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During the early 1990s I recall the school I then managed being
one of the very irst in the country to be inspected by Ofsted. I
consciously decided that if at all possible, rather than passively
feeling “done to”, the school should have a degree of control over
the experience. My situation was somewhat fortunate in that most
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of the inspection team, including the lead inspector, were recent
former colleagues of mine (I was previously part of their local
authority adviser team.) So in these early halcyon days, when
Ofsted inspection was still bedding down as it were, I was able to
forge a collaborative approach – jointly shaping the framework
and conduct of the inspection with the team.
As the years progressed the nature of Ofsted inspection
undergone by many schools was in marked contrast with this early
experience. Increasingly it was felt to be an externally imposed,
combative and even traumatic event. Worse still, the spectre of
inspection was casting a deeper shadow over school life, indelibly
aﬀecting long term school culture as re lected in reviews
undertaken by professional associations:
Ofsted has produced a compliance culture: school leaders seek to
provide what they think inspectors will want rather than what they
think is good for pupils and learning. At the same time teachers
comply with instructions from leadership and too often do not feel
suitably empowered to exercise their own professional judgement.
i

Ownership and Partnership

Concerns were not just raised by teachers unions but at times
were also shared by Ofsted itself, depending it seemed on which
Chief Inspector happened to hold the reins. When David Bell was
appointed to this role in 2002 he was invited by Professor John
MacBeath to meet at Wolfson College, Cambridge, with a range of
educationalists from all tiers of the system to have an open
Chatham House rules discussion about inspection – warts and all.
It was a small select group of teachers, school leaders, and me –
as a then senior Local Authority leader. What powerfully emerged
was a consensus around the need for inspection to be a
partnership and founded on the school’s capacity to evaluate
itself.
Hopes raised led to some welcome shifts in subsequent reviews of
the Ofsted inspection framework (in particular the revised
framework published in 2003 emphasised the importance of the
school’s own monitoring and critique) … but these tended to be
modest rather than extensive; transitory rather than imbedded.
With successive Ofsted regimes there was little fundamental
change.
Meanwhile many voices, including my own, continued to press for
recognition of meaningful self-evaluation as an essential part of
understanding how well a school is performing. As I re lected with
a headteacher colleague in the early 2000s, ownership of the
process and of data was crucial:
what data and whose data?
how is information gathered and by whom?
what counts as evidence?
self-evaluation seen as scrutiny of others or a collaborative process
participated in by all?
how to foster a climate of ownership of self-evaluation?

And above all:
how to equip schools and individual staff with the tools and skills needed for
effective self-evaluation?ii

The Rise of Peer Review
So by the second decade of the twenty irst century there
remained a strongly held view within the profession that, as the
National Association of Head Teachers put it, we still had “a system
that has relied for too long and too heavily on external inspection
with an adversarial tone if not culture,” and the union cited peer
review as the way forward: “so NAHT believes the time is right to
see greater peer-review within the inspection frameworkiii.
Peer review then is the focus of the special issue of Professional
Development Today (Vol. 22, Issue 3). Its range of articles is
developed from chapters in the recently published book: School
Peer Review for Educational Improvement and Accountability:
Theory, Practice and Policy edited by David Godfrey.iv
In his introductory article, Godfrey points out that accountability
relationships in peer review are quite diﬀerent to those between
external evaluators and schools. Therein lies its attraction and has
resulted in peer review, once the preserve of higher education,
proliferating across the globe in the school sector. Indeed I
remember leading an early exploratory initiative in 2004 in which
a triad of secondary schools worked in collaborative teams on
school improvement through peer evaluation. The research report
on this development concluded that it was:
…a powerful model of how schools can examine their practice
through a three-stage process of self-audit, peer review and
applied learning for further improvement.v
As this issue of PDT reveals, in recent years peer review has now
been incorporated into whole scale large school improvement
programmes. Examples of these, like Challenge Partnersvi and the
Schools Partnership Programme, have grown rapidly.
This burgeoning of interest and participation has however raised
some concerns. Across the world, and even within speci ic
countries, the increasing prevalence of peer review has tended to
reveal variations in practice; as Godfrey points out “at present
peer review practices are patchy world-wide, leaving signi icant,
untapped potential for it to grow and with England a trailblazer.”
Similarly there is a paucity of research in this area, and claims
made for the bene its of peer review have been insu iciently
available for public scrutiny.
Understanding and Developing Peer Review

The articles in this issue of PDT aim to rectify this. They emphasise
how important it is to understand the principles behind peer
review, and the wide range of contexts in which it occurs. They
report on how the authors’ recently published book explored
cases from across world – set against a coherent theory – and
presented new empirical evidence.
The most alluring aspect of school peer review is the
personalisation and ownership that it aﬀords. It puts the
participating schools at the heart and in control of the school
improvement and accountability process. The focus of a peer
review is self-chosen and the form of the evaluation is framed by
the host school itself. Whilst the outcomes of peer reviews can be
as rigorous and credible as external inspection, they are designed
to inform the school’s own improvement eﬀorts rather than feed
public performance league tables.
However, this highlights important implications for how peer
review programmes are constructed, who is allowed to
participate, and how people are professionally equipped to carry
them out: “Reviews, like other forms of eﬀective internal
evaluation, require school staﬀ with a good level of evaluation
literacy and knowledge in the use of research.”vii So within these
PDT contributions there is also helpful guidance on how schools
and groups of schools can embark upon peer review – providing
detailed professional development advice on both planning and
implementation.
Positive Accountability

Perhaps the most important quality of peer review is that it is built
upon collaborative foundations and forges an inclusive ethos. The
OECD echoed this in a 2013 report that challenged traditional
often coercive approaches to evaluation, which foster passive
compliance. Instead it extoled partners working in synergy to
secure real quality in school improvement and better learning.viii
Peer review has the real potential to do this as Peter Earley has
recently re lected:
Peer reviews, in theory if not always in practice, enable schools to
reassert their priorities and focus on the perceived needs of the
children and their communities. Schools are able to select their
own areas of focus or they are oﬀered a framework to derive their
own speci ic enquiry questions for peer review.ix
Since the advent of Ofsted, accountability has been bedevilled by
a top down adversarial culture. The hope is that as we learn more
about approaches like peer review, as practice in them becomes
more consistent and evidence-based, then they will exercise
increasing in luence on how the profession eﬀectively evaluates
itself.
References
. Henshaw, P. (2015) Call for overhaul of ‘ineﬀective’ Ofsted
Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL) SecEd 5th March 2015
Call for overhaul of ‘ineﬀective’ Ofsted (sec-ed.co.uk)
. Handscomb, G. and Ramsey, D. (2008) Meaningful Evaluation: Using
re lection for self-evaluation and the SEF. Forum for Learning and
Research/Enquiry (FLARE), Essex County Council. Handscomb, G.
and Ramsey, D. (2009) Meaningful Self-Evaluation Professional
Development Today. Vol 11 Issue3.
. Russell Hobby, General Secretary NAHT Education Select Committee,
02/03/2016
. Godfrey, D. (Editor) (2020) School peer review for educational
improvement and accountability: Theory, practice and policy
implications. Springer.
. Handscomb, G.; Myer, K. and Prince, R. (2004) School Improvement
Through Peer Evaluation. Forum for Learning and Research Enquiry
(FLARE) Essex County Council.
. Berwick, G. (2020) The Development of a System Model of Peer
Review and School Improvement: Challenge Partners, in Godfrey,
D. (ed.) (2020) School peer review for educational improvement and
accountability: Theory, practice and policy implications, 159 180,
Cham: Springer.
. Godfrey, D. (2021) Understating Peer Review And Its Bene its.
Professional Development Today. Volume 22. Issue3.
. OECD. (2013). School evaluation: From compliancy to quality. In
Synergies for better learning: An international perspective on
evaluation and assessment (pp. 383 485). Paris: OECD Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264190658 10-en.
. Earley, P (2020) Foreword, in Godfrey, D. (Ed) School peer review for
educational improvement and accountability: Theory, practice and
policy implications. Springer.

Subscribe & Save
Single, all-inclusive plan

Request Upgrade to full access
Request additional Topic(s)

Subscribe & Save

Comments

Post

Menu

Topics

Contact Us

Topics

Leadership

Knowledge Banks

Professional Development

Archive

Creative Teaching & Learning

Imaginative Minds Ltd
U205 The Jubilee Centre
130 Pershore Street
Birmingham
B5 6ND

My Account

Digital Learning

Subscribe & Save

Learning Spaces

About TeachingTimes

Inclusion

Phone: +44 (0)121 224 7599
Email:
enquiries@teachingtimes.com

Courses
Copyright © 2021 Imaginative Minds Ltd. All rights reserved.

Privacy Policy

Terms of Service

Contact Us

 















Search for an issue, article, topic, or subject...

Topics

Knowledge Banks

Classroom Resources

Archive

Courses

Shop

Hi, daniel@teachingtimes.com

Subscribe & Save



Register For 3 Free Articles

Home » Articles » Understanding School -To-School Peer Review And Its Transformational Power

Author

David
Godfrey
5th Sep
2021

Related Articles

Collaborative Learning

Understanding School -ToSchool Peer Review And Its
Transformational Power
David Godfrey explores the emergence and growth of peer review. He
explains the necessary conditions for peer review and the dividends it
can bring, particularly for professional development

Professional Development

Peer Review – It’s All About
Collaboration!
4 Oct 2021
Professional Development

Peer Review In The Time Of
Pandemic
21 Sep 2021
Professional Development

Using Peer Review For
School Improvement
21 Oct 2021
Professional Development

Understanding Peer Review
21 Sep 2021
Blogs

School Peer Review Beats
High Stakes External
Inspection
19 Sep 2021

Introduction – principles and context
Recent Topic Articles

School to school and peer collaboration is viewed by some as an
essential aspect of the school leadership landscape – especially in
a post-pandemic world – as it creates a space for school leaders
and teachers to increase collective e icacy and build social and
professional capital. i
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This article seeks to guide the reader through the relatively recent
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phenomena that is the growth of school peer review. It starts by
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explaining its emergence, and how in some jurisdictions, like
England, Wales and Australia it has thrived. The practice of peer
review has long existed in other sectors, notably in higher
education. As school peer review has become more prevalent in
these places, variations in practice have also become apparent.
Therefore, it has become important to understand the principles
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behind peer review, and the wide range of contexts in which it
occurs. Addressing the paucity of research in this area, a new
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edited book on school peer review, sets out cases from across the

Professional Development

globe, analysed with reference to theory and presenting new
empirical evidence. The article below sets out the growth of peer
review, de ines it and then outlines the various accountability
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contexts and relationships that in luence this practice. New
enquiry-based models are also addressed. The article concludes
by addressing the bene its of peer review alongside its enabling
conditions and limitations.
What is peer review?

An OECD review in 2013ii reported peer review practices in several
countries, including the Czech Republic, Finland, England,
Sweden and provided a case study of peer review practices in
Belgium. An edited volume by the author of this article, outlines
further cases of school peer review practices in Australia, Bulgaria
and Chileiii. The OECD report pointed out the importance of
stimulating a peer-evaluation culture, but at present peer review
practices are patchy world-wide, leaving signi icant, untapped
potential for it to grow and with England a trailblazer.
School peer review can be de ined basically as:
Evaluations carried out by peers, of schools or parts of schools
(such as departments, subject areas or year groups). Schools
nominate staﬀ to collaborate with other schools in networks,
partnerships and clusters to collect and analyse data in review
visits. The host school chooses the focus for the review
(sometimes in negotiation with external reviewers) and this builds
on their own self-evaluation. Visiting review teams provide
feedback to the school both orally and/or in a written report for its
internal use, summarising indings and making recommendations.
Reviews can include evaluators, researchers, practitioners and a
range of other stakeholders in the evaluation process, e.g.,
governors, parents, students.

The emergence and growth of peer review in schools

In England, large school improvement programmes with peer
review at their heart have grown rapidly in recent years, such as
Challenge Partnersiv and the Schools Partnership Programmev. In
an ongoing independent evaluation of over 300 primary schools
taking part in a trial of the latter Programmevi, a third of the
sample said that they had already been involved in a peer review
programme; 59% said that this was a model developed by
themselves in partnership with other schools. In Wales, peer
enquiry has been encouraged as an additional layer of
accountability and in order to promote system leadership and
school improvementvii.
In Australia, particularly in
Queensland, peer reviews
have been introduced in
recent years to validate
school’s eﬀorts to meet goals
set partly from the state-wide
school reviewsviii. There have
also been isolated examples of countries that have explored the
use of peer review for school improvement and accountability,
such as Bulgariaix, the Czech Republicx and Chilexi.
Both within and across national contexts, we can see variations in
how peer review has been purposed. As has been noted by John
MacBeathxii in regard to the related practice of school selfevaluation (SSE), diﬀerent national education systems have tended
to adopt their own particular stances and intentions regarding
review and evaluation, such as:
Audit: taking stock of resources (summative evaluation).
Quality assurance: systematic, and usually external-conducted audits, carried
out for accountability purposes.
Self-review: often synonymous with self-evaluation and used to indicate a
summative over-view e.g. of a whole school rather than targeted areas.
Self-assessment: an examination of the knowledge, skills and attitudes gained
by pupils and (can be both summative and formative).
Appreciative Inquiry (AI): used more in North America, this involves the
evaluation of an organisation’s own strengths within its own frame of reference
(formative).
Research/enquiry: can be formative or summative, often involving a range of
stakeholders including student and teacher researchers.
Self-evaluation: a formative process, embedded into cyclical school practices
and linked to pupil learning and achievement.

We can add to the above list, “self-inspection”, a term irst found in
Ferguson et al. (2000)xiii, which is a top-down, one-oﬀ event
providing a snapshot, it is accountability focused and based on a
rigid framework and pre-determined criteria. As with SSE, we can
see elements of all of these approaches in peer review.
Given the potential confusion in both the proposed and actual
intentions of peer review practices it is important to understand
these more clearly. This theme will be further explored below,
alongside the original motivations and the contexts in which they
arose.
Accountability contexts for peer review

The accountability and evaluation contexts for peer review are
essential to consider, as the mutual interactions between them
lead to quite diﬀerent outcomes. In some countries, accountability
systems have been dominated by top-down control. Peer review
has attempted to re-balance this so that improvement is centred
more on the eﬀorts of schools working collaboratively. The OECD
supports this approach, stating that school partnerships can
promote sharing and critiquing of practice, and foster a sense of
common directionxiv. Part of this movement is also a reaction
towards the perceived antagonism between the evaluators and
the evaluated. In England, this is stated clearly in the General
Secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers’ remark in
a Government Select Committee:
Our education system has transformed itself from the era when
Ofsted was irst designed, and the Committee should look at the
need for Ofsted to change too. Inspections should not be
adversarial; they should be a constructive dialogue between the
inspectorate and professionals. 80 per cent on England’s schools
are rated good or outstanding, so NAHT believes the time is right
to see greater peer-review within the inspection frameworkxv.
Accountability relationships in peer review are quite diﬀerent to
those between external evaluators and schools. It is helpful to
understand four accountability relationships in the school system:
Moral accountability (to students, parents, the community)
Professional accountability (to colleagues and others within the same
profession)
Contractual accountability (to employers or the government)
Market accountability (to clients, to enable them to exercise choice)xvi

Gilbert suggests that the latter two are dominant in the English
system and argues for a version of the hippocractic oath seen in
the medical profession, to strengthen the professional and moral
aspects. She oﬀers the following wording:
“to protect and promote the education of students both within
your school and across the schools system”, and “working with
other colleagues and schools/colleges in ways that best serve the
interests of all students”. xvii
Peer reviews have clear potential to ill this moral and professional
accountability vacuum as we seen in case studies in Englandxviii.
Peer reviews, while on the surface involving ‘external evaluators’,
are still essentially a form of internal evaluation (IE) because
external evaluation (EE) is ‘imposed’ on schools, while IE is chosen
by them. The focus of a peer review is self-chosen and the form of
the evaluation itself can be heavily framed by the wishes of the
host school. Moreover, reports from peer reviews are not generally
for public use but designed to help the school’s own improvement
eﬀorts. However, there are variations in how EE and IE can be
connected in a school system:
. In parallel: where external evaluation is more concerned with
accountability and internal evaluation with school improvement
. Sequentially: where the school conducts its own evaluation and then
an external body uses it as a basis to conduct its own or vice-versa
. Cooperatively: where internal and external evaluators discuss and
negotiate criteria, and these are combined in a holistic evaluationxix.

We can see elements of all three in the relationships between peer
review and external evaluations within and between countries. For
instance:
In Wales the peer enquiries are ‘layered’ on top of other external inspections
and school improvement partnerships in a parallel form of reviewxx;
In Queensland peer reviews are conducted in the interim stage between the
timings of external state-wide reviews and form a ‘health check’ on progress
towards the external review targetsxxi
In the case of a research-inspired project in Bulgaria, external evaluators
worked with schools around a commonly agreed set of criteria in order to
conduct SSE, peer review and then external reviews around a thematic focus on
parental engagementxxii.

The above categories are not mutually exclusive, and systems can
have elements of more than one relationship. In England, while the
inspectorate does not formally require peer reviews or work in
cooperation with them, anecdotally school leaders say that the
data gathered from reviews has helped inform their approaches to
school improvement and can provide a useful source of evidence
to provide to inspectors.
Peer enquiry

A further variation to consider is the focus on either ‘review’ or
‘enquiry’ (see above) in peer reviews programmes. In Wales, these
are deliberately seen as a form of ‘enquiry’ where the host schools
work with partners to investigate questions of practicexxiii.
However, this can be taken further, so that in collaborative peer
enquiry (CPE), a research team and external facilitators from
universities are brought in as critical friends to school clusters and
the focus of the enquiry is tied more closely to published
academic researchxxiv. In the case of Chile, this approach was akin
to a critical social science project, where participants discussed
underlying assumptions about the nature of the learning and
assessment practices in their schools as a key outcome of the
reviewsxxv.
Uses, values and methods

Peer review programmes also vary along dimensions of use,
values and methods. The basic principle is that each peer review
programme varies in terms of:
Use and Users of the evaluation, i.e., for whom is the review conducted, by
whom and for what purpose?
Values, i.e., what kind of knowledge and data is valued and judged, and
what Methods are used to gather this knowledge and to analyse it.

Users can be thought of as stakeholders in peer reviews, such as
teachers, parents, school leaders but also in terms of which
schools are ‘allowed’ to take part in them; for instance, there is an
element of ‘earned autonomy’ in the Queensland system where
higher achieving schools gain the right to take part in peer reviews
instead of more immediate return visits from external reviewers. In
terms of the values dimension the key distinction is between
objectively oriented reviews that seek comparable data across
schools and those that are subjectively oriented, using
frameworks and criteria customised to the values deemed
important for a particular review. For instance, in Bulgaria, schools
co-constructed criteria for high, medium and low levels of
parental engagement that were used in SSE and peer reviewxxvi.
Finally, methods can vary in terms of speci ic techniques for data
collection and analysis in review visits. For example, in one
interesting case study of nine primary schools in Chile, schools
relied on academic research to govern their focus on collecting
and analysing eﬀective feedback and evaluation from lesson
observations and interviews with staﬀ and studentsxxvii.

Conditions for effective peer review and limitations

A more sophisticated understanding of peer reviews therefore
requires practices to be situated within the academic research on
evaluation and the empirical evidence on models evinced around
the world. While there are many governmental and nongovernmental bodies that seek to champion peer review, it is
important to consider that when making comparisons from one
programme and system to another we may not be matching like
for like. Peer review programmes exist in relation to diﬀerent
systems and cultures of accountability and evaluation, and peer
review models have very diﬀerent orientation in terms of use,
valuing and methodological dimensions.
Peer review appears to oﬀer a number of bene its to the school
system: strengthening moral and professional accountability,
providing excellent leadership developmentxxviii, providing a
sustainable approach to school improvement, increasing
collective e icacy of teachers and school leaders and (potentially)
giving voice to more stakeholders in the evaluation process.
However, peer reviews are also not without their constraints. We
have seen in systems unaccustomed to a self-evaluation culture or
without the infrastructure to support reviews, they are unlikely to
be maintained over timexxix. Reviews, like other forms of eﬀective
internal evaluation, require school staﬀ with a good level of
evaluation literacy and knowledge in the use of research.
Schools need buy-in from the middle-tier to provide support and
guidance and su icient time for partners to engage in this activity.
Furthermore, eﬀective reviews rely on a great deal of trust
between partners in order to be willing to share weaknesses and
to rely on the competence of their peers to provide useful
recommendations. We also see unintended consequences of topdown accountability, such as the phenomena of ‘self-policing’ that
can occur when peer reviewers see themselves as inspectors,
internalising their values and frameworks for evaluation, leading to
a defensive, ‘proving’ adoption rather than the more formative
‘improving’ orientation that leads to deep learningxxx.
Given the time commitment needed from all stakeholders to take
part in peer review, such collaboration should seek to avoid
misuse and ineﬀective practice, and maximise the bene its for all
involved.
Final reflection on professional development implications

Conditions for eﬀective peer review include:
High levels of trust between school partners
A supportive middle-tier
staff with good levels of evaluation literacy and possibly some knowledge of
relevant research
An inclusive process of school self-evaluation that provides the starting point
for the review
Leadership that creates time for all involved to take part in the process

The professional development dividends from peer review:
Unrivalled professional and leadership development
The potential to build collective efficacy – partners believing that they can
bring about improvement if they work together
Excellent feedback for teachers on how they are doing and where they can
improve practices, supported by trusted peers

In conclusion

Peer review has the potential to increase the participation of
school stakeholders in their own improvement. In an era when topdown control has become the norm, this is an empowering form
of professional accountability and collaborative school
improvement.
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provides coaching and support to senior and middle leaders from
across groups of schools committed to working together to
improve, enabling them to:
create and sustain a culture of collaboration and mutual accountability within
and between schools;
use evidence-based enquiry frameworks to contextualise and articulate their
school improvement journey, whatever the focus; and
employ peer review methodology with rigour and transparency to galvanise
and measure change and improvement.

At the start of the pandemic, we quickly realised that we needed
to adapt and be as immediately useful as possible to colleagues in
schools. This article invites you to explore what we learned about
the power of peer review and school partnerships, during a time
of major disruption. We will share how listening to school leaders
has underpinned our response to the pandemic, and how Covid
regulations informed the development and testing of new ways
working. We end by looking at what next for peer review, exploring
why we think that collaborative and networked education systems
are much more able to withstand shock, and why peer review is
central to such a system.
What did we hear from school leaders?

As soon as lock down in March 2020 was announced we reached
out to a sample of the 300 school leaders we currently work with,
to better understand their immediate challenges and how SPP and
peer review might help tackle them, even in a socially distant and
constantly shifting environment.

We have always believed SPP to be a sustainable way to cultivate
resilience and improvement, at individual, school and system
level. We were curious to know whether the experience of peer
review helped school leaders move rapidly to set up new ways of
working and build strong support systems. Perhaps more
importantly, we wanted to understand whether we could work
with them to harness the power of collaboration to help them
through the toughest of times. The answer was a resounding ‘yes’.
Natalie Fountain, Executive Headteacher across four primary
schools in the North East summed it up well; “It’s a brave person
who goes against the grain as a lone wolf at the moment. If you’ve
got a group of schools working together saying ‘this is what we’re
doing’, it means you’re a little bit protected because you’ve all
agreed together.”
SPP is a research and practice-based, principles-driven peer
review programme. It builds the skills of structured and rigorous
peer review, whilst simultaneously developing the culture, ways of
working and commitment that enable eﬀective collaboration and
improvement in partnerships of schools. It is the mutual
knowledge that the schools we work with typically have of others
in their partnership, the solidarity they have forged and the
unshakeable commitment they have to support each other’s
improvement and wellbeing, that they told us made the diﬀerence
once the irst lock down was announced.

There was also general agreement that just ‘surviving’ through this
time was not an option, and with the support of their partnership
they actually wanted to ‘thrive and lourish’. Just as peer review
built the deep understanding that ‘none of us are excellent until
we are all excellent’, the mantra during this year has been ‘none of
us are safe, until we are all safe’.
School leaders told us that the collaborative, open and nonjudgmental culture embedded as part of SPP had helped with:
Mutual support and practical help; schools started to share key workers, staff
and resources, drawn from a tight knit partnership where, as a result of SPP,
they knew each other’s schools and staff well and were able to harness the
collective assets of the schools for the mutual benefit of all.
Addressing shared challenges, sustainably; peer review is designed to address
the most significant challenges schools face through an evidence and practicebased approach. As a result schools resisted quick fix solutions and instead had
a structured and rigorous way of looking at challenges, analyzing evidence and
weighing up potential solutions which will not only meet the current challenge
but will be sustainable if the situation goes on longer than originally anticipated
– which indeed it has.
Support for newly appointed leaders; some leaders were new in post and all
their leadership development and preparation for Headship training had not
prepared them for leading in a pandemic. SPP is underpinned by the principles
of coaching which has become part of the culture of the partnerships. These
mutually supportive relationships have been of significant support to those
newly appointed to leadership positions during this very demanding time for
leaders
Unpicking central guidance and contextualising it for the local area; from
March 2020 onwards, guidance from central government was coming into
schools regularly, was at times conflicting and didn’t always address local
circumstances . In places where schools were geographically close parents
were talking to each other about what their children’s respective schools were
doing, and having ‘one voice’ as a group of schools was instrumental in
garnering parental confidence and support.

Paul Quinton, headteacher from Milton Keynes, sums up the
importance of partnership during Covid when he says, “I’m just
not sure how we’d have got through it without the collaboration.”
SPP Associate Jane Creasy concludes in her summary of the
research that “the majority of school leaders report that
partnership working has been invaluable during the crisis.”
The key message that came through loud and clear was that the
trust developed through peer review, and the deep knowledge
leaders and teachers had of eachothers’ schools, facilitated strong
collaborative approaches to leading through the pandemic.
Keeping the peer review flame alight – the virtual model

Despite the positive feedback on its value, most school leaders felt
they had no choice but to pause their planned peer review cycles
in the face of such unexpected disruption and restrictions. After
all, how can you conduct or host a peer review when socially
distanced – and what exactly would you review? Two distinct
themes were starting to emerge from our conversations however,
which guided our thinking from that point.
Firstly, school leaders told that us they were – and still are – facing
many of the same, often new challenges in a constantly evolving
landscape. Secondly, they overwhelmingly agreed that they were
looking to each other and local systems for guidance and support,
rather than external, top-down systems which were proving to
have limited practical value.
Since one of our founding beliefs is that peer review exists to help
schools address the most signi icant issues they face together, the
natural next question for us based on what we’d learnt was ‘why let
a pandemic put a stop to SPP when arguably, it’s needed now
more than ever?’
With this in mind, we started to work closely with a group of
school and system leaders to adapt and test out an approach to
virtual peer review that would support and allow schools to focus
on collective areas of need during times of disruption, based on
the following guiding principles including that:
the focus of peer review would need to be sharp, especially when personal and
organisational bandwidth in the shape of time and energy was limited;
the value of the increased teacher agency enabled by SPP would be even
greater, when much of what schools were engaging with was out of their
control and impacting on staff wellbeing;
the process would need to be based on familiar SPP methodology, even when
conducted fully virtually, so that schools could pick up the guidance and use it
quickly;
the cycle would need to be rapid, with a turn of around 3 weeks from
identification of area of focus to agreed action plan; and
as new areas of enquiry were emerging, not captured by the core school
improvement enquiry framework traditionally used for SPP peer review, new
research based material would need to be developed.

To achieve our aim of being immediately useful to schools, we
agreed that the underpinning principles of SPP must remain,
whilst adapting the model where necessary to suit the virtual,
environment.
Focused enquiry frameworks would need to be researched and
developed to support review around speci ic and pressing need,
for example covid-19 response and planning, recovery curriculum,
assessing and meeting of need and addressing disadvantage.
Each of these frameworks would be in the familiar SPP format,
with a cited evidence base drawing on the most recent and
credible research.
And inally we agreed that all material would be freely accessible
through our web-based member resource area to any school that
has ever worked with us as a standalone resource that they could
use independently and at pace.
What did we learn from trialing this virtual model?

We have strong and long-standing relationships with school
leaders around the country, and they in turn trust the rigour,
credibility and value of the materials we produce. We initially
developed, tested and published SPP Rapid Response – a
complete guide to conducting virtual peer review (including a
Covid-19 enquiry framework) in July 2020 with the help and
support of a group of headteachers at a very di icult time. We
can’t overstate how grateful we are for their support in developing
and trialing this model at speed.
There were three elements that we agreed could be most
challenging in conducting a peer review cycle virtually and we
were keen to see how these worked in practice:
. How do the peer reviewers collect evidence in a virtual review?
. How do reviewers give feedback eﬀectively in a virtual feedback
session?
. How could highly collaborative improvement workshops work well in
a virtual environment?

From this irst trial, and subsequent virtual peer reviews, our top
line learning is that virtual peer review is much more do-able than
we had originally thought. Interestingly, in many ways it’s an
improvement on the face-to-face approach, and that focused
enquiry frameworks.
It’s easier to set up and engage focus groups of staﬀ, children,
parents and carers and less disruptive to the school day, not
dissimilar to what we are hearing about teacher / parent evenings
for example. There’s more lexibility in the approach as all review
activity doesn’t have to be conducted on one day. This meant time
was used more eﬀectively and there was more time for re lection
between activities. It was much easier to keep the area of focus
tight, as the school and reviewers mutually decided, what
evidence was to be collected and how. There was less distraction
for the reviewers throughout the whole process. As distance was
no longer an issue it was possible to bring in other reviewers from
other parts of the region or country.

The Plymouth headteachers involved in the irst trials have been
extremely positive and are now taking part in a cross regional peer
review pilot, involving groups of schools from Greater Manchester
and Essex:
“Overall, we have felt that both being the reviewer and being
reviewed has been a very positive experience. Virtual peer review
allows schools to share good practice and promote school
improvement activities across a national landscape. The potential
for future development in this area is huge.” Heidi Price,
Headteacher, Plymouth.
Indeed, as we move through the pandemic, schools are telling us
they are likely to use a blended approach to conducting their peer
review cycles from now on, replacing some of the face-to-face
interactions with virtual ones, even when restrictions lift. As a
programme team, we are integrating the virtual peer review model
and focused enquiry frameworks into our core programme to oﬀer
all the schools we work with a more lexible and resilient
approach, based on what we continue to learn.
The pandemic; ‘the great magnifier’

The pandemic has magni ied for all of us, in our professional and
personal lives, the power of connection and the danger of
isolation. It has also pushed us all into new ways of working which
can be exciting, but for most of us in education this year it has
been extremely and relentlessly stressful and unsettling.
When we began to develop SPP we were lucky enough to have
support and advice from Michael Fullan who kept reminding us
that ‘isolation is the enemy of improvement’. Even when schools
are working together in partnership, barriers can still be in place
regarding how far schools are really transparent about their
failings and worries, and how far they are willing to share
resources and expertise to truly practice collaborative school
support and improvement. SPP was designed to address this,
through peer review.
Having lived through this pandemic year and worked with almost
2000 schools since 2015, we would now go further and say that
isolation is not only the enemy of improvement, it is also the
enemy of greater wellbeing. For that reason,
we are integrating wellbeing more explicitly into SPP. We have
been in luenced by the work of the Mercer Group who identify
four areas (the 4Cs) that they argue are critical to employee
engagement, organizational wellbeing and eﬀectiveness. These
resonate with us and match well with the SPP principles:
A sense of control: we need to have agency in our lives at work.
As part of our approach, teachers and leaders at all levels have
agency and control over the focus and process of SPP peer review
and the actions taken as a result. SPP peer review is not a ‘done to’
process and is focused on ‘improving’ not ‘proving’
A sense of community: we need the opportunity to work with
others on things that matter to us. Relationships are at the heart
of SPP. A coaching culture underpins the programme and school
leaders and teachers can be open and transparent knowing that
mutual gain forms part of the ‘contract’ we make with each other.
A sense of commitment: we need to feel connected to a higher
purpose in our work and why we do the job we do. SPP helps
articulate a shared commitment to collective moral purpose in
action, where the success of all children and the growth of staﬀ
across the partnership is as important as the success and growth
of those in an individual school.
A sense of challenge: we need to feel challenged without being
overwhelmed.
Without rigorous, focused and evidence-based enquiry, peer
review is a waste of time and will have limited impact. The SPP
peer review process is designed to get to the heart of what it is
the school genuinely wants to improve and cannot achieve it
alone. Challenging issues are addressed in a non-judgemental,
transparent, and robust manner with a commitment to a ‘no
blame’ climate in any part of the review.
Taking stock and looking ahead

As we look ahead to a global world that is unstable we must take a
serious look at how we develop education systems that are more
eﬀective, equitable and resilient and more able to with-stand
future shocks. We believe partnerships that practice eﬀective peer
review give us some insight into how we might achieve this.
The partnerships we have worked with have demonstrated that the
more connected a system is, the more stable it is and the less
likely any one school or community will fail and the more its
members will collectively thrive. We have seen that partnerships
that pay attention to scale (how many schools and individuals are
engaged) and depth (how eﬀective are our peer reviews, how
evidence based and penetrative are our areas of enquiry) are
showing themselves to be more resilient.
At times of signi icant disruption education systems are
particularly vulnerable in two important areas: sta ing and
accountability.
Already research indicates that up to 40% of school leaders are
thinking of leaving the profession as a result of the last year, either
through early retirement or through resignation. This does not
seem to be the case in the partnerships we are working with who
have told us that the ‘just in time’ and continuous support that the
headteachers have given each other, allied with the strong trust
built through SPP has been signi icant in maintaining their
commitment to the role.
The pandemic experience, and the suspension of external
inspection, has thrown into question the ‘ itness for purpose’ and
sustainability of the current system. Peer review demonstrates
how future accountability models can be more lateral and trust
based, whilst still being robust and lead to sustainable
improvement through the practice of highly eﬀective peer review.
Just as the Covid pandemic has been called the ‘The Great
Disrupter’, we don’t want the post Covid period, with so much
discussion on ‘reimagining’ and so much potential to reform our
system, to be the ‘Great Disappointment ‘. Already partnerships
who are engaged in SPP are exploring the power of a carefully
considered recovery curriculum, the future of learning as a
blended experience, parents, carers and wider society as partners
in learning, and the greater wellbeing of both staﬀ and pupils as a
priority and prerequisite for learning and improvement.
Virtual peer review is allowing us the opportunity to support more
extensive MAT to MAT and school to school reviews between
geographically distant areas. It is also allowing for focused
thematic reviews within and between diﬀerent localities working
on similar priorities, such as eﬀective SEND provision and teacher
subject knowledge.
One thing that the Pandemic has taught is that the world is more
connected than we previously realized, and the opportunity for
international peer reviews is tantalising us right now. The
opportunities to use the practice of peer review to connect and
reshape education locally, regionally, nationally and internationally
is within our reach. This will require collective will, courage and a
commitment to learn and test out what’s possible on a scale we
have never seen before. That is why we believe that peer review
has a central role to play in both healing and rebuilding our
education system.

To ind out more about the Schools Partnership Programme and
how it can help embed a culture of collaborative, rigorous peer
review within your partnership of schools, please visit
https://www.schoolspartnershipprogramme.com/

Anne Cameron is Programme Lead for the Schools Partnership
Programme
Maggie Farrar is Lead Associate for the Schools Partnership
Programme
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All school leaders learn from other schools about improving
practice, whether directly or indirectly. This learning can range
from the search for a particular ‘golden nugget’ of practice, that
might move a school on to its next stage of development, to the
sharing of experiences of implementing a centrally imposed
reform. More structured forms of collaborative school
improvement may not be an appropriate strategy for all schools to
adopt

i,

nor is their adoption in certain school systems likely to

bring about widespread improvement ii.
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schools, because of their ability to build capacity at the individual,
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should consider investing in. One such approach is peer enquiry,
by which we mean school leaders’ involvement in the cyclical, and
reciprocal, exploration of lines of enquiry into practice across
schools.
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We have previously discussed

iii

the role of peer enquiry, once
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‘layered over’ existing accountability structures, in helping school
leaders develop more eﬀective school-to-school working but here
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we want to focus on its potential to support leadership
development.
Peer enquiry and the development of schools’ adaptive capacity

Peer enquiry across schools can take a range of forms and involve
very diﬀerent levels of collaboration between schools leaders and
teachers. In this article we outline the approach promoted by one
of four regional education consortia in Wales. The approach
emerged within a system that was trying to develop a more
school-led approach to school improvement and professional
learning. During our work in Wales iv we, and others involved in
more formal evaluationsv , began to realise its potential to support
leaders in developing their schools’ ‘adaptive capacity’. We
understood this to entail:
‘…. the ability to recognize the value of new information, assimilate
it, and apply it in novel ways as part of organizational routines,
policies, and practices.’ vi

Peer enquiry has the potential to develop leaders’ ability to grow
adaptive capacity, and their staﬀs’ understanding of particular
aspects of new practices, because it engages them in forms of
learning that they would ind di icult to recreate within their own
school.
Challenging assumptions
Firstly, the process of enquiring into another school’s recent
innovations, or trying to unpick how best to help them improve
pupil learning, challenges leaders’ assumptions about their own
schools. In particular, the challenge of trying to understand the
‘local causality’vii of factors that bring about successful change (or
not) in another school causes them to consider from a very
diﬀerent perspective the narratives and theories of change in their
own school. Such challenges prompt leaders to engage in a form
of what Argyris and Schönviii refer to as ‘double-loop’ learning.
This is concerned with the assumptions they, and others, hold
concerning the highly complex social forms of professional
learning involved in improving or ‘transferring’ practice from one
school to another.
Identifying powerful “next” practice
Secondly, peer enquiry focuses school leaders on key aspects of
the process of adaption, from the recognition of eﬀective practice
to taking it to scale across classrooms. The process of enquiry into
another school’s recent innovation or current issues focuses
leaders’ attention, not so much upon on what constitutes an
‘eﬀective’ or ‘best’ practice, but what would constitute, in the
context being studied, the ‘next’ practice that moves the school
along its developmental pathway.
The consideration of what is an appropriate ‘next’ practice draws
leaders not only into a consideration of a range of issues, from a
school’s culture, to the diversity and prior knowledge of its staﬀ,
but also what constitutes an ‘improvement’. This touches upon
another key aspect of ‘double-loop’ learning, a consideration of
the ‘ends’ being sought by any intended change. It does so not in
an absolutist manner, a particular end simply being judged as
superior to another, but in a more contextualised sense of what
‘end’ would be better, and for whom, within a given moment with
a school’s development.
By requiring leaders to support another school with an innovation
or struggling with a particular challenge, peer enquiry highlights
the complex social and highly contextualised nature of
professional learning. Co-operation and dialogue around
supporting colleagues develop new practices helps school leaders
articulate their own professional theories concerning the
leadership of learning. In doing so it can often highlight how these
theories might not be easily generalisable to other contexts.
Before we go onto discuss some of the Do’s and Dont’s of
designing a peer enquiry process, we brie ly set out the process
promoted within the Central South Wales Consortium.
The Central South Wales Consortium (CSWC) approach to peer
enquiry

In 2014 CSWC launched its ‘Challenge’ programme to transform
existing school improvement and professional learning by
replacing local authority provision with school-based
programmes, processes and structures. The region is made up of
ive local authorities and has over 400 schools.
The four key strands of the Central South Wales Challenge were:
School Improvement Groups of 6-8 schools;
Hub schools that provided a range of professional development and
professional learning opportunities;
Pathfinder partnerships in which higher capacity schools supported more
vulnerable ones; and
The peer enquiry process.

All of this was driven forward by a small group of headteachers,
supported by o icers from the consortium. The peer enquiry
process progressed through four phases of development,
beginning with a pilot involving some six reviews and 18 schools in
2014 15.
Enquiring together
From its instigation, the term enquiry, not review or evaluation,
was used and this re lected both the context in which was being
developed and the aspirations of its’ designers. The term peer
enquiry was de ined at the beginning of its phase two iteration as
follows:
‘The term Peer Enquiry, which connotes open suggestions or
‘lines of enquiry’ which are part of a continuous improvement
system focused on practice is preferable to the stereotypical Peer

Review, which may be static or one oﬀ. This is the term that is
used in relation to the CSC model.
The potential bene its for the Peer Enquiry Team members are also
two way. Rigorous evaluation will oﬀer chances to re lect on their
own schools’ provision in order to enhance or modify ideas,
structures and initiatives ‘back at base’, as well as to oﬀer
professional development to the individuals themselves.’ (Peer
Enquiry Phase 2, CSWC 2015 p.3)
The de inition placed emphasis upon the on-going and reciprocal
nature of the relationship between schools: an enquiry with
another school, rather than an evaluation being done to another
school. De ining the process as mutually bene icial was seen as
key in moving away from a ‘sender-receiver’ model of school-toschool support and simplistic notion of ‘transferring’ practices
from one school to another.
The peer enquiry process
The more recent iterations of the model were based on a peer
enquiry team of three who work with the ‘host’ headteacher who
commissioned the enquiry. The team consisted of a lead enquirer,
a headteacher with proven leadership expertise who had
undertaken training in the peer enquiry processes and protocols.
The second member would be a supporting headteacher,
intending to undertake a peer enquiry in their own school. The
third would be an associate member: a senior school leader
aspiring to headship who would be either be a iliated to the lead
enquirer’s school or on a headship development programme.
The key responsibilities of the peer enquiry team were de ined as:
a) To collaborate eﬀectively with the host school
b) To evaluate a speci ic focus or initiative requested by the host
school
c) To corroborate their pre-enquiry data and seek to con irm what
the school says it knows and does
d) To validate the school’s best practices through a scrutiny of
documentation, observation and discussion and to use collective
professional judgment to identify and explore speci ic lines of
enquiry that will enhance a school’s self-evaluation processes
e) To report back to the host school, oﬀering clear and prioritised
further lines of enquiry for the school to engage with, plus ideas
for moving forward.
(Insert below in Text Box)
The peer enquiry process

The peer enquiry process consisted of four key stages:
Pre-Enquiry
The host headteacher sends a data pack to the lead enquirer two
weeks before the enquiry visit with potential lines of enquiry. The
lead enquirer spends half a day considering the data and explores
possible lines of enquiry.
The Enquiry visit
The enquiry team visits thehost school over two days, during the
irst day:
The lead enquirer meets team and briefs them re: data and lines of enquiry
The enquiry team meet host SLT to discuss lines of enquiry
Lesson observations, learning walks and interviews with stakeholders
(including learners) (see toolkit for guidance on gathering evidence)

During day two the team engages in:
Further enquiry – work scrutiny, deeper observational focus on key areas, more
interviews, etc
The team meet to reflect on evidence gathered – agreement about lines of
enquiry
Final meeting with SLT to offer feedback and discuss likely lines of enquiry

Post visit
Lead enquirer writes report and sends it for quality assurance (QA) via the
strategic lead of the peer enquiry strand
After QA clearance, the lead creates informal opportunity for host headteacher
to see draft report and discuss action plan
Report formally given to host school within 10 working days of peer enquiry
The host headteacher reflects on the report and shares it with their governing
body. The headteacher also completes reflective QA response and sends to
CSC within 5 working days. The school SLT make modifications to the SER / SIP.

Follow up enquiry
When a school has hosted an enquiry it may then commission a
follow-up enquiry in the following year to look at progress and
impact in relation to the key lines of enquiry.
(Guidelines for conducting a peer enquiry, CSWC 2019)
The Do’s and Don’ts of designing and leading a peer enquiry

Four key lessons arose from the CSWC work that those designing
and leading collaborative peer enquiry processes need to take
into consideration. These are as follows:
Context matters
The underlying principles of a peer enquiry is that it is a reciprocal
and mutually bene icial interaction – neither a one-oﬀ review or
evaluation, nor a one way ‘transfer’ of knowledge from one school
to another. These points are key when designing a peer enquiry
process. In the Welsh context, peer enquiry was used in a number
of ways to develop the relationship between schools: some used it
as a starting point, while others used it to mark a new stage in the
development of long-established relationships.

The review process, from the development of possible foci to the
participating personnel, needs to take into consideration the
relationship between those involved, and change as this
relationship itself changes. The process outlined by CSWC was
seen as a basic requirement to be adapted, rather than a set
formulae to be followed. This meant that reciprocity did not
necessarily lead to identical processes being used between
schools, or that these developed at similar paces.
The next context that has the biggest impact upon the peer review
process is the nature of the accountability system in operation
locally. As in the rest of the UK, the Welsh system operates a high
stakes system that has fundamentally aﬀected how school leaders
view school improvement and professional learning. The eﬀects of
such systems can range from a whole school’s culture of
evaluation, and therefore staﬀ expectations of what a peer enquiry
might involve and result in, to how individual staﬀ react,
particularly to events such as the learning walks that form a key
part of the review.
Managing expectations by communicating to the whole school
community the nature of peer review, both the principles and the
practices involved, is essential but not a su icient response. Staﬀ
participating in enquiry realized the need to develop a very
diﬀerent language around teaching and learning than the one
imposed upon them by the external inspection regime, and school
leaders needed to support their staﬀ to develop this language.
Trust has to be actively managed

Initially in Wales, leaders’ trust in the peer enquiry process was
based upon the reputation of those who had designed and initially
engaged with it, and these were mainly successful school leaders.
This reputational form of trust, although somewhat
undiﬀerentiated and impressionistic, was important initially in
engaging others. As more leaders experienced the process, trust
deepened. A well-designed enquiry process has the potential to
increase both knowledge and competency-based forms of trust ix
between school leaders, and leaders and their staﬀ, and by doing
so increase their sense of collective e icacy and professional
autonomy.
The development of trust between all those directly, and
indirectly, involved, has to be actively managed by those leading
the process. Without trust, not only are practitioners unwilling to
open up their practice but also it becomes di icult, if not
impossible, for those involved to be critical about existing
practices. A lack of criticality inevitably leads to bland and
unchallenging enquiries that quickly lose their edge, and hence
their ability to prompt learning and change, and therefore their
utility for those involved. Strategies for the active management of
trust need to be explored in staﬀ training, made explicit in
protocols surrounding con identiality, and stated in a code of
practice for those leading the process.
Quality needs to be assured

Those involved in a peer enquiry will ultimately have to make a
series of judgments around practice, based on their own
subjective experiences, the evidence generated by the enquiry,
and data provided by schools. Judgments will lead to assertions,
forms of advice, and future lines of enquiry that need to be seen
as credible and warranted. The quality of the process therefore
needs to be assured to avoid bland, overly critical or unwarranted
feedback.
In the case of CSWC, because of the scale of the Challenge
programme, quality assurance could be multi-layered. This could
range from centrally coordinated training, the publication of
protocols and professional codes for enquirers, to having a senior
school leader review all the enquiry reports and provide feedback.
For those developing peer enquiry on a smaller scale, such a
multi-faceted approach is inappropriate. Instead, what needs to be
focused on in their approach to quality assurance are three key
elements:
Collection and analysis of different forms of evidence concerning the nature
and effects of practice on pupils and practitioners
Facilitation of critical and collective reflection on evidence.
Provision of accurate feedback and reporting in a range of formats that prompt
discussion and action.

Peer enquiry linked to school improvement
Professional learning is based around learning new ways of
working through mutual engagement with others. The mutual
learning that results from an enquiry process will not in itself lead
to substantive improvements unless school leaders have
strategies planned even before the enquiry, to develop it. The
process of planning organisational learning starts during the
enquiry and should gain momentum throughout; in this way the
inal discussions and reports should contain no surprises.
A final thought

A systematic follow up process needs to be instituted, whereby
schools are visited and responses to the enquiry are explored. It is
this on-going work that diﬀerentiates peer enquiry from many peer
review process, and is the basis of its eﬀectiveness as a
professional learning process. Only through cycles of enquiry can
those involved engage in the forms of re lections on practice, both
individually and collectively, that lead to changes to professional
theories and practices.
Mark Had ield leads the Urban Programmes Research Group
Mel Ainscow, CBE is Professor of Education, University of
Glasgow; Emeritus Professor of Education, University of
Manchester
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organisations de ine themselves by locality. There are diﬀerent
models in operation but all must be commercially sustainable.
(https://aepa.org.uk)
AEPs were mainly established to ful il LAs’ statutory duty for
school improvement, with some AEPs developing to include other
functionsii. Practitioners are enthusiastic about the potential of
these partnerships as a holistic solution to local issues and an
antidote to the competitive governance environment resulting
from the marketisation of education provisioniii.
In 2020, partnerships were underway in over 30 local areas and
were varied in terms of remit and governance – some are LAmajority control, others school majority control; some are private
companies, others charities, some a mixture of the two. They
include areas small enough for people to know faces and engage
in depth (e.g. Ealing, Tower Hamlets, Camden), and larger areas,
e.g. Surrey, with over 400 schools. Almost all partnerships have a
commission for school improvement from the LA. Advocates
argue that they are eﬀective due to the blend of democratic
accountability of the LA and the professional and moral
accountability of school leaders who voluntarily come together for
the good of all young people in an area. “Many schools describe
their commitment to their local partnership as stemming from
pride in and a sense of belonging to a place, as well as shared
moral purpose to do the best for all the children and young people
in the local community”iv.

A common strategy adopted to ful il the aim of improving all
schools in an area is peer review. This chapter summarises from
recent empirical research, implementation issues to be
considered in making peer review an eﬀective means of school
improvement in voluntary collaborative groups of schools.
Choosing a model for peer review

In England, several models of peer review have been developed,
including:
Education Development Trust’s School Partnership Programme;
models arising from partnerships between universities and schools, e.g. the
London Centre for Leadership in Learning’s Research Informed Peer Review;
practitioner-designed models developed as an alternative to the national
inspection framework, e.g. the NAHT’s ‘Instead’, the SSAT’s Peer Review
Programme and the Challenge Partners’ QA Review.

A growing literature captures the bene its and challenges of the
range of peer review models in diﬀerent settingsv vi vii viii.
Commonly-cited bene its of using an established peer review
model include:
The motivation and engagement which comes from a collective moral purpose
and shared vision
A clear model of change underpinned by research and understanding of
cultural change
Planning, quality assurance and a sustainable business model
Effective continuing professional development (CPD) for leaders and teachers
Increased trust arising from an inclusive culture of openness and transparency
Mutual accountability which counters competitive tensions

Common challenges include:
A model of sustainable funding
Reconciling the purposes of the collaboration with the current accountability
mindset in a high-accountability system
Agreeing and keeping to a core purpose
A lack of evaluative and/or feedback skills
Maintaining the right balance of challenge and support

Most collaborative groups spend a short period investigating
diﬀerent models before choosing one. For some, this investigation
is intensive, although it mainly consists of speaking with peers
who lead or have experience of peer review, rather than looking at
evidence of impact or reading evaluation reports, few of which
have yet been published. However, in implementing the chosen
process of peer review, school groups often adapt the model to
their local context, sometimes in ways which diverge signi icantly
from the original. An example is one area which modelled their
peer review system on the Challenge Partners’ QA review, but did
not use reviewers external to the area; for Challenge Partners, the
use of experienced independent reviewers to lead each QA review
is considered “a necessary condition for robust peer reviews”ix.
Adaptations can arise from diﬀerent or competing purposes of
peer reviews, which are not always articulated or fully understood
at the start of the process. In the above example, the partnership’s
aims of creating equality between schools and ensuring that the
peer reviews remained non-judgemental, led to a decision that
local headteachers would take turns to lead the peer reviews.
Evaluations found inconsistency in the implementation of the peer
review process, resulting in a lack of faith in the outcomes of the
review; experienced external reviewers were introduced in the
revised model.
Agreeing and keeping to a core purpose

AEPs are driven by a clear sense of collective moral responsibility
for all children in the local area. Headteachers and LA leads ind
AEPs empowering and motivating, oﬀering the potential to reduce
social attainments gaps which are widening again as Covid-19
exposes societal inequalities:
A major bene it of eﬀective ‘place-based’ reform is the provision of
essential “glue” or
coordination, by mobilising a collective sense of responsibility to
reduce competition which
drives local hierarchies and increases the eﬀects of disadvantage.
It also places a focus
on contextual factors which can provide barriers to achievement
or oﬀer solutions. In addition, it has the potential to increase coste iciencies, provide external quality assurance and prevent
‘reinvention of the wheel’.x
Peer reviews in collaborative groups are intended to reinforce the
sense of belonging to an area and for school improvement to
result from the sharing of contextually-relevant practice between
schools. Having signed up to the collective moral purpose to work
for the bene it of all pupils in an area, schools are enthusiastic to
share practice and oﬀer mutual support. Feedbackxi suggests that
schools ind peer reviews more useful than external inspection, as
peers understand local needs and challenges and schools feel
able to openly explore areas for improvement, as reports from
reviews are not published. The partnership can use the collective
reviews to target local issues in a coherent improvement plan and
share learning about what is working.
There can, however, be tensions between the collective purpose
and the needs of individual schools. Some headteachers report
that their commitment to the partnership needs to be balanced
with the individual priorities of their school, particularly when they
are close to an Ofsted inspection. While the literaturexii
xiiiemphasises

the need for all schools in a partnership to be equal,

with reciprocal bene its, in reality, local hierarchies exist, due to a
range of factors including the nature of the national accountability
system which labels schools on an Ofsted scale and in league
tables of examination results. In some contexts, not all schools
feel they gain equal bene it from the process:
The issues with the triad model are: if one school has little
experience of how to conduct a peer review and triangulate
evidence, and is not con ident in the model, they ind it di icult to
accurately review a stronger school. For strong schools, it is the
right thing to do to help other schools that are less strong, but
they can ind it a frustrating process because they are not
challenged and they learn nothing from it. We are supposed to
train each other but the reality is schools are fragile institutions
and from one review to the next you can have a change of
leadership team and people step into the role with no training.
(Headteacher)
Peer review and accountability issues

It is important to ensure mutual bene its for all those participating
in the review process as well as to reinforce the collective
commitment to all pupils in the area. While AEPs are open to all
schools in an area, gaining full coverage is often a challenge. In
some cases, headteachers opt out of the peer review element of
the AEP, preferring not to be reviewed by schools they are
geographically close to. This in turn can lead to those
headteachers who opted in, the majority, criticising the nonparticipating schools as lacking in collective commitment to the
partnership or the locality. Introducing external, Ofsted-trained
reviewers to join the review teams and ensuring more intensive
training for those senior leaders participating in the reviews, can
alleviate these issues. Debate remains on how to resist pressures
for the reviews to become more like mini-Ofsted inspections and
remain true to the wider vision for improvement of area-based
approaches.
One suggested solutionxiv is to introduce area-based
accountability, by using area-wide data to derive a measure of
local accountability for all schools, so that schools’ successes are
mutually dependent, stressing that all are part of a local service.
Wider measures might include destinations, employment, mental
health, well-being and non-cognitive attributes which are felt to be
better predictors of long-term success.
Developing the right metrics

Self-evaluation is seen as a necessary irst stage in an eﬀective
peer review system. Most schools use the Ofsted inspection
framework to guide their self-evaluation and school development
plan. Some AEPs have sought a wider range of metrics to re lect
the collective aims of the partnership. The bene its of completing
self-evaluation against a ‘balanced score card’ have been
frequently discussed. It is arguedxv that Ofsted gives an overall
excellence grade, whereas parents need to know about particular
features important to them, e.g. languages, SEND support, Art,
etc. The score card might be a pro ile that looks at student
commitment, their well-being, some form of description of extracurricular activity, as well as academic performance and inclusion.
The metrics for the score card should be nationally set, after
consultation, and local priorities then added. Several education
systems oﬀer examples, including Ontario, Israel, Victoria in
Australia, Finland and the new system in Wales that involves peer
review.
Peer reviews in collaborative school groups are not primarily seen
as a preparation for Ofsted inspections, but as a means of
strengthening school self-evaluation and improvement and
addressing place-based issues. Schools use other review methods
in addition to peer reviews, such as external consultants or LA link
o icers, to conduct independent reviews which are closer to
mock inspections. One studyxvi found that 80% of questionnaires
returned from 22 schools in a partnership reported using
additional reviews in addition to the peer review and that
governors were particularly keen to have these judgements. The
non-judgemental and low-threat/high-challenge approach of peer
reviews appears to be highly valued by participants, even though
they do not currently have a formal status.xvii There is, however, a
danger that if schools have to choose between the ‘mock
inspections’ and the peer reviews, the latter will become
inancially unsustainable as pressures continue to mount on
schools’ resources.
Consistent indings from evaluations that peer reviews deliver
“exceptional professional development”xviii, have led somexix to
suggest that they should form part of a remodelled national
accountability system which rebalances the current emphasis on
‘proving’ towards a greater focus on ‘improving’.
Developing the right skills

Reviewers need to be highly-trained and highly-skilled in order for
the process of review to ind the right balance between support
and challenge. It is also important that those ‘reviewed’ are trained
in receiving and evaluating feedback. Building capacity within
schools is a challenge with current levels of resourcing. While
some partnerships are inding innovative solutions, the need to
generate funds is a constant theme:
Because budgets are limited, you have to be outward-facing and
oﬀer services to generate money – which changes the dynamic
from being there to help schools to being there to make money. It
can get in the way of the moral imperative. Schools don’t want to
pay because budgets are tighter (headteacher)

Building in the skills to ful il a cross-school role at any level is
important, but found to be “rarely done”xx, although it was a
feature of the London Challenge which has been taken forward in
Challenge Partners. Where it is done well, headteachers report
increased con idence in their evaluation skills and value the
opportunity to develop new skills in a safe environment.
Leadership of a partnership, or of a voluntary peer review process,
is diﬀerent from school leadership and not all headteachers ind
the transition a natural one.
Professional development needed for peer review

CPD in the following areas needs to be considered when setting
up peer reviews in collaborative school groups:

1. Establishing and maintaining the right conditions
Gilbertxxi stresses the importance of getting the conditions right
before school-to-school support can be eﬀective, by establishing
the following:
Trust
Honesty
Openness
Willingness to share
Collective moral purpose
Financial sustainability

The positive rhetoric surrounding school collaboration is often
challenged by the realities of implementation. Leaders of the
partnership need to be skilled in negotiating power relationships;
navigating tensions in con licted governance environments;
inding an appropriate funding model; and planning for
sustainability. Many partnerships have an under-developed, inarticulated or missing theory of change, which limits their
eﬀectiveness in bringing about sustainable improvementxxii xxiii
xxiv.

It is worth making the theory of change explicit at the start of

the process and building in review points to check how far it is
working. An understanding of cultural change is critical. The most
powerful form of CPD for reinforcing the ethos of the process
comes from modelling and coaching; for the novice reviewer to
review alongside an expert reviewer.

2. Planning and re lection
There is a need to establish at the planning stage – in which all
participants should be involved – how the process will work. This
is particularly important in managing expectations and reinforcing
the right ethos. For example, who will lead and coordinate the
process? Will judgements be given by the review team; by what
process are con licting judgements handled? How will
recommended actions be followed-up; how will support identi ied
be resourced? The process is opt-in, but loses credibility if nothing
happens as a result: whose role is it to monitor progress? The
process must be seen to be rigorous, if it is to be valued. A leader
with exceptional skills is needed to make such partnerships work,
to keep all the key players on board, which is a challenge in a
devolved system, with diﬀerent headteachers having diﬀerent
agendas and a mix of MAT CEOs, maintained schools and LAs.

3. Evaluating accurately
Peer review training and conducting peer review is reported to
have a positive impact on sharpening evaluation skills and leaders’
understanding of school improvement. Reviewers need to be able
to scrutinise data and other evidence; understand that moving
practice from one place to another is problematic and requires
sensitive and subtle adjustments; facilitate the learning of other
professionals.
Summary of ingredients for successful peer review

A sense of ‘place’ and ‘community’ are powerful drivers for
participation in peer reviews organised by area-based education
partnerships. Peer review oﬀers a ‘high-trust, low-stakes’ approach
to school improvement and exceptional professional
development.
Headteachers feel able to honestly share areas of strength and
weaknesses and to test their school’s self-evaluation. The process
of being in other schools allows reviewers to see how things might
be done diﬀerently and to take solutions back to their own school.
There can be a sense of excitement and belonging generated in
local partnerships; some report being less competitive than
before.
The lack of evaluation of both AEPs and of peer review models
gives rise to inconsistency in the implementation of chosen
models in groups of schools. To be successful, there needs to be
adequate investment of time for planning and training, and skilled
leadership to establish and maintain the right conditions within
which peer review will deliver results.
The peer review process bene its from a degree of externality, to
ensure the expertise and experience required to deliver success.
Tangible improvement is necessary to make the investment of
time seen to be worthwhile. Certain features of the English system
provide challenges for groups of schools collaborating for the
bene it of all children in an area: competitive local environments
where schools compete for declining numbers of students; a highstakes accountability framework with narrow, single school
metrics. Peer review, underpinned by robust self-evaluation and
external validation, oﬀers a mechanism for rebalancing towards a
more supportive, medium-stakes system. In reducing the
competition which drives local hierarchies, it might also help to
reduce the negative eﬀects of disadvantage.
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Before the new law and regulations, teachers were expected to
participate in diﬀerent forms of in-service training and to raise
their professional skills, but it was done on voluntary basis. While a
career development scheme was introduced for teachers, senior
teachers and teachers in chief1, this was not clearly related to
continuous learning and participation in training for development
and enhancements of teaching skills.
Under the new legislation the situation has changed signi icantly.
Now teachers are obliged to participate in diﬀerent training forms
for a certain period and this is related to their career development
(see Box 1).

The main changes in teachers’ continuous professional
development were the obligatory nature of such activities and the
fact that such training can be o icially provided by diﬀerent types
of organizations outside the school system or higher education
system. These changes led to a number of developments that
proved to be problematic and contentious.
First, a lot of organisations oﬀered diﬀerent types of training, and
although they had formal approval from the Ministry of Education
and Sciences, quite a lot of them were business oriented and did
always adapt their training to the speci ic context of school
education. Second, whilst the legal requirements for 3
quali ication credits or 48 academic hours of professional training
stimulated schools and teachers to pay more attention to such
forms of learning, this neglecting exchange of experience and
learning-by-doing approach.

The Regulation No 15 requires teachers to have:
At least 16 academic hours of inter-institutional learning per year in the form of
experience exchange, open lessons, in-school workshops, etc.
At least 3 qualification credits or 48 academic hours in continuous learning
forms for a period of 4 years, which is the period of teachers’ appraisal
(‘attestation’).
These credits are obligatory for the purposes of career development.

The obligatory nature of continuous professional learning caused
a lot of dissatisfaction among teachers and educational
professionals. Although schools are obliged to plan inances for
teachers’ quali ication in their budgets in the range between 1%
and 1,5% of the staﬀ salary amounts, not all teachers have the
opportunity to use school funds for participation in continuous
education forms and they bear the inancial burden of such
trainings themselves.
One of the main critiques to the current practice of continuous
professional learning as outlined by the regulations are its
formality, it’s not so adaptive to teacher’s needs and thus not so
eﬀectively contributing to their professional development.
The practice of peer-evaluation in a network of schools, described
in the next paragraph presents quite a diﬀerent approach.
Although the prime peer-evaluation purpose was related to school
internal and external evaluation, it bene itted teachers and
especially school principals in a speci ic way, providing settings
for learning-by doing, enrichment of professional knowledge, high
satisfaction and eventually contributing to their professional
development.
Peer-review of schools and the power of collaborative practice
The peer evaluation project
The peer review practice was implemented as part of an Erasmus+
Key Action 2 Strategic partnerships funded project titled
‘Polycentric inspections of networks of schools’ (09.2014 08.2017)
accomplished in partnership with four research teams from
England, the Netherlands, Ireland and Bulgaria. The Project’s main
purpose in Bulgaria was to test a new model for school inspection
– to inspect a network of schools, conceptualized in the
framework of the project as a form of ‘polycentric inspection’.
Within the project’s framework a successful cooperation of three
diﬀerent types of institutionswas accomplished – schools, the
Educational Inspectorate, and a university, collaborating to
improve the quality of education and school management in
Bulgaria. The research team from the Faculty of Education at So ia
University “St. Kliment Ohridski” (Rossitsa Simeonova, Yonka
Parvanova) coordinated the project activities in Bulgaria.
The So ia Regional Inspectorate of Education (SRIE) was invited as
a project partner. 10 schools from So ia (4 primary and 6
comprehensive schools from diﬀerent city districts and with
various pro iles regarding students’ achievements, school
practices and challenges they are facing) were also invited to join
the project.
The invited schools established a voluntary network to cooperate
on testing a 3-step polycentric evaluation model [iii]. The model
was designed by the So ia University research team integrating
self-evaluation, peer-evaluation and inspection of schools
collaborating in a non-formal network. It was jointly decided that
all three evaluations would be focused on parental involvement.

Peer-evaluation/peer-reviewis are understood as a form of external
school evaluation, undertaken by evaluation teams from other
schools to review educational and/or managerial practices and
achievements of a particular school. As Nelson, Ehren, Godfrey
point out, a peer-review could be a form of internal evaluation as it
does not involve an authority in the evaluation process [iv], the
practice in Bulgaria is more in line with the notion of external
evaluation of the school. It has been preceded by a school selfevaluation and has been followed by a polycentric inspection.
Schools evaluating each other

The peer-evaluation procedure and time-frame were agreed
among the schools in the So ia network. Peer-evaluation was
implemented within a two-week timeframe. Each school was
visited for a day by an evaluation team, consisting of
representatives of two other schools of the same type from the
network (primary or comprehensive) – a principal, deputy
principal and/or 1 2 teachers.
The evaluation team examined the self-evaluation report of the
evaluated school prior to the school visit as preliminary data and
as a basis for gathering further evaluation data during the visits.
The evaluation team held meetings and discussions with school
leadership team, teachers, students (representatives of student
councils/parliaments) and parents (representatives of class-based
parental councils and school board of trusties).
They also scrutinised other school records and documentation
relevant to parental involvement. After their meetings with all
stakeholder groups the peer-evaluation team provided preliminary
feedback to the principal of the host school on site.
Research to discover the effectiveness of the approach

After each step of the evaluation model research was carried out
so the eﬀects and impact can be understood and analysed. The
research methods included action research, interviews and focus
groups with network principals, questionnaires for evaluation
teams’ members and teachers from the network, observation of
the peer review process/procedure, documents analysis and desk
research. The school peer evaluation visits were shadowed by the
So ia University research team and observation notes were
considered in the analysis of the indings.
The research sample for the peer review in So ia network included
a total of 195 respondents, 10 of them principals, 27 members of
evaluation teams (10 deputy principals, 5 school counsellors, 12
teachers) and 158 teachers from the 10 schools. Of all teachersrespondents in the survey, 90% were women, 44″% teaching at
primary level, 32% at middle school level and 24% at secondary
level of education. 69% of teachers were class tutors who would
have frequent contacts and interactions with parents.
Valuable outcomes

Joint activities
Peer-evaluation of schools within the framework described above,
proved a valuable experience for both schools and teachers
(Simeonova and Parvanova, 2020) [v]. Collaboration between
schools and between school teams provided settings for
lourishing future joint activities. For example, a group with
representatives of the schools in the network was established,
which could apply for project grants in diﬀerent ields. In addition,
support on creating a School board in some of the schools was
provided by other schools in the network.
Schools and teachers had the opportunity not only to evaluate
each other, but to learn from a diﬀerent experience as schools in
the network were quite diﬀerent in their external environment,
students socio-economic background and problems they face on
an everyday basis.
Improved teacher and leader development

Overall research results showed that the implemented peer review
has improved principals’ and teachers’ evaluation competencies
and they were highly satis ied by their experience. School
principals and members of evaluation teams stressed out on the
valuable opportunity to compare their achievements with other
schools, their eﬀorts to be recognized by other colleagues and to
cooperate to improve.
They recognized the peer-evaluation as a collaborative and worthy
learning process, which led to creating joint evaluation products
and know-how with potential to be disseminated and adapted by
other schools and networks [vi]. Such joint evaluation products
include self-evaluation and peer-evaluation forms, used in the
course of the project. In addition, schools jointly created an
algorithm for evaluation of students’ achievements at the
beginning and at the end of school year.
Sharing good practice

Peer-evaluation of schools in the network provided a speci ic ield
for exchange of experience and for sharing good practices not
only at school level but also between teachers who participated in
the evaluation procedure. For example, some schools in the
network learned from other schools’ experience and created
School for Parents.
Another shared practice concerned the way teacher-parent
meetings are organized – in some schools their form was diﬀerent
and was adopted (as a whole or part of it) from other members of
the network. Principals and other members of evaluation teams
found shared experience and comparison with other schools as
main positives of schools’ participation in peer-evaluation, along
with provided feedback by colleagues with diﬀerent experience
from diﬀerent schools.
Participation in peer-evaluation has improved principals’ and
teachers’ competencies to re lect on and to assess their own
work, the work of their staﬀ and colleagues, and the work of the
school as a whole and in certain areas. School teams’
development and improvement are also considered a bene it for
all participants in evaluation teams.
The main professional bene its include exchanging experience,
comparison with colleagues and re lection on the way they
perform their professional duties. Especially useful for deputy
principals, school counsellors, and teachers was the opportunity
to establish professional contacts with other colleagues at the
same position in other schools and to discuss common issues
within the context of their work with parents.
Learning by doing

Teachers and principals who were part of the peer-evaluation
teams improved their evaluation skills and their ability to research,
analyse and judge diﬀerent educational practices. This
improvement was part of the entire project but especially visible in
peer-evaluation of other schools in the network.
So ia University team supported the whole process including the
improvement of evaluation skills. The learning-by-doing approach
of peer-evaluation provided a valuable experience for principals
and teachers. They could plan, discuss, re lect, implement, and reassess the evaluation procedures, criteria and results, which
contributed to the acquisition of practical evaluation skills.
Conclusion

The professional learning through peer-evaluation collaboration
practice is an alternative and a bene icial way for improvement of
professional skills and attitude school principals and teachers
need in an era of school accountability. Formal and obligatory
nature of teacher training and CPD can detract from more
authentic and enriching forms of professional learning like sharing
experience or learning-by-doing.
These enriched professional development experiences have a
signi icant potential for engaging the whole school community
and for employing the knowledge and skills of the staﬀ for
creating new processes within the school along with developing
new competencies. Such initiatives for mutual learning also create
ownership and strengthen school community for setting and
achieving higher educational goals through raising teachers’
professional skills without external pressure.
Key professional development bene its of collaborative peer
evaluation for all schools
Although this framework was implemented and researched in
Bulgaria, the investigation into its eﬀectiveness suggests that
there are valuable professional development bene its for all
schools, teachers and leaders elsewhere and, in particular, in the
UK. These include:
School to school evaluation fosters continuing collaborative activities and the
flourishing of joint activities
Peer evaluation leads to increased sharing of good practices between schools
resulting in adaption of new practices and improvement of the existing ones.
Principals have opportunity to enhance their evaluation competences and thus
further to assist improvement of assessment competences of teachers.
Joint peer-evaluation activities contribute to further development of school
culture and fosters values of trust, support, and collaboration.
Peer-evaluation practices contribute to more active and visible involvement of
all stakeholders in the process of continuous school improvement.

Yonka Parvanova is an Associate Professor at So ia University “St.
Kliment Ohridski”, So ia, Bulgaria
Rossitsa Simeonovais an Associate Professor atSo ia University “St.
Kliment Ohridski”, So ia, Bulgaria
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collaborative, participatory, and empowerment—that have been
identi ied in the evaluation literature as stakeholder-involvement
or collaborative-inquiry approaches. All three have substantial
underlying guiding principles, values, skills, practices, and
methods in common.
These include a participant focus, learning, community
knowledge, trust, ownership, and lexibility. They also have distinct
diﬀerences, particularly regarding the stakeholders’ roles, how the
evaluation is controlled, and by whom. When this is applied to
peer reviews in schools, the diﬀerences can be explained in the
following ways.
In a peer review using a collaborative-evaluation process, the
evaluator is the peer principal from another school in the network
(hereafter, principal–evaluator). The principal–evaluator leads the
review, either as a single evaluator or as the leader of an
evaluation team.

This approach presumes that the principal–evaluator and team
members have the capacity, knowledge, and skills to conduct the
evaluation. Collaborative evaluation requires the principal–
evaluator to build an ongoing relationship and engagement with
the stakeholders.
The term peer review suggests that both principals—the principal–
evaluator and the principal whose school is being evaluated
(hereafter, host principal)—have already established a
collaborative partnership. The scope and extent of the relationship
and engagement for this type of review, however, can be quite
broad and requires negotiation by both principals. In practice,
collaboration could range from consultation with the host
principal (as the main stakeholder) to consultation at each stage of
the evaluation with all stakeholders: for example, the host
principal, staﬀ, students, and community members.
In a peer review using a participatory-evaluation process, the
principal–evaluator (or evaluation team) shares control of the
evaluation with the host principal and other stakeholders (these
could include school executive, staﬀ, students, and community
members).
This approach also presumes that the principal–evaluator (or
evaluation team) has the capacity, knowledge, and skills to
conduct the evaluation, but also has the ability and willingness to
guide the host principal and other stakeholders in order to divest
control of the evaluation as the stakeholders’ experience and
capacity develops. In this approach the host principal and other
stakeholders assist the principal–evaluator with various elements
of the evaluation—the design, instrument development, data
collection and analysis, and reporting.
In a peer review using an empowerment-evaluation process, the
host principal, the principal–evaluator, and other stakeholders
(within the host school’s network) are together in charge of the
evaluation. But in addition, they engage an empowerment
evaluator to serve as a critical friend or coach.
The critical friend needs to be an experienced evaluator, but does
not assume the evaluator’s role. Rather, he or she provides
guidance and training to keep the evaluation rigorous and
accountable, where required, never leading, or taking over. It is
critical to include the perspectives of all stakeholders, not just the
two peer principals.
Thus, while all three approaches require the stakeholders to be
involved in the evaluation process to varying extents, it is the role
of the evaluator that best highlights the diﬀerences in these
approaches, as shown in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1 From freshspectrum.com. Courtesy of Chris Lysy
Empowering principals in peer reviews in NSW: Rationale

From the early 2000s in NSW, system-supported school reviews
occurred by exception, in cases where various data indicated a
programme’s underperformance or school management
dysfunction in the school’s management structures.
There was no process for regular reviews of whole-school
operations nor mechanism for evaluation capacity building. Such
a process was foreshadowed in 2003 04, when a component
called ‘cyclic reviews’ appeared in a new framework for school
accountability, but no de inition or speci ication for this was given,
and no further work on these cyclic reviews at a system-wide level
was undertaken at that time.
In 2006, possibly a little ahead of its time, an innovative peerreview programme was developed, piloted, and subsequently
implemented in one Region of the NSW government education
system to showcase how the ‘cyclic review’ component of the
system’s school accountability framework, could operate.
The programme provided a mechanism that allowed each school
to be judged approximately every four years against statements of
exemplary practice that re lected school operations and
performance at the highest levels. It was envisaged that these
reviews would have a long-term impact, in contrast to the existing
reviews-by-exception, which, anecdotally, tended to produce an
initial lurry of activity that soon dissipated. The programme also
had to focus on four core strategy areas.
. Developing a mechanism for school evaluation that would be a
robust, useful, and in luential evaluation of whole-school
performance and governance for the school being reviewed.
. Providing a sustainable regional framework in terms of time,
personnel, and cost for such reviews.
. Building the evaluation capacity of principals.
. Building a culture of trust about the reviewing of schools.

This rationale suggested that, from the outset, the empowerment
of principals and the involvement of other stakeholders in the
process would be integral to the design. Principals would be
engaged in these reviews as evaluators of their own and their
colleagues’ schools in ways that boosted evaluation capacity
across all their institutions and led to school improvement.
The long-term goals were that the programme should be
recognized as the model for developmental and accountability
evaluations in government schools in NSW, and that it should not
only be accepted but eagerly sought by principals. (Statewide
principals’ associations and the teachers’ trade union had long
been against any form of compulsory school review.) The idea was
to make reviews so bene icial that most principals would volunteer
to be part of them.

Empowering principals in peer reviews: The process

Given this rationale, the logical next action was to involve
principals themselves in the development of a custom-made
empowerment evaluation approach for the peer review of their
schools.
Step 1. ‘Think big, start small’: the programme began with an
advisory group of nine Regional principals (Group 1) and a senior
Regional o icer (hereafter called ‘critical friend’) with expertise in
programme evaluation. These people formed an advisory group,
from which the programme took shape. The aim for Group 1 was
empowerment. The principals would develop and lead peer
reviews in each other’s schools; the critical friend would guide,
coach, ask questions, and provide training, but not take control.
Step 2. The advisory group soon realized that to encourage buy-in
from other Regional principals, peers beyond their immediate
network needed to be included. Thus a second group of nine
principals, who each took part in one peer review, formed Group
2. Their involvement was participative–collaborative. They jointly
shared control of the ongoing review itself (participation).
Although they did not develop the process, there was continuous
engagement between them and the critical friend about the
process and its eﬀectiveness (collaboration).
Step 3. With the critical friend’s guidance and just-in-time training
where required, the advisory group worked together to develop
the whole programme:
The Exemplary Practice Statements on which schools would be judged. Derived
from NSW education department ‘best practice’ statements, but customized.
The principles that would guide the programme. Reflected the review rationale.
How the reviews would operate. As the reviews were intended to provide
valuable professional learning, the schools themselves bore nearly all the costs.
To keep costs manageable and prompt feedback to principals following a
review, the reviews, including feedback and a report, were designed to be
conducted in three days.
The tools that would be used to collect the data. In addition to the Exemplary
Practice Statements, a desk audit proforma, school surveys for staff, students,
and parents, a classroom observation checklist, a document analysis checklist,
and interview questions for staff, students, and parents were developed.
Recording, analysing, and reporting data. Electronic recording and sorting of
data was chosen. Code and key words that matched major themes within the
Exemplary Practice Statements were developed and recordings and personal
computers were used to record and code data. Spreadsheets were used for
further coding and sorting. A custom-made reporting template enabled the
major findings in terms of strengths and areas for further development to be
captured and presented to the review school on the last day of the review.
Composition of the review teams. To develop ownership and build the
evaluation capacity of many more school and regional staff and principals, the
advisory group decided that each review team would include the principal of
the school under review, another Group 1 principal, a Group 2 principal, school
staff from both the review school and other schools in the network, and
Regional consultants and other personnel (such as parents, students) to
address specific development needs of the review school.

Step 4. Setting the timetable for the nine reviews. Members of a
school’s review team were chosen through negotiation between
the host principal, the principal-evaluator, Regional personnel, and
the critical friend.
Step 5. Training for review-team members. Developed and
delivered—initially by the critical friend and as capacity increased
by Group 1 principals.
Step 6. The review timetable. Finalized by the host principal and
principal–evaluator.
Step 7. Pre-review data collection. For example, surveys were
conducted, the desk audit was prepared, and documents were
collected.
Step 8. The review. The irst two days involved data collection,
sorting, coding, and analysis, with feedback provided to the
school staﬀ at the end of each day. The third day was
consolidating the indings and future directions. The report was
then presented to the staﬀ. In some cases, a further presentation
was made during the following week to the parent group.
Step 9. Continuous improvement. The Group 1 principals acted in
their advisory role to consider their experiences in and the
feedback from each review so that continual adjustment and
improvements could be made. They further acted as critical
friends themselves to new review teams. This element also
involved the establishment of a steering committee to oversee full
implementation of the reviews. In this way the programme itself
became cyclical, providing mechanisms for a continuous cycle of
improvement.

I have presented elsewhere in some detail how this peer review
programme proved successful for both Group 1 and Group 2
principals. It changed traditional evaluation roles, changed the
in luence that a review could have on school leaders, and changed
the impact of school reviews. The greater impact, however, was
felt by the Group 1 principals engaged in an empowerment
evaluation approach, particularly in the degree to which
evaluation capacity was built.
Practical considerations for those wishing to use this approach

This was an ambitious programme that presents some practical
considerations for others wishing to embark on a similar
approach.
There are many questions that should be considered before
embarking on an empowerment evaluation approach to school
review. These include, but are not limited to:
how quality will be assured;
how rigour will be maintained;
whether the review will be valued as an accountability mechanism as well as a
developmental one; and
who will value the review.

In addition, for those considering a programme based on this NSW
experience, the following four considerations with some resulting
questions seem particularly relevant.
Engaging a critical friend. Peer review using an empowerment
evaluation framework requires engaging an evaluator to support
the programme as a critical friend, who understands and is
comfortable working in this way. In the NSW case, the Region had
a senior o icer who was trained and had expertise in programme
evaluation and a regional director who wanted to develop an
innovative school review process.
The senior o icer understood the role of the principal and was
well respected. Finding the right person was therefore not an
issue, nor were budget and time considerations. The review
programme became an integral part of the senior o icer’s day-today work and she was able to make herself available to suit the
principals’ other commitments.
In many cases, however, the engagement of a critical friend will
become a prime consideration. Who might be suitable evaluators
to engage? Which of these evaluators will it the considerable time
requirements and budget constraints of the programme? Is a
university partnership a feasible way forward? Who is going to
pay?
Developing the programme. The front-end components took time
to develop. It was assumed that principals would come with sound
knowledge and skills in evaluation. This proved not to be the case.
A lot of time was required to provide training for Group 1
principals in the development of each of the evaluation tools. For
example, principals were well used to administering (or having
their staﬀs administer) surveys and some even wrote their own
surveys using online survey applications.
However, they often did not have the skills to determine whether
individual questions within these surveys would lead to valid and
reliable answers, and certainly not whether the survey addressed
what it was meant to. In the NSW experience, developing the
programme was by far the most time-consuming aspect of the
entire enterprise.
However, moving slowly through this phase was worthwhile,
because as the programme progressed, principals required less
support and built their own evaluation capacity. They became
more discerning in their analysis of the robustness of the
instruments and processes they developed and made iterative
adjustments based on their own learning. That is, they became
engaged in double-loop learning.
The time required to develop a quality peer-review programme is
an equally important consideration. How much initial investment
in building evaluation skills and knowledge will be necessary?
Must every component and tool be developed from scratch? Is
there su icient time and money available for this? If not, what is
already available? Will the use of existing material disempower
principals in any way?
The peer partnership. In these reviews the Group 1 principals (of
both primary and secondary schools) belonged to a geographical
network of schools. The Group 1 principals determined their own
pairings for the reviews as well as having the inal say about the
Group 2 principal and other team members who would join the
review.
The main reason for this was the importance that was placed on
trust—in the robustness and quality of the process, in the expert
and timely support from the critical friend, and in the integrity of
the principals to ‘do the right thing’. The pairing of principals in
peer reviews is an important consideration. Principals should ask
themselves questions such as, ‘Do I trust this principal to provide
the school with robust and honest feedback?’, ‘Can I learn from
this principal?’
Uptake. It was always envisaged that the reviews would prove so
bene icial that other principals would want to join the programme.
There were two main strategies to achieve this. The irst was word
of mouth by the Group 1 principals. The second, was the
involvement of the Group 2 principals, so that they too became
advocates and would in turn request that their schools join the
programme. In practice, both the Group 2 and other principal
peers were initially interested but slow to commit.
Nevertheless, for each of the next six years more regional schools
committed to a review and more principals asked to join the
programme. If uptake across more schools is a consideration, the
following questions should be asked. What strategies will be
needed to encourage uptake? At what pace should more schools
come on board? Who is going to manage an expanded
programme?
The benefits of this approach

The Group 1 principals provided the best insights into the bene its
that arose from being engaged in the empowerment-evaluation
approach to peer review. Their insights can be summarized as
follows:
Ownership. Principals reported that the process allowed not only them but also
their staffs to own the evaluation results and act with confidence on the
evaluation findings and recommendations.
Professional learning. Principals commented repeatedly that it was the best
professional learning that they had undertaken. They appreciated the deep and
authentic learning that had occurred because they were engaged in every part
of the process. They benefitted from having time to examine closely their own
schools with their staffs and to engage in deep and often challenging
conversations with their peers. They acknowledged that the whole programme
had given them time to develop their evaluation skills and build their capacity to
evaluate, because they learnt by doing, reflecting, receiving just-in-time and
informal coaching, and then making continuous improvements to the process.
School improvement. Principals reported long-term impact on their school’s
planning and evaluation processes. They reported a change for the better in
what information their schools now gathered and valued, how they collected
information, how they managed and interpreted the information that they
collected, and who participated in these processes.
Trust. Principals reported renewed trust in the system and with their
colleagues, staffs, and communities. They reported a ‘new trust’ in many of
their staff members and a deeper appreciation of their teaching abilities,
insights, and skills. They reported that being trusted by the system to design
the process and then review their own and their peers’ schools was one of the
great benefits of the programme. They felt respected and empowered.

One last consideration
Peer review in its many forms enables school leaders to learn
collaboratively and improve practice. The use of the
empowerment-evaluation approach enabled school leaders to
learn not only from each other, but also from their staﬀs and other
stakeholders in their schools and wider networks. These reviews
changed who participated in school reviews and it also changed
the principals’ perspectives on this matter. Thus, for those
considering a peer review similar to the one described in this
article, one last consideration is hard to ignore:
One of the core principles of an empowerment evaluation
approach is inclusion. By including diverse perspectives in the
evaluation process, the evaluation is more likely to identify key
strengths, challenges, and areas for improvement that overwise
(sic) may have been overlooked. While one stakeholder may
believe an activity is going well, another stakeholder may have
knowledge that there are pervasive problems that need to be
addressed in order to move forward. The empowerment
evaluation builds a bridge to examine diﬀerences of opinion
between stakeholders and determine the best course of action to
move forward. This process not only fosters a more robust
evaluation but also increases buy-in for the evaluation results.
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The evidence base

The di iculty of measuring impact
As with research in other areas of external evaluation (EE), and
school self-evaluation (SSE)i, it is very di icult to establish a direct
link between the activities of peer review and gains in student
outcomes. There are a variety of reasons for this.
First, schools engage in many activities at whole school level that
could impact on student achievement, making it hard to isolate
which of these has a causal eﬀect. Even if attempts are made in
the research to compare schools that are using peer review to a
control group, the gold standard randomised control trial (RCT) is
unsuitable for methodological reasons. This is because random
allocation to groups (treatment or control) does not work for peer
review partnerships that generally allow schools to choose who to
work with, ones they trust and wish to collaborate with. It is also
di icult to know which outcome to measure; schools may start
with one aim to improve numeracy at Key stage 2 but later they
may change to look at literacy or science achievement, or one of
many non-academic outcomes. This is not to mention the
impossibility of continuing with indicator measures that have been
abandoned due to a global pandemic!ii.
So, rigorous impact evidence on the eﬀects of peer review is
always going to be hard to come by It is also the case that peer
reviews are conducted in a number of diﬀerent ways and these
also interact with the external accountability framework. Therefore
‘isolating’ the eﬀect of peer review can overlook the alignment of
evaluation and accountability in the system as a whole with all its
inherent intended and unintended consequencesiii.

Emerging bene its of peer review
Nonetheless, the evidence base is growing, and it is helpful for
participating schools to be aware of the potential gains from peer
review. Much of the evidence has been collated in a recent edited
volume of international casesiv. Large scale research tends to look
at programmes that either have evaluated themselves in a
research and development approach. The indings are limited in
the sense that self-reported improvements are often relied on.
Nevertheless, in one scheme in the early 2000s, in which
vocational education institutions from 15 countries cooperated in
transnational peer reviews across Europe, improvements were
noted in 13 out of 14 targeted areas in the case studies. There was
also a reported residual bene it of improvements to many other
areas, such as improvements in quality assurance and evaluation
toolsv. In a study in the Netherlands with 27 primary schools,
principals reported signi icant bene its to their improvement
capacity. There were, however, also concerns that many reports
were of low quality, failing to base judgements on clear evidence
and that the process was time consumingvi. An evaluation of the
Challenge Partners programme in England found ‘multiple
bene its’, including, high quality professional and leadership
development for participantsvii. The latter inding occurs in several
peer review programmes and has become one of the irmest
conclusions to be drawn about the bene its of this activity. More
recently, research in Chile has shown with enquiry-focused,
collaborative peer enquiry (CPE) models of peer review, how
participants learn to fundamentally challenge their policies
towards professional development of staﬀ and student learning,
albeit the long-term impact of this remains unclearviii.
Conceptual framework
The opening article in this special edition cited Christie and Alkin’s
in luential paper that placed types of evaluation into their
respective ‘roots’ and ‘branches’ix. This framework will also inform
the series of questions that frame the rest of this article.
To re-cap, the questions that can be usefully posed, revolve
around issues of use, values and methods. Thus, we can ask about
the aims of peer review, the choice of schools to take part in the
reviews, the inclusion – and by corollary, the exclusion – of
participants and stakeholders in the process and the particular
framework and methods for data collection, analysis and
reporting. The purpose is to help school leaders and others to
make decisions about the setting up of their own peer review
cycles or to ‘buy into’ ones designed by provider institutions.
Below are a set of questions around these themes.
. What are the aims of the peer reviews?

It is important that groups of schools considering using peer
review are clear about the purpose they have for embarking on
this. The review aims are generally driven by the identi ied needs
of the schools themselves. These may come from within school
self-evaluations, school improvement plans and external
evaluation/inspection reports. However, the overall learning
orientation of the reviews may be more or less summative on the
one hand or formative on the other. This point can be usefully
argued around the frameworks that tend to be more ‘objectivist’ in
their evaluation focus and those that are more ‘constructivist’.
Objectivist approaches tend to be more concerned with
summative grading, use the external inspection or evaluation
criteria, designed to review the entirety of the school’s activities
and aim to allow for benchmarking and comparison of and
between schools using standard criteria. Constructivist
approaches tend to be ‘tailored’ for each review, the criteria are
co-constructed by participants, they focus on formative evaluation
and reviews tend to be more about joint practice development
around a theme (mutual learning) than ‘assessing’ a host school.
This contrast between the two approaches in summarised in
Figure 1.
Figure 1: Objectivist vs Constructivist approaches to peer reviewx
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Each approach has its bene its and also drawbacks. However, I
have argued elsewhere that the constructivist approaches of
collaborative peer enquiry should be emphasised more in systems
like England that are dominated by ‘self-policing’ and heavy
external accountabilityxi. This is partly because where peer
reviews compound this accountability, innovation and enquiry can
be suppressed, leading more to uniformity and standardisation
aimed at meeting inspection criteria than improvements to
practicexii.
It is worth considering that peer reviews tend to be very time
consuming to those involved and therefore the aim of maximising
learning may trump the need to prepare for a future inspection or
to validate an existing self-evaluation.
Professional Development Reflection: What is the purpose of my Peer
Review project?

What are the aims of your proposed peer review?
What type of framework do you want to employ?
Is this more about validating SSE and preparing for an inspection
or is there a shared improvement theme that you want to develop
with partners?
. Which schools?

The importance of trust
The question of which schools to bring into peer review can be
further broken down into sub-questions: Which ‘grouping’ of
schools is it?; and Which particular schools should take part and
which should work together? These questions also depend on the
context; for instance if you are a school leader or an executive
Headteacher or if you oversee a group of schools in a MultiAcademy Trust (MAT), Local Authority, School Improvement
Partnership or Teaching School Alliance.
These arrangements can be more or less structured in nature, as
permanent organisational networks, loose alliances or temporal
collaborative set ups. There are no easy answers to which of these
organisational set ups provides the best basis for peer review as
the relational dynamics are complex; however, issues of hierarchy,
capacity and trust all need to be taken into account.
Trust most likely eclipses all issues here, since without it, it is hard
to imagine how a peer review will lead to very positive outcomes.
Where trust levels are ‘neutral’ – e.g., where schools have not
worked together much before and the jury is out, then a welladministered process of peer review could be one way of building
this trust. Where trust is low, this could also work, but clearly if
schools do not take part in the spirit of transparency and enquiry
and mutual learning, then this is likely to be more of a challenge.
Another issue to consider is where schools that are perceived as
‘lower’ in their improvement trajectory, whether other schools will
feel that they bene it from working with them. Here it may be wise
to limit the number of struggling schools in any group. Bringing in
external expertise can also avoid re-circulating ineﬀective
practices in peer review teams.
Proximity of schools
There is also the practicality of geographical proximity for
reciprocal peer review visitations – generally small travelling
distances save time and enable greater sustainability.
Nevertheless, there has been some innovation with online reviews
(forced by the pandemic) providing one solution to the issue of
proximity – see earlier article X within this special edition by Anne
Cameron SPP). There is also some evidence that bringing in
schools outside of the usual local networks can provide useful
additional stimulus around school improvement eﬀortsxiii; a new
set of eyes can provide the expertise, challenge and critical
friendship alongside new solutions not previously tried locally.
This needs to be balanced against the long -term gains from
developing alliances that support improvement targets through
collective action.

School readiness
A further consideration is whether a school is ‘ready’ to take part
in peer review. This can be seen as an issue of ‘earned autonomy’.
In other words, if a school needs to meet short-term targets
imposed by external evaluators, it may be that attentions should
be directed irst towards these rather than collaborative peer
review. Once achieved, the school may have more time for work
with its partners. The counter argument is that peer review, when
focused accordingly may be bene icial even in these
circumstances.
. Which staﬀ and stakeholders?

Linked to the above is the consideration of which staﬀ should be
involved in the peer review process itself. An important overall
consideration is that staﬀ in schools hosting a peer review do not
feel ‘done to’ but rather part of the evaluation process. Besides
senior leadership brie ing prior to the visit, a more active approach
is to involve staﬀ in the review process itself. Given the strength of
evidence that peer review provides excellent leadership
development, bringing in middle leaders and aspiring senior
leaders can be a very fruitful strategy. A number of models use
variations on the idea of ‘improvement champions’xiv, in which
less senior staﬀ stimulate improvement eﬀorts through informal
leadership processes, aided by being credible professionals who
are respected by their colleagues. It is also worth considering if
students themselves can be actively brought into the review and
consultation process along with other stakeholders beyond
teachers, such as teaching assistants, governors and parents.
Evidence from internal evaluation suggests that wide inclusion in
the evaluation process leads to greater buy-in and ownership of
improvement initiativesxv.
Professional Development Reflection: who shall we involve?

Which leaders will be involved in the peer review?
Are there aspiring leaders who could bene it from taking part in
the review?
Are there particular staﬀ who are credible and trusted who could
be used as improvement champions?
Which other stakeholders would be relevant to this review?
. Do we need external expertise?

There are a number of reasons why external partners may be
bought in either permanently, through subscription, or
temporarily, when setting up peer reviews for the irst time. These
include:
Providing training in the peer review process to reviewers
Adding critical friendship to reviews to keep schools ‘honest’ and to point out
what the evidence suggests
Providing targeted expertise such as academic knowledge
Providing expert facilitation, protocols and evaluation tools, especially useful in
early stages when schools are learning about the peer review process
Providing access to a wider network of schools

In England, there are many institutions involved in peer review
including large school improvement programmes such as
Challenge Partners and the Schools Partnership Programme.
Several MATs have set up their own peer review programmes,
sometimes having irst subscribed to an organisation like one of
the above in the irst year or two. Some research institutions have
been involved in supporting peer review programmes (especially
CPE models), such as UCL Institute of Educationxvi and a
leadership centre in Chile at the Catholic University of
Valparaisoxvii.
Professional Development Reflection: What other expertise do we
need?

Do we have the expertise already in our partnership or school?
If not, where can we ind this expertise and at what stage will it be
needed?
How do we ensure external support relates to the key aims of our
peer review development?
. Do we need a report?

Formal reports from single or multiple peer review cycles could
provide useful records of activity and help with sustainability and
succession, especially where there is staﬀ churn. However, reports
may add a layer of formality and extra work for those involved in
an already time-consuming process. Therefore, these tensions
should be balanced.
The reports are usually required for internal use and the tone of
the report needs to be tailored according to the intended
audience – teaching staﬀ, parents, governors etc. The format for
reports will also vary according to the objectivist and subjectivist
orientation of the reviews (see above); for instance whether
grading is mentioned, and which criteria are used. In the Dutch
research discussed abovexviii, the reports from reviewers in
participating schools were found to be of low quality, although
this may be because they did not accurately represent the
evaluation process or evidence on which judgements were made,
or indeed re lect the knock-on bene its of peer evaluation in terms
of leadership and evaluation development. Therefore, overall, the
reports themselves are likely to be much less of an important
consideration than the participation in a rich learning experience.
The above set of questions have been posed to all those
interested in setting up or re ining existing peer review practices.
Any peer review programme should be set up with care and those
involved may wish to consider piloting in the initial phases and/or
bringing in external support of expertise. Since trust is such a key
variable, a good start will likely inform the later success of this
practice.
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The book is ambitious in scope. A considerable strength of the
book is the range of contexts included in thirteen chapters
organised into seven sections. Part 1 presents an overview of

Using Peer Review For
School Improvement
21 Oct

current research in the ield, framing the growth of peer review
within research into external and internal school evaluation. It
concludes with a helpful list of conditions for eﬀective peer
review.
Part 2 presents examples from Queensland (Australia) and Wales
(UK) of peer reviews introduced at system level to complement
existing accountability and school improvement strategies. Part 3
considers theoretical and practitioner perspectives of the
interaction of peer review models with the English high-stakes
accountability framework. Chapter 4 looks at peer reviews
through the lens of isomorphism1, asking whether peer reviews
reinforce a hierarchical external accountability system or whether
they represent a move towards a more professionally-networkbased form of accountability. Chapter 5 reports a case study of
three primary schools implementing the INSTEAD peer review
programme, run by the National Association of Headteachers as
an alternative to Ofsted, the national inspection service.
Part 4 captures the challenges of introducing peer review in
systems without an established culture of school self-evaluation.
Chapter 6 oﬀers a case study of a network of schools in So ia City,
Bulgaria, developing peer review as part of a polycentric approach
to evaluating a network. Chapter 7 describes the challenges of
introducing the use of peer review in the Czech Republic. Both
report positive bene its of peer review for school and staﬀ
development; and the need for a supportive national infrastructure
to develop more sustainable practice.
Contribution to school improvement

Part 5 contains two chapters describing in detail long-standing
collaborative peer review models which have evolved as part of
large school improvement partnerships in England. The Challenge
Partners peer review (Chapter 8) is administered annually across
over 400 schools, underpinned by a clearly articulated Theory of
Action. The Education Development Trust’s Partnership
Programme, engaging over 1,400 schools since 2014, has a threestage cyclical Theory of Change detailed in Chapter 9. Both
models claim an impact on student learning and outcomes; both
stress the importance of shared responsibility for improvement
within and between schools; reciprocity; enquiry-based learning
and open and transparent systems and processes designed in line
with the Theory of Action.
Part 6 consists of three participatory evaluation approaches to
peer review, from, respectively, New South Wales (Australia),
England and Chile. Chapter 10 describes, from the perspective of
school principals, the indings of a three-year peer-review
research project conducted within the New South Wales
government education system. It compares an empowerment
evaluation approach with a participatory and collaborative one.
The conclusion reached is that an empowerment approach is
superior for building principals’ evaluation capacity and improving
organisational learning.

Research into practice

Chapter 11 describes Research-Informed Peer Review (RiPR),
piloted in London in 2016/17 and subsequently evaluated and
adapted for use in Bulgaria, Chile and Colombia. The chapter
outlines the process and principles of RiPR, which diﬀers from
models discussed in earlier chapters by explicitly promoting a
model of research-to-practice for teachers and an emphasis on
improving aspects of teaching and learning to increase collective
teacher e icacy. Chapter 12 describes the design, implementation
and outcomes of the adapted RiPR model as a professional
development model for school leaders in Chile, concluding that it
shifted participants’ understanding of how to support teachers’
professional development and how to use evidence to inform their
decision-making.
Comparing models

This wealth of empirical examples of peer-review – ten models and
six countries – is compared and contrasted in the inal section of
the book, using a conceptual framework drawing on Christie and
Alkin’s (2012) model, based on the three branches of evaluation
theory: use, methodology and values. In doing so, it adds
considerably to the limited evidence base for school-based peer
review worldwide. A continuum of models is presented, from
those which re lect national inspection criteria, to those which
explicitly focus on peer review as a form of collective professional
development. Common features include the cyclical nature of
reviews, the bene its of an external research perspective and the
importance of mutual trust and reciprocity. The book concludes
that training and participation in peer review provides powerful
leadership and teacher development.
A rich guide

For practitioners, the book oﬀers a helpful guide to the range of
peer review models and their various bene its, together with
guidance on how to achieve intended impact. For policy-makers, it
gives a wide-ranging discussion of mediating and contextual
variables involved in the implementation of peer review at network
or system level. For researchers, it provides an essential synthesis
of current theory and practice on peer review.
In summary, this book provides a rich source of information and
guidance for anyone interested in evaluating, designing or
implementing peer reviews. It oﬀers clear de initions and
conceptual distinctions to help navigate a complex and previously
under-theorised ield.
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