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INTRODUCTION
As the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) era came to a close in 2016 a team of Vermont educators—
teachers, administrators, and officials from the Vermont Education Agency—embarked on a new
approach to school accountability. The educators took part in the pilot program Education Quality
Review. The new program is aimed at providing a much more detailed and nuanced picture of school
practices and outcomes than NCLB provided to contribute to school improvement and go beyond
simply identifying schools that are low-performing.
In addition to the NCLB requirements of looking at test
scores and graduation rates, the Vermont team also pored
over numerous documents such as lesson plans, student
assignments, and student work samples. They also spent
a day observing classrooms and interviewing teachers,
students, and community members. Their findings,
which measured the schools’ performance against state
standards, became the basis of a voluminous report
presented to the school.
According to state officials and the educators who took
part in the pilot, the program is designed to measure a
much broader set of student outcomes than NCLB reports,
which focused almost exclusively on state reading and
mathematics tests. At the same time, the reports helped
schools understand where to refocus resources in order
to improve practices. Because the reviews were conducted
by educators they had credibility with schools, said Emilie
Knisley, the superintendent of the Blue Mountain Union
School in Wells River, Vermont. “It looks at a wide spectrum
of what’s going on in schools,” explains Knisley. “I think
that’s valuable. It also relies on a team of people who are
practicing educators, who care about kids and care about
quality.”
At a time when the new federal law the Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) provides states and districts with
a great deal of flexibility in how they measure school
performance and hold schools accountable for results,
a number of states and districts are looking to school
quality reviews as a possible approach to moving toward
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deeper learning outcomes for their students. The Vermont
pilot program, along with similar programs in large urban
districts, could be bellwethers for the next generation of
school accountability.
This report examines the potential for school quality
reviews to assess and promote a broader set of outcomes
than are currently being measured in most districts and
states. These outcomes include a deep understanding of
content as well as the ability to use that knowledge to
think critically to solve complex problems, communicate
effectively, collaborate with others, and learn how to learn.
Collectively, these competencies are known as “deeper
learning,” and have gained currency in recent years among
educators, business leaders, and others.
The report begins with a brief review of the importance
of assessing schools on a broad set of measures and then
introduces the opportunities ESSA provides to do so in
new ways. The report then offers a brief history of school
quality reviews both in England and the U.S., highlighting
current practices in U.S. states and districts as well as
summarizing evidence about their effectiveness. The
report also analyzes the promising features of school
quality review for the development of the deeper learning
competencies young people will need to be successful in
further education, training and careers, and the remaining
implementation challenges. Finally, the report concludes
with recommendations for states and districts interested in
moving forward to adopt this practice.
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DEEPER LEARNING AND ACCOUNTABILITY
IN THE AGE OF ESSA
The deeper learning competencies are not new; schools traditionally have taught them to a relatively
small elite, who have gone on to complete higher education. But a growing body of research suggests
that all students need these competencies. First, the changing global economy has lessened the need
for routine, basic skills and instead requires all young people to be able to synthesize knowledge and
solve non-routine problems.1 Second, the complexity of global issues in the 21st century has increased
the demand for critical thinking in order for citizens to function effectively in a democracy. At a
minimum, it is increasingly important for voters to understand the distinction between real and “fake
news.”
A 2012 study by the National Research Council identified
deeper learning as the ability to take what was learned in one
situation and apply it to new situations—in other words, to
transfer knowledge. Through that process, students develop
what the authors called “21st century competencies,” which
include cognitive skills such as critical thinking and problem
solving; interpersonal skills, such as communication and
collaboration; and intrapersonal skills, such as continuous
learning and self-direction. The report further states
that deeper learning can be taught in ways that support
knowledge transfer.2
Despite the growing support for deeper learning, the NRC
report found current state assessments tend to measure
a relatively narrow set of skills and fail to capture many
of the competencies now needed for all students. This
problem is particularly vexing since accountability systems
tend to measure school performance almost exclusively
by performance on state tests. As a result, there has been
pressure to focus instruction on the material on the tests
rather than on the broader set of competencies educators
and business leaders are demanding.

In response, reformers have called for new forms of
accountability that would assess schools on a broader set of
measures of performance.3 By employing a wider lens, states
could both determine schools’ progress toward developing
the deeper learning competencies and create incentives for
schools to address them.
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), a reauthorization
of the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act
signed into law in December 2015, has given momentum
to accountability reform. The law allows states to use a
broader set of assessments to measure student progress.
These assessments include portfolios, projects, and extended
performance tasks. The law authorizes a pilot project in
which up to seven states can develop a new assessment and
accountability system that could include performance-based
or competency-based assessments.

Despite the growing support for deeper learning, the NRC report found
current state assessments tend to measure a relatively narrow set of
skills and fail to capture many of the competencies now needed for all
students.
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ESSA also encourages states to use multiple measures in holding schools accountable for performance.
The law requires state systems to include at least five components:

FIVE PERFORMANCE
ACCOUNTABILITY MEASURES
1. ACHIEVEMENT
Achievement and growth on annual English language arts and mathematics
assessments
2. PROFICIENCY
English language proficiency
3. GROWTH
A measure of student growth in elementary and middle schools
4. GRADUATION
High school graduation rates
5. QUALITY & SUCCESS
School quality or student success that allows for meaningful differentiation
among student performance

States have developed plans for complying with ESSA that are in the approval process with the U.S. Department of
Education. Many states are considering innovative ways of measuring student and school performance. One method
under consideration in many states is the use of school quality reviews. These school quality reviews will measure school
performance more broadly to provide greater information about school quality that could lead to improvement. As a
report offering guidance to states about the accountability provisions in ESSA put it, “School reviews can generate the
needed contextual, qualitative information to better understand the quality of teaching and learning and to promote
continuous improvement.”4
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SCHOOL INSPECTIONS
The system of school quality reviews, or school inspections, began in England in 1839. Then, as now,
the government was concerned about the quality of schools, and appointed two inspectors to make
observations as a condition for schools to receive funds from the government.
REFINING THE BRITISH SYSTEM
The British system has been revised many times since
then. The current system was put in place in 1992, when
the government created an independent agency, the Office
for Standards in Education, Children’s Services, and Skills
(Ofsted). The agency was charged with administering a
system for periodic school inspections that would inform
the Parliament and the public about the quality of schools.
The inspection reports are published on the Ofsted website,
and schools that fail to meet standards on a number of
dimensions are designated for special measures, which can
include additional resources or interventions. Most schools
are inspected every three years, but in 2009 the agency
modified the schedule to vary based on the school’s prior
performance.5
The idea of school inspections has spread to many
former British Commonwealth nations and to nations
across Europe. The Standing International Conference on
Inspectorates, an organization formed in 1995 to provide
support for the inspectorates in Europe, now includes 36
nations and regions. The systems vary widely. In most
cases, inspectors monitor schools regularly, but in some
countries, the inspections take place only for schools at
risk of failure or where complaints trigger inspections. Most
countries publish inspection reports, and in some countries,
the inspections can result in sanctions for schools that fail
to meet standards. Many countries provide an improvement
plan to schools. In some countries, the Inspectorate works
with another agency or with the school directly to support
improvement.6

1839
First school
inspections in England

1990
A few US states begin
to develop school
quality review systems

1992
Founding of the Ofsted
in Britain

1995
Founding of the Standing
International Conference
on Inspectorates

1997
Rhode Island institutes
the SALT system

1999
Indiana creates a
targeted school quality
assessment system

2009
Ofsted shifts frequency
of inspections to vary
based on performance

2018
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DEVELOPMENT IN THE U.S.
In the United States, a handful of states and districts
developed some form of a school quality review system
beginning in the 1990s. For example, in New York State thenCommissioner of Education Thomas Sobol enlisted David
Green, one of Her Majesty’s Inspectors in Great Britain, to
develop a system of school quality reviews for the state. The
system was designed to foster a “culture of review,” according
to Green, by encouraging schools to conduct a thorough
self-assessment, complemented by the review by trained
inspectors. The system was not intended to hold teachers or
schools accountable for results.7
Similarly, Rhode Island in 1997 instituted the School
Accountability for Learning and Teaching (SALT) system.
Under that system, the state hired teachers to serve as
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SALT fellows for two years; the fellows worked in teams to
conduct week-long visits to schools. The teams produced
voluminous reports on instruction and learning in the schools,
supplemented by surveys of teachers, parents, and students.
However, the program was curtailed because of budget cuts
and discontinued after 12 years.
Indiana in 1999 created a school quality review system as
part of its legislatively adopted accountability system. Unlike
the Rhode Island system, which was intended for all schools,
the Indiana reviews were targeted at schools that were
in their fourth year of probationary status. The reviewers
analyze data, visit classrooms, and interview every teacher
and administrator. Schools are directed to use the findings in
preparing improvement plans.
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CURRENT SYSTEMS
More recently, districts and states have
created school quality review programs
to augment their accountability systems.
These include:

NEW YORK CITY
In 2006, the nation’s largest school district contracted
with Cambridge Education, a British organization, to
develop the current quality review system in use today.
This built on what was learned in an earlier effort
to review schools in the district—the Performance
Assessment in Schools System-wide (PASS) program.

NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK, USA
Total Population: 8,537,673 (2016)8

Under the new system reviewers spend two days in
each school collecting documents, visiting classrooms,
observing teacher team meetings, and interviewing
teachers and administrators. They then rate the schools
according to 10 quality indicators, and prepare narrative
reports on six of the indicators. The reports are then
published on the school’s website.
The quality indicators cover such areas as the
instructional core—that is, curriculum, pedagogy, and
assessment—school culture, and the use of resources.
These indicators are assessed on a rubric9 that describes
school practices in four categories—underdeveloped,
developing, proficient, and well-developed.
Because of its large size, the district does not review all
schools. Instead, reviews are targeted at low-performing
schools and schools reviewed in the previous year that
received a rating of “underdeveloped” or “developing”
on any indicator, or those that failed to meet targets on a
separate school quality report.
The reviews are usually conducted by a single reviewer
who receives training in the process. A second reviewer
accompanies the lead reviewer for schools with more
than 1,200 students.
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CLEVELAND METROPOLITAN
The Cleveland Metropolitan School District is currently
piloting a school quality review system intended for all
schools. The system, developed by a Massachusetts-based
organization, SchoolWorks, involves two-day visits by
educators to gauge school performance on a broad range
of factors including instruction, students’ opportunities to
learn, educators’ opportunities to learn, and governance
and leadership.

CLEVELAND, OHIO, USA
Total Population: 385,809 (2016)10

Regional administrators and teachers on assignment to the
district central office review documents, observe classes,
and conduct focus groups with teachers, administrators,
parents, and students. The documents include school plans,
curriculum materials, professional development records,
and student assessment results. The findings are compiled
to produce ratings on nine “key questions,” which cover
instruction, students’ opportunity to learn, educators’
opportunities to learn, and governance and leadership.
For each question, a school receives a rating of 1 to 4, with
1 indicating “intensive support required” and 4 indicating
“exemplary.” Schools receive an oral report by the review
team after the visit followed by a brief written report. The
results are combined with other data about the school to
provide an overall performance rating.
The system was piloted in 10 schools in 2014-15, in 25
schools in 2015-16, and is expected in 65 schools in 2016-17.
NINE KEY QUESTIONS FOR SCHOOLWORKS’ SCHOOL QUALITY REVIEWS11
1.

Do classroom interactions and organization ensure a classroom climate conducive to learning?

2. Is classroom instruction intentional, engaging, and challenging for all students?
3. Do teachers regularly assess students’ progress toward mastery of key skills and concepts, and use
assessment data to make adjustments to instruction and to provide feedback to students during the lesson?
4. Does the school identify and support special education students, English language learners, and students
who are struggling or at risk?
5. Does the school’s culture reflect a safe, supportive learning environment that reflects high expectations?
6. Does the school design professional development and collaborative support systems to sustain a focus on
instructional improvement?
7. Does the school’s culture indicate high levels of collective responsibility, trust, and efficacy?
8. Do school leaders guide and participate with instructional staff in the central processes of improving
teaching and learning?
9. Do school leaders effectively orchestrate the school’s operations?

10
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OAKLAND UNIFIED SCHOOL
DISTRICT
Following a recommendation from a task force that had
developed a set of School Quality Standards, Oakland
began conducting school quality reviews in 2011. In 201112, the district piloted the reviews in 15 K-8 schools, and
the following year, extended the program to include high
schools as well. In the fourth year of the program, however,
the district scaled it back because of budget constraints
and focused it on high schools undergoing accreditation,
and then the next year focused still further on lowperforming schools. In 2016-17 the program is focused on
low-performing schools entering a redesign process.

OAKLAND, CALIFORNIA, USA
Total Population: 420,005 (2016)12

The reviews take two and a half days and are conducted by
district staff. Prior to the review the school conducts a selfassessment based on the quality standards. The reviewers
then examine documents such as school improvement
plans and student work. The reviewers also observe
classrooms and professional development sessions and
conduct focus groups with students, parents, and teachers.
Finally, the reviewers also interview key school staff.
The reviews are based on five quality indicators:
Quality learning experiences for all students.
Safe, supportive, and healthy learning environments.
Focus on continuous improvement.
Meaningful student, family, and community
engagement.
5. Effective school leadership and resource
management.
1.
2.
3.
4.

For each indicator, the district has developed a rubric;
reviewers rate each indicator on a five-point scale, ranging
from “undeveloped” to “refining.”
District officials say that the reviews have helped schools
engage stakeholders by demonstrating the need for
change, and by enabling schools to focus on areas where
there had been resistance to change. They note also that
district staff have used the reviews to target assistance to
the schools.
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MASSACHUSETTS
Massachusetts conducts school quality reviews for its
charter schools as part of the state’s process for evaluating
the schools’ progress in considering renewal of the charter.
The frequency of the reviews depends on the school’s
accountability rating, as does the length and the scope of
the review. For example, charter schools in the first year of
operation qualify for a year-one visit and are visited for one
day only. Schools in year two or three of a charter term, or
that are part of a network of charter schools, qualify for a
full visit and are visited for one to three days. Schools on
probation receive a targeted visit, which lasts a half-day to
a full day. Each charter school then receives a two-to-three
day renewal inspection visit every five years.

MASSACHUSETTS, USA
Total Population: 6,811,779 (2016)13

The reviewers, known as external site visitors, volunteer to
conduct the reviews and are selected by state department
staff based on their expertise. The reviewers examine
documents, observe classrooms, and conduct focus groups
and interviews with members of the school’s board of
trustees, administrators, teachers, parents, students, and
support services staff. The reviewers then rate the school
against 10 performance criteria, covering the school’s
faithfulness to its charter, its academic program success,
and its organizational viability. (The criteria can be found
here).14
For each criterion, the school receives a rating of
“exceeds,” “meets,” “partially meets,” or “falls far below.”
The report then is combined with additional evidence to
determine whether the school’s charter should be renewed
at the end of the five-year term.

12
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VERMONT
Vermont is piloting a school quality review system that is
intended to measure schools’ performance on the state’s
Education Quality Standards, adopted in 2014. The reviews
consist of two parts: an annual snapshot review based
primarily on quantitative data, and an integrated field
review which involves a visit by trained reviewers.

VERMONT, USA
Total Population: 624,594 (2016)15

The pilot, now in its second year, is testing several ways
of conducting the reviews. Some have been conducted
in a single day, and some in two days. The reviewers visit
schools in teams of 25 teachers and administrators from
the districts that are part of the pilot, as well as staff from
the state Agency of Education. The state has commissioned
an evaluation to provide data on the pilots to inform the
system when it is expanded statewide in 2017-18.
The reviewers receive two days of training before each
review. They examine documents, observe classrooms,
conduct interviews, and rate schools on the following
criteria:16
>> Academic Achievement: Evaluators will look for
evidence of a coordinated curriculum, proficiencybased learning, a local testing system, an array of
academic offerings, and sound instructional practices.
>> Personalized Learning: Evidence of the development
and use of personal learning plans, flexible pathways,
student and parent choice as well as involvement in
the chosen learning path.
>> Safety and School Climate: Making sure there are
plans to prevent discipline problems and that there are
safe learning spaces.
>> High Quality Staffing: Evidence of strong evaluation
systems, practices in place for recruitment and
retention, and professional development opportunities.
>> Financial Efficiencies: Listed as policies and practices
prescribed by statute and regulation, efforts to
minimize costs in ways that are educationally sound
and evaluation of programs for cost effectiveness.
Beginning in 2017-18, the state plans to conduct a review of
each school every three years.
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WHAT IS THE EVIDENCE?
Research on the effects of school inspections on student and school performance is mixed. Some
reports by inspection agencies, such as those by Ofsted in Great Britain, have found that the process
leads to improvement. Their studies analyzed the results of schools that failed to meet standards
and found that instruction and management improved two years later.17
Other studies have looked at the effects of the inspections on
the inspectors themselves. A survey of educators who have
led the SALT reviews in Rhode Island found that the process
was extremely beneficial to them. More than nine of 10

inspections had little effect on performance. However, the
study cautioned that it is based on perceptions of quality and
actual changes in quality were not measured.20

teachers and local school administrators said the experience
Despite these mixed results, supporters of school quality
was “excellent” or “very good,” and a similar proportion
reviews maintain that school inspections and quality reviews
called the reports accurate, fair, and useful. And 80 percent
can benefit schools and improve on previous accountability
of teachers said serving
systems, especially if current
on a review panel was “the
efforts take into account some of
There are features of the reviews
most powerful professional
the difficulties of earlier attempts
that are promising for the
development experience”
and benefit from what has been
18
they ever had.
learned. Furthermore, there are
development of deeper learning
features of the reviews that are
that better prepares young people
Other independent studies
promising for the development
have found less positive
of deeper learning that better
for college and careers
results. Two studies of British
prepares young people for college
schools found that student
and careers—a key goal for many
performance did not improve or went down following the
districts and states. A closer look at the systems in place can
inspections; the authors suggested that the pressure of
show the elements considered worthwhile, as well as the
preparing for an inspection might temporarily depress
challenges in putting such systems into place.
student achievement.19
A separate study of inspections in Germany found that
principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of school quality were
similar before and after the inspections, suggesting that the

14
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PROMISING FEATURES
While current U.S. school quality review systems vary
somewhat, they share a number of common features. For
example, they all include classroom visits along with reviews
of documents and other evidence about school practices.
Many review systems involve practicing educators who
apply their own experience and understanding of schooling
to the reviews.
Features of school quality review systems that are
particularly promising for the development of deeper
learning include:

SCHOOL QUALITY REVIEWS TAKE AN
EXPANSIVE LOOK AT INSTRUCTION
AND LEARNING, INCLUDING THE
OPPORTUNITIES FOR DEEPER LEARNING.
One of the most consistent criticisms of the state tests used
for accountability purposes over the past 25 years is that
they measure a narrow range of knowledge and skills and
fail to capture many of the important elements of school
performance. Moreover, critics contend, because these tests
had high stakes attached to them, schools had incentives
to focus on the material tested rather than a broader set of
competencies.
As a report from the Learning Policy Institute put it:
Although graduation rates improved during the
NCLB era, concern has grown that test-based
accountability has resulted in a narrowing of
the curriculum through an emphasis on math
and reading at the expense of untested subjects
like science, history, art, and music. In addition,
instruction has tended to focus on the format
of the required multiple-choice tests. It has
emphasized the recall and selection of right
answers on tests of low-level skills at the expense
of deeper analysis and problem-solving; research
and inquiry; oral and written communications; and
uses of technology and other tools to develop,
evaluate, and use knowledge in real-world
applications.21

By contrast, school quality reviews provide opportunities
for accountability systems to measure schools’ progress in
developing a broader set of competencies. These systems
can gauge whether schools are engaging in the kinds of
instructional practices that lead to deeper learning by
examining student work, classroom instruction, as well as
the perceptions of school leaders, teachers, students, and
parents.
At the same time, the quality review process can help to
foster such instructional practice by making more transparent
the kind of teaching and learning that ought to be taking
place. Many of the current systems make public the rubrics
by which schools will be evaluated, thereby providing
clear expectations for school performance in the way that
classroom rubrics provide clear expectations for student
work. In addition, the systems change the incentive structure:
although the systems are not all designed for high-stakes
accountability decisions (see below), they reduce the pressure
to focus instruction solely on the material in state tests.
The criteria and rubrics used in many of the current school
quality reviews clearly emphasize deeper learning. For
example, here are two criteria for well-developed pedagogy in
New York City’s rubric for quality review:
•

Lessons and teaching documents represent deep content
knowledge, understanding of diverse students’ linguistic
differences and other needs, and available resources
(including technology) resulting in a series of learning
activities that engage students in high-level cognitive
activity. The lesson and unit structure is clear and allows
for different pathways to understanding according to
diverse student needs.

•

Teachers use a variety or series of questions or prompts
to challenge students cognitively, advance high-level
thinking and discourse, and promote metacognition.
These high-quality questions encourage students
to make connections among concepts or events
previously believed to be unrelated and arrive at new
understandings of complex material. Students formulate
many questions, initiate topics, and make unsolicited
contributions. Students themselves ensure that all voices
are heard in the discussion.
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Similarly, the criteria for “purposeful teaching” in Cleveland’s
school quality review rubric include the following items:
•

Students are engaged in rigorous, challenging tasks that
require skills such as analysis, interpretation, application,
and synthesis – not just summary or recall.

•

Students apply new knowledge and skills to investigate
open-ended problems and situations.

•

Students identify essential information from a larger
work and share that information verbally or in writing.

•

Teacher questions require students to look beyond what
is explicitly stated in source material for answers.

•

Students ask meaningful questions related to the lesson’s
objective and/or content.

•

The majority of students—rather than just the teacher
and/or a few students—are engaged in higher-order
thinking.

•

Students explain their thinking and build on their own
and others’ thoughts.

•

Students evaluate and reflect on their own thinking,
progress, performance, and learning approach.23

A criterion for in-class assessment also looks at how
well teachers use formative assessments and whether
students have opportunities to explain their thinking and
understanding.
By seeking evidence of these kinds of practices in schools,
quality reviews thus encourage teachers and school leaders
to move toward instruction that develops deeper learning
competencies. In fact, in New York City the district sought to
guard against a situation in which a school earned high marks
on student achievement but used a “repressive” pedagogy.
The system did so, according to Knecht et al.:
By including measures around school culture and
social-emotional well-being that require reviewers
to examine the quality of student experience and
the equity of inputs and outcomes for students in a
school community. We believe this idea is essential
to the use of the QR [quality review] as part of a
thoughtful and robust accountability approach
that does not prescribe a specific method for
achieving positive experiences for all students.24
These criteria can also point out the inequalities in
opportunities for students to learn deeper learning
competencies. For example, New York City schools that serve
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more affluent students tended to get higher ratings on the
quality reviews than those that serve primarily low-income
students. This discrepency is believed to be in part because of
the disparities in instructional practice.25

SCHOOL QUALITY REVIEWS ARE
DESIGNED TO FOSTER SCHOOL
IMPROVEMENT, NOT SIMPLY IDENTIFY
LOW-PERFORMING SCHOOLS
A prominent criticism of the accountability systems in place
in states for the past few decades is the notion that they
are designed primarily to identify low-performing schools
but fail to provide sufficient guidance or resources to enable
the schools to improve their performance. That is, the
accountability systems point out the problems and appear
to assume that by creating incentives for improvement local
schools will do what is needed to raise student achievement.
Commenting on the NCLB Act Richard F. Elmore, the Gregory
R. Anrig research professor of educational leadership at the
Harvard University Graduate School of Education, stated,
“the requirements for the remedy, as well as the resources
entailed in the remedy, are largely opaque and inscrutable to
those who are responsible for it.”26
School quality reviews might not necessarily provide the
resources for the remedy, but they do tend to be more
transparent and understandable than previous accountability
systems. For one thing, they measure school performance not
just by looking at outcomes, but also at instructional practices
and school operations—that is, by looking at things that
schools can control. In this way, the systems provide guidance
to schools on what to do to improve performance rather than
simply pointing out that student performance is low without
being clear about what schools can do to raise it.
In addition, as noted above, many of the systems provide clear
standards for school performance that allow educators to
evaluate their own practice in an ongoing way. An educator in
Cleveland, for example, can read the criteria for assessments
and make adjustments to its practices even without the
presence of an external reviewer.
To be sure, the standards are not always clear or selfexplanatory, just as standards for students are often vague
and open to a variety of interpretations. But the quality
review systems in the United States are new and can be
improved over time as has happened in England numerous
times. In 2011, for example, the criteria for reviews were
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narrowed to focus on student achievement, the quality of
teaching, students’ behavior and safety, and leadership and
management. The change was intended to sharpen the
reviews on “what matters most in schools,” according to
Ofsted.27
England’s experience also points to another potential
advantage of a quality review system: the regular monitoring
of schools. Under the British system, when a school is placed
in the “special measures” category to indicate serious
deficiencies, an inspector visits the school every semester
to check on progress. The inspector then writes a letter
documenting the school’s efforts, and these letters are posted
on the Ofsted website. In that way, schools have strong
incentives to follow through on their improvement plans.
These monitoring visits can produce results. According to
Ofsted, primary schools in 2009-10 emerged from special
measures in an average of 20 months, after three or four
monitoring visits. By contrast, in the United States 70 percent
of schools identified for corrective action under NCLB were
still identified as in need of improvement, corrective action, or
requiring restructuring three years later.28
Some administrators of the quality review systems in the
United States say their goal is to encourage schools to
examine the data themselves and develop their own plans
for improvement. In Vermont, for example, the state is
encouraging schools to use the standards to conduct a selfassessment in years when the quality review is not taking
place. “There are no consequences” to the review, said Josh
Souliere, assistant director of educator quality reviews for
the Vermont Education Agency. Souliere explained, “This is
an alternative set of qualitative data we want schools to use
when using a comprehensive needs assessment.”29 Souliere
also noted that state officials rejected the idea of including
the quality reviews in its accountability plan under ESSA.
Under ESSA states are required to use the data from the
reviews to identify the lowest-performing schools. “We didn’t
want to provide a score and rank schools based on this,” he
said.30

[School quality reviews] provide
guidance to schools on what to do to
improve performance rather than
simply pointing out that student
performance is low

SCHOOL QUALITY REVIEWS ENGAGE
EDUCATORS IN UNDERSTANDING WHAT
GOOD INSTRUCTION AND LEARNING
LOOKS LIKE
School quality reviews are based on the idea that examining
instructional practice is the only way to determine the quality
of teaching and learning in a school, and that by setting
standards for instructional practice, the system can establish
aspirational guidelines for schools. As Knecht et al., put it:
In New York City, our theory of action was simple:
To impact what is happening across classrooms,
one needs to focus energy on what is happening
across classrooms. To this end, we built a rubric
that centered on curriculum, pedagogy, and
assessment, relating those three indicators of
quality to the concept of an “instructional core”
(City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel, 2009). The quality
of these instructional core indicators underpinned
the QR [quality review] work as a whole.31
In this respect, the quality reviews rely on educators’
judgments about quality, rather than more “objective”
measures like test scores and proficiency rates. The quality
reviews thus are analogous to student performance
assessments, in which teachers evaluate students based on
rubrics that describe the characteristics of quality.
Like systems of performance assessment, many of the quality
reviews enlist teachers to conduct the reviews. In that way,
teachers can see for themselves how other teachers meet
the standards—or fail to do so—and this can inform their own
practice. As the surveys of the teachers involved in the SALT
reviews in Rhode Island found, teachers view this review
process to be powerful for professional learning.
Vermont has made the most extensive use of practicing
teachers in conducting reviews, by relying in part on teachers
in the districts that are involved in the pilot in that state.
But doing so is costly, as will be discussed below. Other
jurisdictions, such as Cleveland, have sought to mitigate costs
by relying on teachers on assignment, rather than practicing
teachers and regional administrators.
Still other systems rely on administrators or retired teachers
to conduct the reviews. In England, for example, Ofsted
employs about 260 Her Majesty’s Inspectors and contracts
with “inspection service providers” to hire 1,600 “additional
inspectors,” or AIs, who conduct the majority of the
inspections.32 These AIs are generally retired headteachers or
educators who have a record of accomplishment.
JOBS FOR THE FUTURE
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CHALLENGES
Despite these promising features, educational leaders face challenges in implementing school quality
reviews. In some cases, these challenges have undermined attempts to implement such reviews in
the past. The challenges include:
THE COST OF SCHOOL QUALITY REVIEWS
Just as student performance assessments are considerably
more expensive than multiple-choice tests because they rely
on human scorers rather than computers, school quality

eliminated its SALT system after 12 years because of budget
cuts. Similarly, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg (NC) School
District, which had developed a system with Cambridge

reviews are more costly than accountability systems based
solely on test scores or other quantitative metrics. States and
districts must pay the reviewers for their time and provide
substitutes if they are practicing teachers, and possibly
provide food and lodging for them if travel is necessary.

Education, similar to New York City’s, dropped its program in
2011 because of financial constraints.

One well-documented report on the British Inspectorate
system estimates that a quality review system in the United
States analogous to the British system would cost between
$635 million and $1.1 billion annually, depending on the
methodology.33 That estimate is based on the premise that
the inspectors would target schools that are performing
adequately or less than adequately for more frequent
inspections, while reviewing high-performing schools
less frequently. Another report estimates that a system
that reviews every school every three years would cost
approximately $2.5 billion a year.34
While those totals might seem daunting—estimates for each
state range from up to $2 million a year in North Dakota to
up to $131 million a year in California—they represent less
than one half of 1 percent of spending on education. The
total estimated cost for the quality reviews amounts to
close to what the United States spends on testing each year,
estimated at $1.7 billion in 2012.35 Given the potential impact
on teacher learning of the reviews, it is worth noting that
the total is far less than what schools spend on professional
development; by one estimate, districts spend $18,000 per
teacher for professional learning, or approximately $56 billion
nationwide.36

COST-REDUCING MEASURES

Faced with these costs, some districts
have found ways to reduce expenses.
For example, Cleveland relies on
teachers on assignment to conduct
reviews, rather than practicing
teachers, thereby eliminating the need
to hire substitute teachers. New York
City reviews are conducted by district
employees. However, these systems
create trade-offs; the reviews do not
produce the professional development
benefits for teachers that systems like
Vermont’s can produce.
Other systems, such as Indiana’s,
have held down costs by reviewing
only schools that are in need of
improvement, rather than all schools.
While these systems are less expensive
than those that review every school,
they do not provide information
needed for improvement for betterperforming schools that still have
areas in need of strengthening.

Nevertheless, the cost of quality reviews has led some
systems to abandon them. As noted above, Rhode Island
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CHALLENGES OF RELIABILITY

THE BURDEN ON SCHOOLS

As systems that rely on human judgment, quality reviews
must be conducted carefully to ensure that the judgments
about each school are made in a comparable fashion.
Otherwise, schools may be unfairly labeled as low-performing,
or the remedies suggested for the schools might be
misguided.

One of the main advantages of a school quality review is that
it relies on a broad array of data to produce judgments about
the quality of a school. The downside of that feature is that
producing such evidence can be burdensome for schools.

Similar challenges over reliability vexed student performanceassessment systems in the 1990s.37 In some cases, the
judgments of the reviewers varied too widely to allow the
assessments to be used to make high-stakes decisions about
students and schools.
However, assessment experts have found that states and
districts can reliably administer and score performance
assessments by making the rubrics for performance clear,
providing rigorous training for reviewers, and establishing
systems for moderating the reviews.38 The same finding
applies to school quality reviews.
In England, the firms that hire the Additional Inspectors
provide extensive training, including up to seven days of
face-to-face training and a period of shadowing an inspection.
Candidates for the position must undergo background checks
and complete a series of interviews, performance tasks, and
presentations.
In the United States reviewers also undergo training and some
form of moderation through a process by which teachers
practice scoring, then go over their results until they can
score consistently.
>> In Vermont, the state conducts two days of training for
reviewers. Reviewers are expected to understand the
state’s Educator Quality Standards, against which the
reviews are conducted, and how to collect evidence from
the schools that shows whether they are meeting the
standards.
>> The training for reviewers in Cleveland is similar to
Vermont, and is conducted by SchoolWorks — the
Massachusetts organization that developed the system.
>> In New York City, the use of district employees is aimed in
part at ensuring that there is consistency in evaluation.
However, as noted above, this reduces the professional
development value of the system.

In New York City, for example, schools undergoing a review
must first prepare a School Self-Evaluation Form (SSEF). An
SSEF is a six- to eight-page document that asks the principal
and staff to reflect on the school’s practices and their impact
on students. Categories to consider include curriculum,
pedagogy, and assessment; positive learning environment and
high expectations; and systems for improvement, including
teacher support and teacher teams.
In addition to filling out the SSEF, schools are also required to
submit a school organization sheet or table of organization,
a bell schedule, and a master schedule. And in examining
curriculum and pedagogy, reviewers might ask to see lesson
plans from classrooms visited during the review, unit plans
and culminating tasks from those classrooms, student work
yielded from the lesson plans, and prior lesson plans, unit
plans, and student work.
Several research studies suggest that the document
preparation and classroom visits can be stressful for teachers
and school staff. Indeed, two studies of the British system
have found that student performance declines after an
inspection, in part because of the pressure of preparing for
it.39
To lessen the burden, a school quality review could be
combined with the accreditation process. Since most schools
already prepare documents and open their doors for outside
inspection in order to gain accreditation, this system could be
modified to accommodate the quality review as well.
However, this solution could be problematic.40 Accreditation
is voluntary, and many elementary schools do not seek
accreditation. Further, the current accreditation process
focuses on school programs and practices, not on student
outcomes. The review process would have to be modified
substantially to examine outcomes. In addition, the current
accreditation system is funded by school fees and relies
on volunteers, so quality control might be problematic. To
adapt accreditation for accountability purposes, a study by
Rothstein, Jacobsen, and Wilder concludes, “the [accrediting]
associations would require tax support and budgets large
enough to conduct school visits more frequently and to
employ trained professional evaluators, not volunteers from
neighboring schools.”41
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WHAT CAN STATES AND
DISTRICTS DO NOW?
The growing interest in developing students’ deeper learning competencies has led states and
districts to seek out a broader set of measures of both student and school performance, rather than
rely solely on testing students on a relatively narrow set of knowledge and skills. To that end, many
of the tests now used by states include performance measures that assess students’ abilities to use
knowledge to think critically and solve problems.

At the same time, a growing number of state and district
officials are looking to take advantage of the opportunity
offered by ESSA to employ broader measures that assess
school quality more deeply. They are also looking to provide
their schools with useful information that can lead to real
improvement, and not just give them a report based on how
many of their students have met standards or not. School
quality reviews offer one possible approach for states and
districts interested in promoting enhanced college and career
readiness through using a broad set of measures of school
quality.
It is important for state and local education leaders to learn
from prior and current efforts how best to put a school quality
reviews system in place. As outlined in this report, school
quality reviews may be challenging to fund and sustain,
especially given the need to ensure reliability and validity.
The promising features that are emerging, as well as the
lessons learned and challenges faced and addressed by their
peers engaged in such efforts can be instructive, not just in
deciding whether to undertake such an effort, but also how
to structure and support it so as to make it a valuable and
lasting part of their accountability system.

States and districts might want to consider the following
suggestions when establishing a school quality review
system:

USE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
FUNDS TO SUPPORT
SCHOOL QUALITY REVIEWS
Because of the involvement of teachers in conducting reviews
and evaluating school practices, school quality reviews are
more expensive than NCLB-type accountability systems.
Indeed, the high cost led some jurisdictions, such as the
Charlotte-Mecklenburg (NC) School District and the state of
Rhode Island, to drop school quality reviews when officials felt
they could no longer afford them.
However, school quality review systems also provide
professional learning benefits to teachers. Teachers involved
in the process can understand what high quality instruction
is supposed to look like and can see examples of it in the
schools they observe. For that reason, it might make sense to
use existing professional development budgets to pay for at
least part of the costs of school quality reviews.
A study of the costs of student performance assessment
shows that using professional development funds for those
assessments reduces costs considerably. The study found that
paying teachers a stipend of $125 a day to score performance
assessments would cost $31.17 per pupil in a 10-state
consortium of states; using professional development funds
would cost $18.70 per pupil.42
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MAKE DEEPER LEARNING OUTCOMES
CLEAR IN RUBRICS
If the goal is to foster deeper learning outcomes, then the rubrics used to gauge
school quality need to be clear about those outcomes and the classroom practices
that elicit them. Educators need to have an understanding of what student work
that exhibits deeper learning looks like, and what curriculum, pedagogy, and
assessment practices can produce those outcomes. The rubrics for New York City
and Cleveland, cited above, show concrete examples of what observers should
expect to find in classrooms that foster deeper learning.
The examples used to train educator-evaluators are equally important. These
examples help teachers understand what is expected as well as how to identify it
when they see it. Without those, vague rubric statements could allow schools to
claim they are developing deeper learning when in fact the learning is superficial.

PILOT SCHOOL QUALITY REVIEW
SYSTEMS, AND EVALUATE THE PILOTS
School quality review systems are complex, and districts and states need to be
sure that they produce the outcomes they want. Pilot programs enable schools
to determine if they produce valid and reliable judgments about school quality,
whether the training of raters is adequate, and whether the burden on schools is
excessive, among other things. An independent evaluation of a pilot will help states
and districts understand what worked well and what needs to change before the
program is launched at scale.
Vermont’s approach is instructive. The state used a variety of methods during the
pilot phase—for example, using one-day and two-day school visits—to help the state
determine the most effective method. Such approaches can lead to a much more
sound statewide system.

A PATH TO ACCOUNTABILITY REFORM
States now have a new opportunity, through ESSA, to rethink how they
determine school quality and promote school improvement. School quality
reviews offer the unique possibility to change accountability systems in ways that
also foster deeper learning outcomes for students. By learning from the British
system and existing efforts in the U.S., states and districts can now develop
quality review systems that not only measure school quality, but also contribute
to it. The end result of an accountability system that enhances both learning and
overall school performance is within reach.
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