence reviewed is based on surveys or interviews with principals, which may have a skewing effect on the results of this review. Dedering 

and Müller (2011) argued that this approach can only reveal an incomplete picture of the situation. There is a certain risk of only acquiring 

socially-desirable answers, since principals are likely to wish for a positive representation of their schools. It is advised that, at the very least, 

teachers’ ideas on the effects and side effects of inspection become the subject of more extensive research. 

With regard to educational policy, this review leads to the recommendation to examine ways to strengthen the extent to which principals, 

teachers and other staff members in inspected school gain new insights, and to minimize the emotional impact. The most prominent discussion 



 
 

for adapting the current inspection mechanisms throughout the past two decennia with the purpose to increase intended effects and decrease side 

effects, is whether schools’ self-evaluations can have a role in inspection. Several scholars have strongly advocated to use the school’s self-

evaluation as a basis for the inspection (Barber 1998, Hargreaves, 1995, McNamara, O’Hara, Lisi and Davidsdottir 2011), or to let the relative 

prominence of self-evaluation in inspection depend on the internal competence of schools to undertake self-evaluation effectively (Chapman and 

Earley 2010). Several education systems have experimented with combinations of internal and external evaluations (OECD 2013). To a lesser 

extent than the issue above, scholars have discussed whether inspections can be conducted by “peer reviewers”, either alone or in combination 

with “professional inspectors” (Baxter and Clarke 2013, Faubert 2009) or whether the inspection can take on a more empowering role in training 

and guiding schools/principals to ensure their educational quality (Grek 2013, Mackinnon 2011). It can finally be concluded that, while much is 

known, still more remains under-researched when it comes to the effects of school inspections on schools. Those areas that need further 

investigation have been identified by this review. Leaving this field of research blank risks creating a context in which schools let themselves be 

led by ‘nightmare stories’. Instead, we advocate more high-profile thematic research that can describe and explain the effects of school 

inspections, and from which the results can be extensively communicated with academics, policy makers and practitioners. 
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