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In the context of schools’ growing autonomy, external evaluation mechanisms, including
External Evaluation of Schools (EES), are increasingly central to educational policies.
This paper is based on the documentary analysis of all reports of the third cycle
of EES in Portugal (77 reports), focusing on two of the sections of those reports—
the strengths and areas for improvement identified in them. The analysis intends to
uncover the areas EES is currently stressing as relevant to assess schools’ quality
and identify tendencies across years of implementation and territorial areas (TAs).
The results identify some impacts from the TAs, highlighting the effects of the agents
interpreting and implementing the policies. Some areas are highlighted as critical—such
as the impact of self-evaluation, management, curriculum management, supervision and
accompaniment of teaching practices, evaluation, pedagogical practices, or the analysis
and improvement of the results. These areas are aligned with broader educational
policy priorities.

Keywords: external evaluation of schools, school improvement, documentary analysis, strengths, improvement
opportunities, school autonomy

INTRODUCTION

The external evaluation of schools (EES) is a complex process which has globally gained centrality
in the scope of public policies for education. External evaluation policies aim to ensure education
quality publicly, support improvements and changes, and guide educational actions (European
Education Culture Executive Agency Eurydice, De Coster et al., 2016).

External evaluation is increasingly relevant in the context of complex governing—which is the
case in western countries, where societies are heterogeneous and fragmented. This fragmentation
and complexity are closely linked to the public questioning of policies, as described by Innerarity
(2021). In effect, the organization of societies has changed “in terms of family structure, in terms
of the job market, work modalities and conditions, and of the relevance of leisure as a need
and as a service” (Clímaco, 2005, p. 21). In response to these pressures, “in several countries,
a restructuring of the state’s educational systems has been taking place, in the function of an
entrepreneurial managerialism mainly preoccupied with results and performance” (Afonso, 2000,
p. 202). According to this perspective, schools should set their own goals, strategic mission, and
objectives, assessed through performance indicators. Schools need to fulfill the educational policy’s
general goals emanated from the Ministry of Education (Afonso, 2000; Barroso, 2005, p. 97).
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This way of conceiving schools is subjacent to the notions of
autonomy and decentralization (Mouraz et al., 2019). Applied
to schools, autonomy implies that each school has the capacity
(or a margin) for self-governing decision-making in specific
domains—strategical, pedagogical, administrative, or financial—
through the attribution transferred from the other levels of
administration (Barroso, 2005, p. 108). However, this autonomy
is not designed as an end itself but rather as a means to
provide schools with the capacity to better respond to the
children and youth’s educational needs, in response to the need
for contextualization determined by the social diversity that
permeates societies.

In this process of restructuring educational policies, it is
possible to identify tensions between logics of personalization and
of social control (Pacheco et al., 2014; Morgado, 2020)—namely,
the need to respond to individual needs and characteristics and
differentiate, on one hand, and to retain some forms of central
state control over schools, in a movement of recentralization
through what Ball has referred to as governing by numbers
(Ball, 2015) or performativity (Ball, 2003), where assessment
and monitoring become the fundamental tools for governing.
These decentralization efforts are also permeated by the national
integration of policies defined at a supernational level—such
as the concept of quality (Pacheco et al., 2020), specifically
schools’ quality, and quality of the learning that takes place in
schools. Quality is a multifaceted concept, which can only be
understood within the conceptual frame of reference of those
defining it; in this perspective, an understanding of how quality
is understood and defined by those in power and expressed
in norms is relevant (Seabra et al., 2021). The concepts of
information and assessment are deeply connected to educational
quality. Without information, it is impossible to assess, and
therefore to emit a “systematic judgment of the value or
merit” (Clímaco, 2005, p. 103) of the object of assessment and,
thus, of its quality.

Despite its risks, it is possible to identify a decisive impact
of EES for schools’ self-reflection and induction of changes
to several areas of schools’ activities (Ehren and Shackleton,
2016b; Fialho et al., 2020). EES also fulfills an essential role
in monitoring the quality of schools, encouraging continuous
improvement, involving the school educational community, and
for accountability in a logic of transparency (OECD, 2013;
Li et al., 2019).

Aiming to reach this sought-after quality of schools and school
clusters of non-higher education in Portugal, the approval of
Law No. 31/2002, of 20 December 2002, regulates the schools’
external evaluation process. This law presents the evaluation
process as structured into two distinct and complementary
dimensions: self-evaluation/internal evaluation (article 5) and
external evaluation (article 8). According to Correia et al. (2015,
p. 100), “the processes of external evaluation and self-evaluation
are proposed as decisive instruments for improving the quality
of the educational service.” External evaluation is performed by
the elements exterior to the school organization. This type of
evaluation occasionally happens and is formal and guided by a
program that discriminates a frame of reference comprising a
set of indicators. Such indicators intend to simplify the complex

reality of schools and should be helpful in policy and regulation
(Clímaco, 2005).

It is therefore essential to consider the frames of reference
guiding the EES process. In Portugal, this process is currently in
its third cycle of implementation. This third cycle of evaluation
recognizes the following as its goals: “to promote the quality of
teaching, learning and inclusion of all children and students; to
identify the strengths and priority areas to improve the planning,
management, and educational action of schools; to assess the
effectiveness of schools’ self-evaluation practices; to contribute
to a better public knowledge of the quality of schools’ work;
and to produce information to support decision making in the
scope of developing educational policies” (General Inspectorate
of Education and Science [IGEC], 2019, p. 1).

As is the case for other educational policies, also for EES,
the pathway between policy design and implementation is not
linear. Several actors and contexts of influence affect it. The
professionals implementing any policy have a fundamental and
creative role in its translation into practice that cannot be
reduced to a mere implementation of the prescribed text, which
is particularly relevant when faced with “writerly” texts, that is,
texts that are more open to interpretation (Ball and Bowe, 1992;
Mainardes, 2006).

The frame of reference of the third cycle of EES can be
understood in the context of a more comprehensive set of
public policies for education aimed at reinforcing equity in
access to education and educational success in the context of
curricular flexibility and reinforced relevance of pedagogical
practices. In particular, the diploma establishing the principles
and norms for inclusion as a process to respond to the diversity
of each student’s needs and potentials (Law-decree No. 54/2018
of 6 July 2018). Also relevant in this frame is the diploma
establishing the curriculum for basic and secondary education,
the guiding principles for its conception, the operationalization
and evaluation of learning as well as the principles of curricular
autonomy and flexibility (Law-decree No. 55/of 6 July), and the
Profile of students at the end of mandatory schooling (Dispatch
No. 6478/2017 of 26 July). These contemporary documents stress
the schools’ autonomy and need to contextualize their action,
calling for EES reframing.

As pointed out by Fialho et al. (2020), the focus on the schools’
educational activities, specifically teaching practices, seems to be
at the core of the intent of improvement of the third cycle of
EES, which is coherent with the broader frame of educational
policies we described earlier. The same authors also note a focus
on processes rather than results as one of the main differences
between the current model and its predecessor.

Schools are assessed by an external team, coordinated by
the two members from the General Inspectorate of Education,
including two external evaluators, usually from academia. The
teams visit schools, perform documentary analysis, apply and
analyze questionnaires, and conduct panel interviews with
several stakeholders from the educational community (General
Inspectorate of Education and Science [IGEC], 2018a). As we
understand that policy implementation is critically dependent
on the actors involved in its practice (Ball and Bowe, 1992;
Mainardes, 2006), we are interested in uncovering the impacts
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of the diversity of actors implementing EES. The EES model
somewhat predicts this diversity—the fact that elements from
outside of the general inspectorate of education and science are
called to integrate EES teams reflects the valuing of different
perspectives and is an indicator of the “writerly” nature of the
frame of reference: a text considered “readerly” would not have
a margin for enhancement by the different perspectives and
sensibilities brought to the process by other evaluators.

This information collected and analyzed by the EES
teams is organized in a report according to the frame of
reference of the third cycle of EES, including the following
domains: self-evaluation; leadership and management; provision
of educational service; and results (General Inspectorate of
Education and Science [IGEC], 2018b), and also includes two
fields discriminating each school’s perceived strengths and areas
for improvement. These last two fields were the object of analysis
of the present article, as we understand these highlights, along
with the qualitative mentions for each of the domains under
evaluation, are the most salient aspects of the EES reports and
therefore may be particularly relevant to the image of the schools
portrayed in these reports. They also signal elements that schools
may be pressed to improve or keep improving, as they were
recognized as critical by the EES teams—we believe these aspects
may be particularly relevant to understanding how EES may be
inducing changes in schools’ practices.

Therefore, this article intends to reflect the perspectives of EES
teams on schools’ performance, as expressed in the EES reports
concerning schools’ strengths and areas for improvement, aiming
to question how the priorities expressed in those fields allow us
to conceive central efforts to induce practices in schools, and at
what levels, as well as to shed light into the current realities of
Portuguese schools, in the context of their increasing autonomy.
On a second level, we intended to uncover tendencies during
this third cycle of EES, namely emergent areas of focus or areas
of decreasing relevance, and differences of interpretation and
implementation according to the actors involved, as expressed
by divergences across territorial areas (TAs) of the General
Inspectorate of Education and Science.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study is inscribed in a qualitative matrix and based on
the documentary analysis. The corpus of research is composed
of 77 EES reports of the third cycle of EES in Portugal
(between 2017/2018—a pilot phase of the third cycle of EES and
2019/2020). This number corresponds to all the EES reports of
this cycle available online at the moment of data gathering—
October 2021). The pandemic forced generalized school closings
and brought the EES process to a halt in 2020, which explains
the limited number of reports available. The EES process has
recently restarted, but the most recent reports are still not publicly
available. The distribution of those reports by year and by TA of
the General Inspectorate of Education and Science is expressed in
Table 1.

The reports were subject to the categorical content analysis
(Guerra, 2006; Tuckman, 2012), aiming to identify and quantify

TABLE 1 | Distribution of external evaluation of schools’ (EES) reports by school
years and territorial areas (TAs).

Year/Territorial Area (TA) North Center South Total

2017/2018 (Pilot) 3 2 4 9

2018/2019 3 3 3 9

2019/2020 25 13 21 59

Total 31 18 28 77

Developed by the authors.

FIGURE 1 | Structure of the categories of analysis.

the segments of text relating to strengths and areas for
improvement in the EES reports of schools and school
clusters. The domains of the EES frame of reference (General
Inspectorate of Education and Science [IGEC], 2018b), namely,
self-evaluation, leadership and management, the provision
of educational service, and results, were taken as a priori
categories for analysis. Emergent categories and subcategories
were developed within each of these a priori categories to help
describe and organize the content of the analyses expressed in the
EES reports concerning the strengths and areas for improvement
in each of the domains under investigation. Considering the
nature of the material under study—the strengths and areas
for improvement are presented as short but very content-rich
and dense paragraphs—the emergent categories used are not
mutually exclusive. Therefore, one segment may be categorized
under more than one category. A scheme of the structure of the
analysis is presented in Figure 1.

The analysis process involved the three phases described
by Bardin (2009). The first stage, pre-analysis, corresponds to
systematization, schematization, and note-taking. The second
stage explores the material, the definition of registry units
(in the present case, the sentence was chosen), contextual
units, and categorization. This process was supported by using
the MaxQDA 2022 qualitative analysis software (Kuckartz and
Radiker, 2019). Finally, the third stage of analysis corresponds to
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inference and interpretation. This process makes finding patterns
similitudes and establishing relationships between data possible.
During this stage, the theoretical background can also guide
interpretation and help clarify and enhance knowledge about
the object of study (Moura et al., 2021). We compared the
frequency of the categories across years of EES implementation
and TAs of the General Inspectorate of Education and Science.
A comparative analysis is also presented when the emerging
subcategories showed significant overlapping, for the same
domain of EES, between strengths and areas for improvement.

Ethical considerations in educational research, as for research
in general, are critical because they affect the integrity of the
work (CIRT, 2019). The adoption of ethical principles must
be ensured at all stages of the research process, ensuring: the
correct referencing of ideas mobilized from other authors, the
transparency of the methodological design, the guarantee of
subjects informed and voluntary participation, as well as the
protection of their identity, and the rigor in data analysis and
presentation of results and conclusions (Bassey and Owan, 2019).
In the present article, the guarantee of anonymity is relevant.
Even though the data under analysis is public (gathered from the
site of the General Inspectorate of Education and Science), the
authors have chosen to identify schools or school clusters using
codes. This allows us to make direct references without revealing
the school’s identity the report refers to (Dooly et al., 2017; ASHA,
2018). Transparency is expressed in direct quotes from the corpus
of analysis to illustrate and fundament inferences.

RESULTS

The results are organized according to the a priori categories
extracted from the structure of the EES reports and the frame
of reference for the third cycle of EES (General Inspectorate of
Education and Science [IGEC], 2018b). The strengths and areas
for improvement are described.

Self-Evaluation: Strengths
This category includes 118 codified segments of text. The
distribution of coded segments by emergent subcategories, years,
and TAs of the General Inspectorate for Education and Science
can be observed in Figure 2.

The most salient aspect among the strengths pointed out
by EES reports in the domain of self-evaluation relates to the
impacts of the schools’ self-evaluation process [62 segments,
example (ex.): “Encompassing self-evaluation processes, with
impact on the definition of the needs for continuous training
and strategies reinforcing the inclusion of children and students”;
N3]. Within those impacts, there are frequent references to the
improvement of the educational service (29), to organizational
improvement (13), to inclusion (8), to the identification of
the schools’ strengths and needs for improvement (6), to the
identification of training needs (5), and the improvement of the
schools’ structuring documents (4).

The category sustainability, systematicity, and scope
(42, ex.: “Consolidated and systematic processes of self-
evaluation, integrated into the cluster of schools’ routines”;

N15) was designed with this wide configuration because
these characteristics of the self-evaluation processes were very
frequently associated in reports.

The participation of the educational community in the process
of self-evaluation is also frequently highlighted (15, “Scope
of the process, concerning the domains under evaluation and
the involvement of a significant number of elements from the
educational community”; N33), corresponding to the process
of data gathering as well as to the process of dissemination,
discussion, and analysis.

It should be noted that five reports did not identify any
strengths in the domain of those schools’ self-evaluation, which
is unparalleled in any other domain. Those reports correspond to
two reports of schools assessed as insufficient in this domain, and
three schools assessed as sufficient, the two lowest scores possible.

Making a cross-analysis of the strengths identified in
the domain of self-evaluation and the school years when
that evaluation took place, we can identify some emergent
themes, such as the impact of self-evaluation on inclusion and
the identification of training needs, the participation of the
educational community, and the focus of self-evaluation on the
process of teaching and learning. This analysis is tentative as the
higher number of reports from 2019 to 2020 than the previous
year warrants caution. The colors used for each cell of the image
represent the relative frequency of references for each column,
allowing a comparison between years or TAs, and are extracted
from the MaxQDA software.

Concerning the distribution by TAs, we can verify that the
two categories are absent among the strengths identified in the
Center TA: monitoring of academic results and rigor. The North
TA reveals a proportionally higher valuing of rigor as a strength
of the self-evaluation process.

Self-Evaluation: Areas for Improvement
This category includes 100 coded segments. The distribution of
coded segments by emergent subcategories, years, and TAs of the
General Inspectorate for Education and Science can be observed
in Figure 3.

The features of the schools’ self-evaluation process are
highlighted as areas in need of improvement are related to their
impact (48, ex.: “Designing improvement plans to consequently
sustain decision-making at the levels of planning, activities
management and professional practices promoting the quality
of teaching and learning,” S3), the need to improve the self-
evaluation model (42), the need for the self-evaluation process to
focus on the teaching and learning process (26, ex.: “. . .conferring
centrality to the processes of teaching and learning, to increase
its strategic usefulness for the improvement of curriculum
development, of the teaching and learning practices and teachers’
professional development,” S8), the need for greater involvement
of the educational community (19), an aspect also reinforced
in need to better communicate results to the educational
community, mentioned eleven times, the need to monitor
the improvements implemented (17), and the improvement of
reflection about the results of self-evaluation (14).

The category “model optimization” encompasses suggestions
to deepen and systematize the model of self-evaluation, situations
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FIGURE 2 | Self-evaluation: strengths. The distribution of coded segments by subcategories, year, and territorial area (TA).

FIGURE 3 | Self-evaluation: areas for improvement. The distribution of coded segments by subcategories, year, and TA.

referring to the need to articulate different self-evaluation
processes, and even situations where the need to create a self-
evaluation model, in the face of its absence or grave insufficiency,
are implied. Examples of this category are: “Structuring a more
integrative process for the different self-evaluation procedures
in existence, to promote a more critical and impactful reflection
for the continuous improvement of the school cluster” (N55), or
“Developing an integrated self-evaluation process which allows
the introduction of intentionally assumed improvement plans,
with consequent monitoring and evaluation of impact” (N7).

The reference to the need to monitor the implementation of
improvement plans is present primarily in the reports of schools
that already have consistent and consequent self-evaluation
processes. For example, “the deepening of the processes of
monitoring the improvement actions, stemming from self-
evaluation practices, to assess their impact” (N26, a report from a
school assessed as Very Good in this domain).

Analyzing the categories identified in the areas for
improvement in the context of self-evaluation, crossed with
the years of EES they refer to, we can verify that in 2018/2019,
the references to the model’s optimization were very prevalent.
The reflection about the self-evaluation results was more
commonplace in 2019/2020 and was absent in the reports from
the pilot year and referred only once in 2018/2019, which may
signal an emergent concern in this domain.

Dividing the analysis in the function of the TA the reports
originate from, the references to the impact of the self-evaluation

process, model optimization, and monitoring of improvement
actions are relatively more frequent in the South TA. References
to the participation of the community are somewhat less frequent
in the Center TA.

Finding a relative overlapping between the areas for
improvement and the strengths pointed out to this domain
by EES reports was perplexing (Figure 4). This allows us to
highlight a framework of what the EES teams have preconized
as a successful self-evaluation practice: a practice with evident
and monitored impacts, supported by systematic, sustainable,
and encompassing procedures that involve the educational
community. The centrality of the educational process of
self-evaluation is portrayed as an aspect that still requires
enhancement, as it is more frequently referred to as an area for
improvement than a strength.

Leadership and Management: Strengths
This category included 209 codified segments. The segments are
distributed as shown in Figure 5.

Concerning the domain of leadership and management,
the positive aspects which are highlighted are projects and
partnerships (57, ex.: “The establishment of an active network
of partnerships and protocols in strategic areas of intervention
which contribute to the improvement of the service provided”;
P8), the role of leaders (58), the school culture or environment
(41, ex.: “Good educational environment, promoting safety
and implementing inclusive educational and pedagogic
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FIGURE 4 | Self-evaluation: a comparison between strengths and areas for improvement.

FIGURE 5 | Leadership and management: strengths. The distribution of coded segments by subcategories, year, and TA.

practices”; N11), the strategic vision (32), management (30), the
involvement and mobilization of the educational community
(16), the structuring documents (14), and communication (5).

The category leadership is quite encompassing, including
references to leadership in general or mainly focusing on a
specific level. For example, “Leadership assumed by the director
and their team, open to diverse educational actors. . . (. . .)” (N2).

The category related to structuring documents refers to the
articulation, coherence, strategic orientation, or operationality
of internal documents such as the Schools’ Educational Project,
plans for activities, or curricular plan, for example, “The strategic
vision expressed in the structuring documents, in tune with the
matrix set by the Students’ Profile at the Exit of Mandatory
Schooling and the principles for inclusive schools” (N36). The
category management includes elements concerning human
resources management, as well as material resources; for example,
“Dynamics of the director and their team to mobilize and

value internal resources, and involve community agents and
institutions, with impacts on the improvement of the services
provided” (N12).

The comparative analysis between the years of EES does not
identify expressive tendencies. However, the crossed analysis with
the TAs signals a proportionally higher valuing of leadership, a
relatively lower weight attributed to projects and partnerships,
and the absence of references to the mobilization of the
educational community in the Center AT. In the South AT, a
strategic vision was mentioned proportionately less frequently,
and communication is not referenced.

Leadership and Management: Areas for
Improvement
This category included 134 segments, distributed as expressed in
Figure 6.
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FIGURE 6 | Leadership and management: areas for improvement. The distribution of coded segments by subcategories, year, and TA.

The matters related to management are prevalent among
the areas for improvement identified in the EES reports, either
through a reference to human resources management, frequently
associated with their continuous training (30, ex.: “Promotion
of professional development, through a plan that systematically
congregates the diagnostic of needs and allows to implement
actions to surpass difficulties,” P9), but also, albeit less frequently,
to aspects related to material resources and equipment (11;
ex: “Investment in improving mobile and technological digital
equipment as tools to support learning, to promote a more
motivating and autonomous work,” P9). They occasionally
refer to the curricular management allowed by autonomy
and flexibility (8, ex.: “Planning of curriculum development
which includes decisions at the level of vertical articulation of
curriculum and its contextualization for the improvement of the
learning sequence” N31).

Another theme is crossing the two following categories,
related to the clarity of the direction intended for the school,
concern the categories goals/clear guidance (23; ex; “Defining
current goals for the academic results, assumed as referential to
the planning of teachers’ work and the internal monitoring the
school cluster intends to achieve,” N1) and structuring documents
[23, ex.: “To articulate the guiding documents of the school
cluster, namely the annual plan of activities and the objectives
of the educational project, identifying the competences to be
reached by students (. . .),” N8], that partially overlap.

Other recurring themes are the actions of leaders (19),
communication (16), or the involvement of students and the
educational community (11). Although not frequent, there are
also references to creating a sense of belonging to a school cluster
(5) or other issues related to the school environment (3).

Analyzing the matrix of codes by years of EES reveals some
emergent themes in recent years, namely, the management of
material resources and equipment and communication. Looking
at the distribution through the TAs, in the North TA, references to
communication, human resources management, or involvement
of students and the community, were proportionately less
frequent, and the sense of belonging to the school cluster was
not referenced. In the Center TA curriculum management was
not categorized as an area for improvement in this domain,

and references to the role of leaders were proportionately less
frequent. References to goal setting and clear guidance were less
frequent in the South TA than in the other regions.

Provision of Educational Service:
Strengths
This category includes 208 coded segments and their distribution,
as shown in Figure 7.

In this point, issues related to the curriculum are stressed,
either concerning the valuing of diverse curricular dimensions
(artistic, cultural, sports, and civic) (50, ex.: “Curricular
integration of cultural, scientific and sports, that promote equality
of opportunity in the access to curriculum . . .,” N25) or by an
educational offer adequate to the needs of the population (47,
ex.: “Professional courses in areas that are in agreement with the
interests of students and the encompassing community. . .,” N2).

These issues are followed by pedagogical aspects, namely those
about methodologies, activities, and projects (43, ex.: “Diversity
of activities and projects, adjusted to the students’ interests. . .”
N3), supporting inclusion (34) and learning (23), sometimes
overlapping (ex.: “Implementation of measures to support
learning and inclusion, promoting equality of opportunities and
access to the curriculum,” N9).

Another set of references concerns articulation with the
community (15) and the participation of families (14). There
are also references to other pedagogical and curricular aspects.
We highlight those related to evaluation (3) and supervision
and accompaniment of the teaching practice (2) due to their
scarcity and the contrast with the frequency of reference as areas
for improvement.

The analysis of the matrix of codes by years of EES reveals
that, proportionally to the number of reports for each year, the
references to the valuing of diverse dimensions of curriculum
and methodologies, activities, and projects are less frequent in
the most recent year. Concerning the geographical distribution,
we found a lower proportion of mentions of the valuing of
diverse dimensions of the curriculum and a comparatively
higher proportion of mentions to educational offers in the
Center AT. The North AT reveals fewer mentions of support to
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FIGURE 7 | Provision of educational service: strengths. The distribution of coded segments by subcategories, year, and TA.

learning and more frequent mentions of curriculum management
and educational climate than the other TAs. This last aspect
is never mentioned in the reports from the South TA as a
strength in this domain.

Provision of Educational Service: Areas
for Improvement
This category includes 191 coded segments and their distribution,
as portrayed in Figure 8.

Curricular issues that have also been especially under focus
as strengths are also the most frequently identified area for
improvement (50, ex.: “To consolidate the practices of curricular
articulation in process . . .,” N10), which highlights the centrality
curricular matters assume in the context of the third cycle of EES.
The comparison between strengths and areas for improvement is
presented in Figure 9.

Supervision and accompaniment of the teaching practice
are in second place of the most highlighted areas (47), in
contrast with only two references as a strength, which points
to an area that requires particular intervention in the schools
under analysis, from the perspective of the EES teams (ex.:
“Strengthening the mechanisms of accompanying, regulation
or supervision of the pedagogical practices in classrooms. . .,”
N20). Interestingly, and although references to collaborative
and inter-peers’ supervision practices, there are also references
appealing to vertical strategies of supervision and regulation,
which agree with what is present in the frame of reference for
this third cycle of EES.

Next is the appeal for diverse and active pedagogical practices
(46; ex: “Intensification of the project methodology as a strategy
for teaching and learning, as well as performing practical
and experimental activities with the students,” N31). Concrete
initiatives and projects were frequently noted as strengths;

however, as areas for improvement, an appeal for a transversal
improvement of pedagogical differentiation and methodologic
diversity is more frequent.

Also often highlighted are references to evaluation (42),
almost universally pertaining to an increase of formative
evaluation (ex.: “Reinforcing formative evaluation, as a process
to regulate learning,” N25), once again in contrast with the rare
strengths related to evaluation, seeming to reveal an area, which
is particularly deserving schools’ attention, according to the view
of the EES teams.

The categories support for learning, support for inclusion,
and valuing the dimensions of curriculum, frequently indicated
as strengths, are underrepresented among the areas for
improvement, which may suggest that these are relatively well-
resolved aspects in schools, from the perspective of the EES
teams. One report, corresponding to a school assessed as
Excellent in the domain of provision of the educational service,
did not identify any areas for improvement in this domain.

According to the years of EES, the analysis of the codes’
matrix reveals a seemingly decreasing priority regarding the
promotion of teachers’ collaborative work (amiss among the areas
for improvement of 2019/2020). Looking at the distribution by
TAs, supervision, and accompaniment of teaching seem to be
proportionally more stressed in the Center AT and curriculum
management frequently mentioned in the same region. In the
South AT, teaching practices are proportionally highlighted.

The comparative analysis of strengths and areas for
improvement identified in the reports concerning the domain of
provision of educational service (Figure 9) highlights, on one
hand, dimensions that seem to be transversally well resolved
among the schools under evaluation and from the perspective of
EES: the valuing of diverse dimensions of curriculum, support
to inclusion and support to learning are much more frequently
mentioned as strengths than as areas for improvement.
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FIGURE 8 | Provision of educational service: areas for improvement. The distribution of coded segments by subcategories, year, and TA.

FIGURE 9 | Provision of educational service: a comparison between strengths and areas for improvement.

On the reverse end, the accompaniment and supervision of
teaching practice, evaluation, and curricular management, are
overwhelmingly pointed out more as areas for improvement than
they are strengths.

Also deserving of reference are teaching methodologies,
activities, and projects, frequently referred to as strengths
(although, often, the reference includes specific actions that
the EES team deems successful, ex.: “Adhesion to projects
and initiatives that consolidate curricular autonomy and
flexibility. . .,” N15) but also as areas for improvement, reporting,
in this case to the need to generalize active practices of teaching
and learning (ex.: “Generalization of diverse strategies of teaching
and learning, in all cycles and levels of education,” N23). These

areas, therefore, seem to be at the core of the pressure for
improvement that EES introduces in schools, in the context
of the third cycle, which is consistent with the centrality
of the classroom and the improvement of teaching practices
this cycle aims for.

Results: Strengths
This category includes 182 coded segments, distributed as shown
in Figure 10.

The most frequent strength pointed out concerning results is
related to the community’s recognition or development (62, ex.:
“The synergy between the school cluster and the local entities has
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FIGURE 10 | Results: strengths. The distribution of coded segments by subcategories, year, and TA.

concurred remarkably to the qualification of the human resources
and the recognition by the surrounding community” P8).

Also frequent are references to various measures of academic
success (pathways of direct success, improvement of a particular
indicator, results above the national average. . .) (37, ex.:
“Percentage of students who obtain a positive classification on
the national exams of the 9th grade, after a pathway without
retentions on the 7th and 8th grades which has grown during the
last triennium,” N8).

There are also frequent references to aspects related to social
results, either directly (30, ex.: “Social results resulting from
an integrative and inclusive educational action,” S9), or by
referencing students’ participation (20, ex.: “Stimulus to students’
participation in the schools’ life, associated with a critical,
creative and collaborative culture of student intervention for the
promotion of active citizenship,” N6), or even by referencing
students’ behavior [17, ex.: “The work carried out for the
prevention and resolution of cases of indiscipline (. . .),” N36].

There are also relevant references to equity and inclusion (17,
ex.: “Efficacy of the measures to promote equity and inclusion. . .,”
N15) and to the valuing of students’ success [17, ex.: “Valuing and
recognition of students’ work and success by the attribution of
merit and academic excellence awards (. . .),” N7].

The distribution of references through the categories along the
years of EES reveals a growing relevance to academic success,
students’ participation, valuing success, and equity and inclusion.
Academic success seems to be less frequently mentioned as
a strength in the South TA and proportionately more so in
the Center AT. References to social results per se are absent
in the reports from the Center AT. Although it is infrequent,
employability and reduction of absenteeism are only referred to
as strengths in this domain in the North AT.

Results: Areas for Improvement
This category includes 110 coded segments distributed, as
depicted in Figure 11.

The more frequently highlighted area for improvement
concerning results is related to academic results, namely, their
analysis (including the diagnosis of internal causes for the lack or
limitation of success), and improvement (51, ex.: “Improving the
rates of conclusion, the continuation of studies and employability
of students in professional education,” N22).

These references are followed by the need to reduce
asymmetry in results, that we consider a reverse to the strength
pointed out referring to equity and inclusion (23, ex.: “To
reinforce educational measures that prove effective in the
reduction of asymmetry of school results for the first cycle of basic
education,” N3).

The appeals to increased participation of students in the
life of the school have some expression (13, ex.: “Perfecting
mechanisms for students’ participation in school life, namely
through the promotion of students’ associations. . .,” N26) and
less frequent references are present to the improvement of social
results (3; “Transversal and systematic actions in the domain
of solidarity and volunteering for all levels of education” P4).
Indiscipline (13) and absenteeism, truancy, and dropout (5)
are also referred to as areas requiring intervention in some
reports. We remark that the two reports, corresponding to
one school assessed as excellent and one evaluated as very
good in the domain of results, did not include any areas
for improvement. Analyzing the TAs, the reports originate
from, references to the asymmetry of results were more
prevalent in the Center TA and less so in the South TA.
Several categories are not represented in one of the TAs.
Indiscipline is proportionately less mentioned in the reports
from the North TA.

A comparative analysis (Figure 12) acknowledges that
academic success is highlighted both as a strength and as
an area for improvement, suggesting the centrality this aspect
retains in the context of EES. Factors related to equity and
inclusion, or its reverse asymmetry, are also valued more
frequently as an area for improvement but also as a strength.
Students’ behavior/indiscipline and participation are also referred
to as strengths and areas for improvement. Social results and
recognition from the community or contribution to community
development are highlighted only as strengths, which indicates
that they may be relatively well resolved in schools from the
perspective of the EES teams.

DISCUSSION

We discuss the results concerning the objectives that guided our
research although we assume an inverse order.
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FIGURE 11 | Results: areas for improvement. The distribution of coded segments by subcategories, year, and TA.

FIGURE 12 | Results: a comparison between strengths and areas for improvement.

In fact, the most novel and significant result corresponds to the
identification of differences in how EES is applied across TAs of
the General Inspectorate of Education and Science, even though
the process is based on a single frame of reference. To some
extent, this finding is expected—the very fact that the EES teams
include external elements, usually from academia, at least raises
the issue of whether the EES frame of reference is interpreted
and applied by each EES team influenced by the evaluators’
background. Previous research has already highlighted the
complexity in how EES policy is translated into practice, for
instance, by determining how schools and teachers have an
active role in how evaluation is received and how it does or
does not influence their subsequent actions (e.g., Ehren and
Visscher, 2006; Ehren and Shackleton, 2016a). Our findings
posit the possibility for another level of complexity due to the

interference of a previous mediating level of interpretation and
transformation in the process of transformation from policy
into practice (Ball and Bowe, 1992; Mainardes, 2006)—the
interpretation and difference of application of the frame of
reference by EES teams. External evaluators, either belonging to
the inspectorate or academia, seem to have an essential and active
role in this process. This finding requires further research, both
by widening the analysis to the previous cycles of EES in Portugal
and refining the analysis. As we mentioned previously, the frame
of reference for the third cycle of EES is a relatively “writerly” text
(Mainardes, 2006), leaving room for agency and interpretation,
which may influence results. The Portuguese EES model parallels
other European models (Gray, 2014). Therefore, this finding may
be helpful to policymakers, not only in Portugal but in a broader
European context.
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Analyzing the strengths and areas for improvement identified
in the schools and school clusters subject to EES enables a
double reading. Firstly, EES teams’ perspectives about the schools
themselves as the analysis being—despite some disparity—based
on a common and public frame of reference and necessarily
grounded in evidence, justifies using the resulting EES reports
as valuable sources for study.The second presupposition relates
to the use of the fields concerning strengths and areas for
improvement, which, as has been previously noted, correspond
to the areas deemed as most relevant (either positive or
problematic), and therefore likely to be priority foci of analysis
and change by schools affected by the process (Seabra et al., 2021).

We set out for this analysis to consider how EES relates to
schools’ autonomy. The results presented as indicators of the
assumption of autonomy relate mainly with the domains of self-
evaluation and provision of educational service. However, they
are expressed throughout all the categories. Thus, when trying
to understand the contribution of schools’ self-evaluations, as
acknowledged by EES, we verify the centrality of the impact of
this dimension through the high number of references found
and their relationship with all the domains of schools’ action.
Specifically, features, such as impact, sustainability, systematicity,
and scope of the self-evaluation processes, and the participation
of the educational community, were highlighted as desirable
in the corpus under analysis. We also note that a report by
the National Council of Education in 2008 (Conselho Nacional
de Educação[CNE], 2008) reinforced the need for a greater
representation of the educational community in gathering data
about the schools. In this sense, a broader data gathering process,
including students, families, and the representatives of local
power, and not restricted to the formal structures of school
organizations was valued.

When considering the results concerning the areas for
improvement, we can see that the same themes emerged,
with the addition of focusing self-evaluation processes on
teaching and learning. These data are predictable in response
to the tendency developed since the second cycle of EES. In
a study conducted in 2014 about the first and second cycles
of EES, Mouraz et al. (2014) had already found a distinct
tendency for EES to focus on the definition of self-evaluation
mechanisms of schools, which was particularly evident in the
less well-assessed schools, “whereas the schools with higher
classifications are those where the EES has acknowledged
more consistent practices of self-evaluations, inducing a culture
of self-evaluation” (p. 96). Two concluding remarks emerge
from these results: the first is that the schools’ self-evaluation
processes are directly linked to improving the overall quality
of schools, in the perspective of EES, such as Clímaco (2005)
defended. The second idea is that the construction of self-
evaluation with the desired characteristics requires time for
development and incorporation. A similar conclusion was
found by Fialho et al. (2020) when studying the self-reflection
that was carried out by schools and the conditions for
its implementation.

Still concerning practices promoting schools’ self-evaluation
practices, we endorse the proposals of authors such as Quintas
and Vitorino (2013), who defend the two logics of action: “on

the one hand, a process that directly engages teachers and
schools, with eventual outside aid for the dimensions schools
are less secure about, namely methodological aspects; on the
other, a theoretical training on the matter, complemented by
a contextualized practice of self-evaluation which should be
continuously and systematically debated and analyzed among
peers” (Quintas and Vitorino, 2013, p. 18).

The reinforcement of self-evaluation induced by EES may
be a way of recentering control on schools, rather than
the central administration, therefore avoiding the previously
mentioned dangers of government by numbers (Ball, 2015) and
performativity (Ball, 2003).

The centrality of teaching and learning processes in the scope
of schools’ self-assessment is infrequently stressed as a strength,
but it is highlighted as an area for improvement in several
reports—this seems to be an area that the schools that have
been assessed so far have yet to develop. Schools reflecting
on the improvement of their self-assessment processes can be
advised to consider this dimension, particularly given that this
appears to be an emergent preoccupation of EES, more frequently
expressed in the most recent reports. The centrality of teaching
and learning is also a concern that aligns with more general policy
concerns of recent years, as we have pointed out (Law-decree No.
54/2018 of 6 July, Law-decree No. 55/2018 of 6 July, Dispatch No.
6478/2017 of 26 July).

At the level of provision of educational service, areas such as
curriculum management, pedagogical practice, evaluation, and
supervision and accompaniment of teaching practice emerged
as particularly salient, in agreement with a more general policy
frame that has been fostering schools’ curricular autonomy. This
is also an essential focus of EES, associated with the valuing
of diverse dimensions of curriculum, Curriculum articulation,
the adequation of schools’ curricular offer to the needs of the
surrounding community, or curriculum management according
to the principles of flexibility and the desired profile for students
at the end of mandatory schooling, and more formative practices
of evaluation of learning. Central importance is also conveyed
to active and diverse pedagogical practices and school action
designed to reinforce teaching capacity through supervision and
accompaniment of the teaching practices. Although teaching
practices are also highlighted as accomplished areas, an analysis
of the contents of the appraisals reveals that positive appraisals
tend to focus on selected activities and projects deemed
as successful. In contrast, areas for improvement stress the
generalization of active teaching practices. These data support
the idea that in the third cycle of EES, as noted by Fialho
et al. (2020), aspects related to process—namely curricular
and pedagogical process—are highlighted, conferring centrality
to the classroom.

Concerning the domain of leadership and management,
human resources management, including continuous training of
professionals, the school structuring documents, and the clarity
of goals for the school, leadership, and communication are the
most frequent areas for improvement pointed out to schools in
the third cycle of EES. We also remark equipment and material
resource management as a priority area, given that this appears
to be an emergent concern in the latest EES reports.
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Finally, concerning the domain of results, academic results
remain the most prevalent concern and the most prevalent
strength. Nevertheless, equity and social results are emergent
preoccupations of EES—and relate to the foci of concern of
concomitant educational policy. Therefore, despite being more
frequently pointed out as a strength than as an area for
improvement, these aspects merit the schools’ attention.

CONCLUSION

The present study has identified, through the analysis of all
the reports from the third cycle of EES in Portugal available at
the time, several areas of concern expressed by the assessments
of the EES teams. Some areas, which are in line with broader
educational policy tendencies focusing on inclusion, curriculum
management, and autonomy (Law-decree No. 54/2018 of 6 July,
Law-decree No. 55/2018 of 6 July, Dispatch No. 6478/2017 of
26 July), seem to merit particular investment from the part of
schools aiming to improve their assessment. We highlight, in
terms of schools’ self-assessment practices, its scope, openness to
the educational community, as well as its sustainability and its
impact on school improvement. An emergent concern relates to
how much schools’ self-evaluation processes focus on teaching
and learning. On the same note, in the domain of the provision
of educational service, curriculum management, generalized
active teaching methods, and evaluation, including formative
evaluation of students’ learning, are stressed as critical areas for
improvement. In the domain of leadership and management,
human resources management, as well as the categories related
to a sense of direction for the school and to its expression in the
schools’ documents, are stressed, along with an emergent theme
related to the management of material resources and equipment.
In relation to the results, and while academic results remain
central, improvement of aspects related to equity and social
results seem to be gaining expression.

The differences found among TAs of the general inspectorate
of education may be of value to educational policymaking
and understanding. More relevant than specific differences,
which may vary as more reports are produced, is the very
fact that differences are present. While these differences may
reflect the characteristics of the schools under evaluation and
the territories they are located in, they point to the possibility
of a level of interpretation of the EES referential by the EES
teams, which highlights the active role and critical importance
of EES teams’ constitution and training. The diversity, and
richness of perspectives provided by the constitution of these
teams, including members of the inspectorate as well as external
members (usually from academia), seem to be incorporated in
the model for the third cycle of EES as it increased the number
of external evaluators. The specific backgrounds and sensitivities

of the team members—namely, external evaluators—merit the
focused study. This is a suggestion for future research.

As the process of EES is being resumed after the interruption
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the more descriptive data
characterizing the most frequent areas for improvement and
strengths identified in this third cycle may prove helpful to guide
schools’ action in preparation for evaluation. We believe these
data are of significant practical value to schools.

The chronological tendencies identified require further
analysis as new reports will soon be published, which can verify
or question these results. The fact that few reports were produced
during the first two years of implementation of this cycle of EES
also limits our ability to conclude from this analysis. Still, some
emergent themes such as equity and inclusion, or conversely the
need to reduce asymmetry in results, are promising as they are
quite expressive and aligned with a broader policy.
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