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Inspecting School Social Quality: Assessing and Improving School Effectiveness in the Social 

Domain 

 

- School inspections can take different approaches to evaluating school social quality. 

- This paper discusses three distinct models of approach: a process model, a school improvement model and an output 

model. 

- Each of the models serves different mechanisms for effective school inspection. 

- The paper presents a school effectiveness model of social outcomes of schools. 

 

Purpose: School inspection of school social quality is, in contrast to inspection in the cognitive domain, still in its early 

phase of development. While schools are shown to affect social outcomes, the interplay of mechanisms makes it 

difficult to isolate the effect of the school. This paper aims to evaluate different approaches to inspecting school social 

quality. 

Methodology: Based on a school effectiveness model, we consider what aspects could be taken into consideration to 

evaluate school social quality.  

Findings and implications: Using insights from inspection of cognitive outcomes, we present three ideal-type models 

of inspection, focusing on outcomes, school improvement, or process. There is as of yet no clear best approach to 

inspecting school social quality, as inspection of school quality can influence school performance in a range of ways. 

Implications of the described models and possible strengths and weaknesses are discussed. 
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1 Introduction 

Ideas about the role of government in educational 

quality assurance (i.e. school inspections) mainly appear 

to involve the qualification function. For a long time, the 

extent to which education succeeds in realizing its 

socialization function was underplayed in many coun-

tries. In recent years attention has increasingly shifted 

towards the ‘social outcomes of education’. In com-

parison to research into the effectiveness of schools in 

promoting academic achievement, which has a long 

robust tradition (cf. Creemers & Kyriakides, 2008; Hattie, 

2009; Townsend, 2007), research into school effective-

ness and social outcomes is in its childhood. Corres-

pondingly, most current school effectiveness research 

focuses on teaching and learning in relation to academic 

achievement. We still know little about what the focus of 

evaluation and assessment of school effectiveness 

should be in relation to social outcomes of education. 

Does the knowledge we have about educational 

supervision and school improvement (Ehren, 2016) in the 

area of academic achievement also apply to the social 

domain, or does effective assessment of social quality 

require a different approach? 

At the same time, the increasing focus on social 

outcomes of education means national inspectorates of 

education are faced with the challenge how to incur-

porate these outcomes in their assessment of education-

nal quality. In other words: is it possible to measure the 

outcomes in this domain in relation to the quality of 

schools? And can school inspectors assess the effective-

ness of schools’ efforts in this area? A number of 

inspectorates has already included (aspects of) social 

outcomes in their assessment schemes (cf. Dijkstra & De 

la Motte, 2014). This paper aims to conceptualize 

different methods of evaluation of social quality in 

education, and offers an overview of different models for 

inspecting social outcomes of schools. 

We use the term ‘social outcomes’ to refer to various 

benefits of education in the social and (in particular) 

societal spheres of life. At the individual level, social 
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outcomes of education are considered in this study to 

consist of the social and civic competences that students 

develop. We define social quality as those aspects of 

school quality that are primarily relevant to promoting 

such competences. These include aspects of teaching 

and learning, pedagogical characteristics, the school 

climate and the characteristics of the school as a social 

community. This study addresses school inspections and 

social outcomes of education and aims to contribute to 

answering two questions: Is it possible to measure school 

effectiveness in the area of social outcomes? And How 

can inspections strengthen school improvement in this 

area? 

 

2 Social outcomes of education 

Almost two decades ago, the OECD (2001) published The 

Well-being of Nations, a study whose core message was 

that education is not only of great economic significance 

but also contributes to the well-being of countries and 

governments should focus not only on the production of 

human capital but also on social capital. The study 

marked a trend which had begun earlier as a result of 

developments like uneasiness about the erosion of social 

cohesion and the ensuing attention being paid to the 

issue by policy makers, and growing scientific interest in 

the concept of social capital. Social cohesion and social 

capital are closely related. Social cohesion refers to the 

extent to which social structures affect people’s be-

haviors and the extent to which behaviors and attitudes 

contribute to the perpetuation of social structures, 

norms and trust (Dijkstra & Peschar, 2003). Social capital  

is defined as ‘networks together with shared norms, 

values and understanding that facilitate co-operation 

within or among groups’ (OECD, 2001), which means that 

social capital is highly dependent on social cohesion and 

vice versa. Social capital facilitates collective action and 

contributes to the functioning of democratic institutions, 

and participation in institutions of civil society is related 

to a higher degree of social trust and involvement in 

public issues (cf. Putnam, 1993). 

The importance of promoting social cohesion and the 

role of education in this respect is acknowledged and 

stimulated by many parties. The OECD (2001) underlines 

the importance of social cohesion and an interest in the 

development of ‘key competences for a successful life 

and a well-functioning society’ (Rychen & Salganik, 

2003). Inspired by concerns about civic involvement, in-

creasing intolerance and other developments, in 2002 

the Council of Europe acknowledged the importance of 

‘Education for Democratic Citizenship’ and activities 

aimed at stimulating it, such as the formulation of com-

petences to be pursued by education. Many countries 

have included citizenship education in their (formal or 

informal) curricula (Eurydice, 2005, 2017). Within the 

scope of the Lisbon ambitions, in 2000 the European 

Union not only formulated goals for strengthening a 

knowledge-based economy but also for strengthening 

social cohesion and promoting active citizenship. This 

initiative built on earlier action programmes to 

strengthen learning for active citizenship (cf. European 

Commission, 1998). In 2006, the EU included interper-

sonal, intercultural, social, civic and other competences 

in its framework of key competences (cf. Gordon et al., 

2009; Halász & Michel, 2011). 

Large scale studies of civic outcomes of education have 

shown differences between countries and school in stu-

dents’ civic competences (e.g. Schulz et al., 2010, 2017). 

The 1999 Civic Education (CIVED) study, for instance, 

showed educational practices to play an important role 

in preparing students for citizenship in 28 countries 

(Torney-Purta et al., 2001), as did the latest International 

Civic and Citizenship Education Study (Schulz et al., 2017) 

in illustrating the importance of school factors, like an 

open school climate. These studies also showed differen-

ces between countries in the relative contribution made 

by schools, suggesting differences in educational 

practice, management and policy. Based on analysis of 

the 2009 International Civic and Citizenship Study (ICCS), 

Isac et al. (2011) showed student citizenship outcomes 

are influenced by factors at country, school and student 

level and concluded that a school effectiveness model of 

citizenship education should take a multitude of factors 

into account. 

 

3 School effectiveness and social outcomes 

To answer whether school effectiveness in social out-

comes can be assessed, we start from a general model of 

school effectiveness. Models of school effectiveness typi-

cally consider four components: input, process, output 

and context. These include levels of school organization 

and management, teacher and/or classroom level and 

the level of individual student performance and back-

ground (cf. Scheerens & Creemers, 1989). The model 

presented in Figure 1 offers a global conceptual frame-

work, indicating the main school factors related to the 

social outcomes of education (Dijkstra & De la Motte, 

2014). As a result of the modest empirical status of the 

knowledge about effective schooling in the social 

domain, the model—based on assumptions taken from 

general effective school models and comparable to ci-

tizenship models suggested before (cf. Maslowski et al., 

2009; Scheerens, 2011; Isac et al., 2013)—should prima-

rily be understood as a heuristic device. 

In light of this conceptualization, we define output as 

social outcomes of education; i.e. its individual and 

collective benefits for interpersonal interaction in the 

social and societal spheres of life. This concerns direct 

outcomes in the form of competences acquired through 

education and indirect outcomes produced by the effect 

on other domains of life (Dijkstra, 2012). Outcomes are a 

primary indication of school quality in the social domain. 

The underlying philosophy is that, in the end, education 

is not only about the processes taking place, but also 

whether teaching and learning lead to the results pur-

sued: students achieving the intended learning objectives 

in the form of acquired knowledge, attitudes and skills. 

From this perspective, the quality of education is made 

visible by the educational outcomes. Depending on one’s 

vision of the contribution that is expected of education, 

conditions may be imposed, for example the possibility 
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of distinguishing the contribution of the school from the 

influence of other factors. Schools are part of the social 

context in which students develop, and it might not be 

realistic to expect education to solve social problems. 

Although schools are undoubtedly confronted with both 

the resources and constraints in the socialeconomic and 

socio-cultural context of the student population, and are 

expected to contribute to student development also—or 

even: especially—in the face of disadvantages and risks, 

their capability to do so is not without limitations. Be-

cause of the significance of the successful acquisition of 

knowledge, attitudes and skills, the outcomes of the pro-

cess of learning are nevertheless a primary indication of 

the school’s quality in the social domain. 

Various indicators can be used to measure schools’ 

social outcomes. Social and citizenship outcomes at the 

individual level can be assessed by measuring students’ 

competences, or components like knowledge, skills or 

attitudes, and aggregated to the school level these 

measures indicate the school’s quality and room for im-

provement. To a certain extent, students’ behavior both 

inside and outside of schools can also be an outcome of 

school efforts. Although not offering a direct measure of 

competences, behavioral intentions (such as intentions 

to vote) can also be regarded as social outcomes (cf. 

Schulz et al., 2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: School effectiveness model of social outcomes 

(Dijkstra & De la Motte, 2014, p.46) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

School quality is not only assessed on the basis of 

outcomes. The factors input and process, like the quality 

of the curriculum or the teaching and learning process 

are also relevant to the school’s social quality. School and 

classroom climate (including social safety) and the  

pedagogical quality of the school (including aspects like 

school ethos) are not only in themselves goals to be 

pursued, but also beneficial to the school’s social 

outcomes (cf. Geboers et al., 2013). This is also true for 

the quality of the curriculum content – for example in the 

form of subject matter introducing the students to 

aspects of history, heritage, identity and culture. Both 

high-quality processes and provision have an additional 

value because they contribute to better student perfor-

mance. 

To realize the social goals of education, the educational 

context can have both beneficial and inhibiting effects. 

As indicated before, the composition of the student 

population is a relevant factor to take into account. 

Correspondence between the home environment and 

the school also play a role, most notably where the 

school’s goals in the social domain are not supported by 

the parents or the community around the school. 

Although the above is not meant to offer an exhaustive 

overview of factors explaining differences in social 

quality of schools (e.g. Dijkstra et al., 2015; Geboers et 

al., 2013; Isac et al., 2013) and our understanding of 

school effectiveness in the social domain is still limited, it 

does give an impression of the factors to be taken into 

account in the assessment of the effectiveness of schools 

in this respect. Effective teaching becomes possible parti-

cularly where there is a fit between the goals the school 

is pursuing in the social and civic domain and the resour-

ces available to achieve these goals. Empirical knowledge 

about the influence of aspects of quality on the 

acquisition of social competences is still scarce, which 

means that, for the time being, models of school 

effectiveness and inspections will mainly be based on a 

more general understanding of school quality and school 

improvement. 

Having thusfar argued that assessing school effective-

ness in the social domain should include context, input, 

process and output factors, we now turn to the question 

of how school inspections can contribute to accounta-

bility and improvement in the social domain. Since the 

research linking school inspection to the social outcomes 

of schools is scarce (cf. Ehren, 2016; Scheerens, 2005) we 

can also make deductions from the results of research of 

school inspections in the cognitive domain (for over-

views: Ehren, 2016; Klerks, 2013; Nelson & Ehren, 2014; 

OECD, 2013). We build on knowledge available about the 

mechanisms operating in the inspection of the core 
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curriculum and the impact of inspections on school 

improvement and cognitive stu-dent outcomes to outline 

the assumptions of effective inspections in the social 

domain. School inspection is effective when it evaluates 

the quality of education in the social domain and 

facilitates schools to improve the characteristics of effec-

tive teaching that are conditional to students’ mastery of 

social competences (e.g. through inspection feedback, 

publication of results, standard setting, support and 

sanctions), when it informs parents and the public about 

the school’s quality, and when it is relevant for 

accountability (cf. Ehren, 2016; Karsten et al., 2010). 

Little is known about the factors that make schools 

effective in the social domain (cf. Dijkstra, 2012). Al-

though a general sketch can be given of the factors that 

may be assumed to have a bearing on educational quality 

in the social domain, empirical knowledge of the effects 

of these factors and their interplay is limited (f e.g. 

Geboers et al., 2013;  Schuitema, Ten Dam & Veugelers, 

2008; Solomon, Watson & Battisch, 2012). Not only is 

this knowledge required for a useful cost-benefit analysis 

(to what extent is a substantial contribution of school 

inspections to expect?) but also to identify areas where 

successful intervention is possible. From the perspective 

of efficiency it is worthwhile to have school inspections 

focus on the factors where schools can make a con-

tribution, for example objectives that are susceptible to 

influence through education and outcomes that con-

tribute to collective social benefits in the long term. 

School inspections in the cognitive domain have an 

impact on the improvement of schools, schools’ self-

evaluations and ultimately student outcomes in maths 

and literacy through the feedback during inspection visits 

and in inspection reports, the setting of expectations 

through standards and the publication of inspection 

results and actions of stakeholders, and consequences of 

school inspections (cf. Ehren, 2016; Klerks, 2013). So far, 

inspections in the social domain have a different setup. 

Standardized tests to measure student achievement are 

widespread in the cognitive domain, but in the assess-

ment of school quality, instruments for measuring social 

competences play a modest role (cf. Daas et al., 2016). 

Maths and literacy are often the core focus of teaching 

and learning in schools, and over the last decades social 

quality and social competences of students have 

recurringly been mentioned as deserving more attention 

(cf. Scheerens, 2011; Dijkstra & De la Motte, 2014). 

The lack of knowledge about what constitutes good 

social quality of schools and how it contributes to the 

social competences of students means that little is 

known about the relative importance of the various 

indicators in the effectiveness model. The need for a 

better understanding of impact, validity and reliability of 

these indicators also means that school inspections thus 

far primarily focus on evaluation in the form of elu-

cidation, performance feedback and benchmarking, and 

adopt a modest approach to high-stakes incentives. On 

the other hand, particularly because there is little 

available knowledge, school inspections may render 

important contributions in the form of systematic assess-

ments of teaching and learning and the information this 

provides about effective methods of teaching. Com-

paritive knowledge of different school practices through 

the exchange of knowledge and identification of good 

practices can play an important role in this respect. 

If we assume that effective supervision in the social 

domain should fulfill one or more of the accountability, 

school improvement and consumer information func-

tions (cf. Karsten et al., 2010), the above allows us to 

infer the building blocks for the organization of school 

inspections of social quality that are listed below. To do 

so, we formulate assumptions about the intended state 

of the subject (i.e. the desired situation), what should be 

done to achieve that situation, through which processes 

will outcomes be affected and under which conditions 

are these processes expected to operate (cf. Donaldson, 

2007). Because a detailed account of a program theory 

falls outside the scope of this contribution (cf. Ehren, 

2016), the discussion is limited to a brief sketch of the 

main elements (for examples of detailed accounts of 

school inspection in the social domain see Dijkstra & De 

la Motte, 2014). 

Accountability. Accountability concerns providing an 

insight into the extent to which the intended goal (and 

the level of effectiveness) is achieved. Although there 

may be differences due to the nature of the goal, the 

desired situation contains information about the pro-

vision, process and/or results of teaching. The outcome 

could for example be the scores on a standardized social 

skills test. Collection of such data requires objective me-

asurement methods and criteria for school-independent 

assessment. Essentially, accountability in the social 

domain focuses on an understanding of the results of 

education in the form of social and civic competences of 

students. Depending on the goal, it may also encompass 

the quality of the educational process (including peda-

gogical behavior and school climate) and curriculum 

content. 

School improvement. School inspections for school 

improvement aim to provide information for improving 

the quality of teaching in such a way that the school is 

able and willing to undertake the activities required. The 

school’s willingness to take action may be based on 

internal incentives (e.g. the belief that improvement is 

necessary and feasible) and/or external incentives (e.g. 

receiving support for school development or avoiding 

damage to the school’s reputation). When internal incen-

tives predominate, it is important that supervision contri-

butes to convincing teachers and school managers that 

the school’s social quality can be improved and helps 

them understand how. This requires information-rich 

evaluations providing insights into the processes of 

teaching and learning. It is also necessary that the school 

recognizes itself in the information and feedback and 

buys in to the inspection findings. 

Consumer information. Supervision aimed at informing 

parents about quality in the social domain should pri-

marily provide data about the extent to which the 

teaching fits their expectations and goals. Parents, for 

example, will be interested in the school’s social climate, 
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the social, societal, religious and/or moral goals pursued 

by the school and the way in which it achieves these 

goals. The provision of school indicators can influence 

parents’ school choice (cf. Waslander, Pater & Van der 

Weide, 2010). Pedagogic quality and school climate are 

thus important elements in consumer information. 

Although the weights attached to these goals through 

inspections might differ across national contexts, in prac-

tice the functions of school improvement, consumer 

information and accountability will often be combined. 

Effective supervision in the social domain will then 

include: 

 

• A coherent system of standards: clear standards that give 

a good insight into the goals to be pursued and the 

various components of social quality; 

• Outcome indicators: knowledge of the students’ social 

and civic competences as an indicator of educational 

outcomes, with a view to accountability and providing 

incentives for quality improvement; 

• Insight into curriculum content and teaching process: 

knowledge of the quality of teaching and learning, 

particularly as a means to provide an insight into options 

for educational improvement; 

• Ownership of the school: involvement of school 

management and teachers in the quality assessment in 

such a way that they can own the results and are willing 

and able to work with them; 

• Insight into pedagogical quality and school climate: 

knowledge that parents can understand and is relevant to 

their situation, so that they can make choices that best fit 

the developmental needs and characteristics of their 

children. 

 

Depending on the weights of these components, the 

combination of i) standards directing the efforts made by 

schools; ii) information required for educational improve-

ment; iii) incentives for school improvement (including, 

for example, public information about the quality of 

schools) and; iv) dissemination of the results, provides 

the mechanisms that lead to quality and stimulate school 

improvement. 

Because it makes the social quality and the results of 

the school in this domain more visible, supervision not 

only provides more knowledge about options for quality 

improvement but is also expected to make it more rele-

vant, acknowledging the—usually unintended—one side 

emphasis on academic achievement effects and broaden-

ing the scope of school inspections (cf. De Wolf & 

Janssens, 2007). Because social quality becomes a more 

prominent element of the school’s public profile, repu-

tation effects are likely to occur that will stimulate 

schools to improve their quality. As the meaning attach-

ed to social quality increases, so will its visibility and 

status, and this will have a positive effect on the 

allocation of resources within the school. 

 

4 Towards models of school inspections in the social 

domain 

The foregoing shows that inspection of school social 

quality can serve a number of functions, and can focus 

on a range of aspects of teaching and learning. When we 

look beyond this variety and pay attention to the key 

components in various assessment systems, three mo-

dels can be distinguished, based on Dijkstra and De la 

Motte (2014). These should be understood as ‘ideal-type 

models’ based on variation in central characteristics of 

the focus of school inspections (what is the subject of 

assessment and what criteria are applied?) and the 

purpose of inspection (what does assessment aim to 

achieve?), in order to analyze the different mechanisms 

and features of systems of school inspection when it 

comes to social quality. The ideal-type models should 

primarily be understood as heuristic devices, and com-

prise a process model, a school improvement model and 

an output model. 

The process model emphasizes (assessing) the quality 

of teaching and learning, covering aspects like curriculum 

content, the ways in which teaching and learning takes 

place and relevant constraints. The principle underlying 

the process model is that the way in which teaching and 

learning occurs should be central to the assessment of 

school effectiveness. This notion may be based on the 

idea that alternative approaches are less suitable or lack-

ing, or that the quality of the teaching processes within 

schools is a better indicator of quality than indicators of 

student performance. From this perspective, school cli-

mate is central to the process of teaching social out-

comes, and play an important part in assessing schools’ 

social quality. The main quality aspects in this approach 

are the quality of educational content (including the 

extent to which the curriculum meets national require-

ments as formulated in education legislation), the quality 

of its design (such as the inclusion of clear learning 

objectives, the included subjects and the educational 

program over the years), the classroom and school 

climate and the quality of the social context in which 

teaching and learning take place. Although attention to 

outcomes is not necessarily absent, student results 

primarily play a role as a point of reference for structur-

ing and adjusting curriculum content and level. Examples 

include measuring how satisfied students, parents and 

other stakeholders are with the results of teaching and 

learning, measuring student well-being, or using such 

measures for risk assessment, for instance as indications 

of poor school climate. 

The process model presupposes standards on the basis 

of which the quality of teaching and learning can be 

assessed. These standards can be based on national 

legislation if the requirements stipulated are sufficiently 

specific to determine content and quality. If standards 

are based on learning objectives set by the school, the 

emphasis will be on the quality of the process, that is, on 

the question whether the school indeed teaches the 

content it claims to offer. In this context, it is less 

important whether this complies with external expec-

tations and or with what is seen as desirable from a 

broad societal perspective. Another interpretation of the 

process approach focuses on the quality of the school as 

a social community and places emphasis on school 

climate, student well-being and the pedagogical quality 

of the teachers. In this case standards are primarily 
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determined by the satisfaction of those involved, in-

cludeing the external stakeholders. This means that con-

textual factors—for example student background 

characteristics and school diversity—play an important 

role in assessing whether the school’s educational quality 

is satisfactory. 

Assessment of educational quality based on the quality 

of aspects of educational process generally requires 

more intensive data collection—e.g. school and class-

room observations, interviews and document analysis—

due to the scope of the areas to be included and limited 

possibilities for deriving valid generalizations from a 

limited number of observations. 

The school improvement model focuses on the contri-

bution school inspections can make to school quality. 

Taking the school improvement model as the starting 

point focuses school inspection on the areas where 

improvement can be achieved and promotes school 

ownership of the improvement process. 

Apart from provision and process factors (e.g. the 

quality of teaching and learning), the conditions for 

school improvement also play a substantial role in the 

school improvement model. These concern the school’s 

capacity for improvement, which includes an under-

standing of its situation, the ability to perform self-

evaluations, sufficiently developed quality assurance 

processes and the managerial skills of school manage-

ment and school authority. The importance of school 

ownership may consist of involvement of teachers and 

management in data collection and data analysis, 

understanding of the situation and background of the 

assessments and acceptance of these assessments. The 

school improvement model will usually focus on the 

development of teaching and the quality of processes 

and – provided minimum output requirements are met – 

use performance information to guide the process of 

school development instead of regarding it as an 

outcome of the school inspection. 

Organizing school inspections so that they promote 

school improvement also affects the organization of 

inspections. Usually, this will mean that forms of self-

evaluation will take a prominent place within the inspec-

tions. This may concern collecting and analyzing informa-

tion about the school on the basis of external standards 

and assessments based on evaluations performed by the 

school or peers with the help of external standards but 

also the setting of standards by the school and 

evaluations based on these standards. In the latter 

variant, the role of the inspectorate changes towards 

validating the school’s assessments and taking a more 

active role in the event of risks, incidents and situations 

in which self-evaluation is insufficient. 

The setting of standards plays a less important role in 

the school improvement model. The impact of external 

standards is less great due to the importance of school 

ownership and the relevance attached to the school 

using methods for promoting involvement in and 

understanding of its own situation. It is likely that there 

will be variation in the way in which assessments are 

made because schools can collect and interpret their 

own data. This is not just an incidental effect but an 

intentional goal and will become even more prominent in 

situations where the school also formulates its own 

standards. The school’s autonomy decreases the 

normative effect of school inspections since it pre-su-

pposes a reduction of external control. A possible limi-

tation is the reduced comparability of the outcomes of 

inspection. As opportunities for performing school spe-

cific assessment increase, variations in the way in which 

these assessments are made will also increase. This 

variation however, also increases the chance that ‘real’ 

differences between schools will not be identified. The 

limitations caused by the loss of standards at the supra-

school level (as is also the case in the process model) – 

less impact due to a reduced role of the normative effect 

of school inspections and reduced identification of differ-

rences between schools – may thus play a role in this 

model too. 

The broad scope of the school improvement model, 

which can involve input, process, and outcome factors as 

well as the schools’ quality assurance, presupposes 

relatively intensive forms of inspection that may include 

document analysis, interviews, observations and verify-

cation of the school’s self-evaluations, depending on the 

weight given to self-evaluation and its validation in the 

inspection process. 

The school improvement model offers opportunities 

for accepting the outcomes of quality assessment by the 

school, and the motivation to work towards school 

improvement based on these outcomes. Another advan-

tage is the validity of assessments: because external 

norms and their application in the specific situation of 

the school play a less important role, the assessments 

will usually fit the school’s situation. Where the school 

improvement model leads to schools formulating 

meaningful standards, it will also be less hampered by a 

limitation of the other two models, namely the scarcity 

of clear external standards in the social domains of 

education. For similar reasons, the school improvement 

model could be an effective tool for improving educa-

tional quality.  

The output model assesses the social quality of schools 

primarily on what the students have learned. The under-

lying principle is that what primarily matters is students 

successfully acquiring social and civic competences. 

Several outcomes have already been mentioned: through 

assessment of students’ competences; through 

evaluating well-being and school safety indicators; and 

by assessing student behavior or intentions.  

Measurements of student satisfaction and well-being 

can be regarded as indicators of both process or out-

comes. In practice, however, these measurements are 

mostly limited to determining risks or problems in the 

social environment rather than assessing the average 

social skills of students. Using measurements of social 

competences or measurements of social safety has the 

advantage – especially when compared to the other 

models – that relatively little effort is needed to gather 

the necessary information. Another advantage is that it is 

relatively easy to apply standards based on a clear 
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reference point (e.g. national benchmarks). A limiting 

factor is the interpretation of the data, especially if the 

findings are used to assess the effectiveness of the 

school. Such assessment assumes that the influence of 

the school can be distinguished from other factors 

affecting social competences of students, such as family 

and peer effects. Although approaches that measure the 

school’s ‘added value’ might not be feasible in the short 

run, there are several options for assessments based on 

test results. Benchmark approaches comparing the 

results of a school to those of other schools in similar 

situations, or comparing results of the same school over 

time can be used for this purpose. 

School inspections based on an output approach offer 

opportunities for addressing the social quality of schools 

through monitoring, in which outcomes are used as 

indicators of possible deficiencies in the quality of the 

school (a signal that improvement is required) and on the 

basis of which further assessment can be carried out. 

This approach offers opportunities for systemic assess-

ment of educational quality aimed at understanding 

potential weaknesses and strengths of schools or 

educational systems. A limitation of the output approach 

is whether it provides detailed information about school 

processes that are relevant and useable for school 

improvement. 

Throughout each of the three models described above, 

inspections can employ a range of strategies and mecha-

nisms to influence schools. Table 1 compares the main 

features of the three inspection models in relation to the 

appropriate mechanisms (Dijkstra & De la Motte, 2014), 

which we will briefly explain below. 

Setting clear standards & acceptance of findings. One 

of the mechanisms leading to inspections contributing to 

higher quality is the formulation of standards that 

provide schools with guidelines for the organization of 

teaching and learning. Output-oriented models in parti-

cular have this characteristic because of the usually 

specific (often quantitative) nature of output measures. 

This also applies to the process model, although to a 

lesser extent because of the more general nature of 

teaching quality indicators. The process and output 

models also provide for clear standards. Examples are 

quantitative criteria (e.g. the percentage of students with 

higher than average scores on a nation-wide citizenship 

knowledge test) and the degree to which the curriculum 

realizes statutory requirements about content. Because 

the school improvement model doesn’t make much 

assumptions about these points, this model provides 

fewer guidelines in the form of external standards. This 

means that standards (as chosen by the school) might be 

more relevant to the school, but also that there is less 

opportunity for central control than in the output model, 

and less insight into the results and functioning of the 

school system. 

Focus on learning & focus on results. There are clear 

differences between the models in terms of the weight 

given to provision and process factors and results as the 

principles underlying school inspections. Provision and 

process are central to the school improvement and pro-

cess models. Results play a limited role in the process 

model, play a limited role in the output model, and the 

school improvement model assumes the middle ground. 

Because of the great variation in classroom practices that 

may be used to realize the social goals of education, the 

school improvement and the process models are best 

suited to accommodate variations in types of teaching 

and learning. The output model allows for a more 

systemic evaluation of students’ learning outcomes.  

Self-evaluation, sense of ownership & guidelines for 

improvement. Involvement of the school (e.g. in the 

weight attached to self-evaluation and the relevance of 

school ownership) plays an important role in the school 

improvement model. Inspections focusing on these as-

pects provide opportunities for building on the context, 

vision and culture of the school. In the externally 

oriented output model, elements such as self-evaluation 

and ownership play a secondary role. Process-oriented 

inspections assume the middle position in this respect 

too: although the inspection process (most of which 

takes place in the school) stimulates the school’s involve-

ment, the assessment is based on external, school-

independent standards. Since process indicators can 

provide more tangible support for schools than outcome 

indicators, these can be considered more susceptible for 

self-evaluation or improvement. 

Administrative burden on schools, inspectorate 

activities & risk assessment. The place of provision and 

process factors within school inspections also have an 

impact on the resources required of the schools and the 

inspectorate to implement assessments. As teaching and 

learning assume a more central position within the 

assessment, relatively labor-intensive instruments such 

as lesson observations, interviews and document analysis 

are used more often. This applies most to the school 

improvement model (in which schools are given oppor-

tunity for collecting and analyzing data and thus makes 

less use of standardized assessment methods) and – 

albeit to a lesser extent – to the process model (in which 

external standards allow for more standardized assess-

ment methods). Due to the more standardized nature of 

the data required in output model, this also means that 

risk-targeted supervision is particularly feasible here 

because the data offer a more standardized assessment 

over schools. 

Consequences & focus on compliance. As external 

standards become more important and more specified, it 

becomes easier to impose consequences on schools for 

insufficient quality. As standards become clearer, it be-

comes easier to assess whether a school conforms to the 

standard and there will be less reason to dispute the 

assessment, which will strengthen the acceptance of fin-

dings and implications (especially regarding negative 

evaluations or even sanctions). Clearer standards, as 

assumed in the output model for example, will increase 

the likelihood of inspections leading to (positive or nega-

tive) implications as a driver for change. Where a process 

model is more directed at the teaching approach, and 

therefore compliance, the output model focuses more on 
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outcomes allowing for corresponding incentives or 

consequences. 

 

Table 1: Ideal-type assessment models of school 

effectiveness in the social domain (Dijkstra & De la 

Motte, 2014, p.185) 
 school 

improvement 

model 

process 

model 

output 

model 

standard setting . ▫ ▪ 

clear standards . ▫ ▪ 

acceptance of findings by 

schools 

▪ ▫ . 

focus on compliance . ▪ ▫ 

consequences for schools . ▫ ▪ 

focus on learning ▪ ▪ . 

focus on results ▫ . ▪ 

self-evaluation by schools  ▪ ▫ . 

sense of school 

ownership 

▪ . . 

guidelines for 

improvement 

▪ ▫ . 

administrative burden on 

schools 

▪ ▫ . 

intensity of inspectorate 

activities 

   

– interviews with 

stakeholders in/around  

   the school 

▪ ▫ . 

– school and classroom 

observations 

▪ ▫ . 

– document analysis ▪ ▫ . 

– achievement tests and 

student 

   questionnaires 

. ▫ ▪ 

– desk analysis ▪ ▪ ▫ 

suitable for risk-

assessment 

. . ▪ 

Characteristic of assessment model: ▪ major    ▫ partial  
.
 minor / none 

 

5 Conclusion 

The models presented allow for a more detailed answer 

to the central questions of this study: Is it possible to 

measure school effectiveness in the area of socialization, 

social competences and citizenship education? and How 

can school inspections strengthen school improvement in 

this area? The preceding discussion shows that several 

answers may be given and that several approaches to 

school inspection can be distinguished on the basis of the 

position taken in these two dimensions. Thus, there are 

various answers to the question how inspections can be 

organized in the social domain – and various results to be 

expected – depending on the priorities chosen. These 

answers may be summarized by using the three models 

described above; once again, we should stress that these 

are ideal-typical models that offer an insight into possible 

approaches. In the actual practice, combinations – with 

different weights given to the various elements – will 

usually be found. 

 

• Output model. In this approach to inspection, output in the 

social domain is the central issue. The focus is on assessing 

quality as reflected in the extent to which education realizes 

its intended goals. As Table 1 shows, this approach is 

characterized by a primarily external orientation: the impact 

of inspections mainly results from setting clear quality 

standards combined with a focus on the results of education 

and external improvement incentives. Characteristics of this 

approach are a relatively extensive inspection practice placing 

only a minor burden on the school, a central role for result 

indicators and limited attention for the teaching program and 

process as long as the school meets output standards. The 

external orientation of this model implies a relatively 

restricted ownership of the evaluation process by the school, 

which has to conform to external standards. The assessments 

do not necessarily indicate how improvement may be 

realized. The result can be pictured as a report card rather 

than a roadmap. 

• School improvement model. In many respects, the school 

improvement model offers the opposite perspective. It 

focuses on a school-oriented approach to social quality. The 

ideas and practices of the school are an important starting 

point for determining both goals and standards and the way 

in which the quality of education is assessed. The effects of 

supervision are not so much achieved by external setting of 

standards and attention for their realization but by focusing 

on the process of education. In this approach, the primary 

mechanism is a dialogue about the quality of teaching and 

learning. The orientation on the school’s internal processes 

broadens the support base for the inspection results and 

increases the motivation for school improvement. The school 

improvement model presupposes a relatively intensive effort 

made by the school and the inspection. Because 

unambiguous standards are lacking in this model, it provides 

only a limited insight into what results are achieved at school 

and school system level.  

• Process model. A process-oriented approach to social quality 

is also mainly external in orientation but focuses more on the 

quality of teaching and learning than on results. Although 

external standard setting is again the primary mechanism 

underlying the inspections, its effect is less strong because of 

the variety of educational practices schools can use to 

achieve the social goals of education. In other words, the 

coercive power of standards is smaller. Because the 

inspection assessments primarily target the way in which the 

educational process satisfies external standards, compliance 

with the standards plays an important role and inspections 

will focus on the extent to which elements of curriculum and 

learning process satisfy quality demands. Inspection is 

directed at evaluating and improving the teaching and 

learning process, and thereby at the processes taking place in 

the school and classroom. The evaluation of provision and 

process factors makes this a relatively labor-intensive form of 

inspection for both schools and inspectorate.  

 
The choice for an appropriate form of inspection will in 

practice only partially be inspired by considerations 

concerning the effectiveness of inspections on social 

quality. Its embedding within the general approach to 

inspection, the legislative context and implicit assump-

tions about the effect of inspection models often play a 

substantial role. However, the above shows that when 

choosing a supervision approach, it is wise to take into 

account the mechanisms within the various forms of 

inspection and the effects these may produce. 
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