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Abstract
The core assumption of polycentric inspection is that when schools reach a certain quality 
threshold, they can further improve best through a coordinated, collaborative effort between 
clusters of schools and external agencies such as, for example, social services and training 
providers. The suggested role of an external agency with the respect and resources of the 
inspectorate is to provide stimulus and support to make the network effective. Using a bounded 
case study method, this research seeks to assess the potential of polycentric inspection as a tool 
for improving school effectiveness and outcomes. Evidence from this study suggests that this mode 
of evaluation has had a significant impact on improving schools, supporting teachers’ practice and, 
arguably, increasing student examination outcomes in the network examined. In consequence, 
it is suggested that these findings have wider implications for the changing conception of school 
evaluation and how improvement can be achieved in education.
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Introduction and background

School evaluation has become a key driver in the attempt to improve the quality of perfor-
mance across the continuum of education (see, for example, Brown et al., 2016). In this con-
text, Barber et al. (2010) in Mckinsey sparked a debate about a lack of improvement in many 
education systems. They argued that, having reached a certain quality threshold, education 
systems in many countries are not aiming for higher achievement and fail to innovate in 
their teaching and learning. One mechanism to make this final but difficult leap “from good to 
great” is, they suggested, through the process of creating school networks. As argued by 
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Rincón-Gallardo and Fullan (2016), “the power of effective networks lies not only in their 
potential to improve teaching and learning in schools, but more importantly, in their power to 
become forces of positive change in entire systems” (19). Barber et al. (2010) also state that 
school networks should be governed or guided by some external agency. In this article, we 
suggest that the inspectorate or a similar agency may be best placed to take on this network 
governance role which we have designated “polycentric inspection”.

The article summarises research conducted as part of an EU-funded Erasmus+ project 
titled “Polycentric inspections of networks of schools”, the focus of which is to provide an 
assessment of the potential of polycentric inspection as a tool for improving school effective-
ness and outcomes. It describes a case study analysis of polycentric inspection in West Belfast, 
Northern Ireland (where this approach is officially described as area-based inspection). The 
project draws on the knowledge and experience of members of a networked school alliance to 
understand the implementation and impact of polycentric school inspection.

The first stage of this article offers an analysis of the rise of networking in education. The 
next stage provides a theoretical perspective on network governance and describes how this 
development has informed the authors’ conception of polycentric inspection as it applies to 
educational networks. Leading on from this, the school inspection system in Northern Ireland 
is briefly described, and a more detailed account of polycentric or area-based inspection is 
given. Using case study as a method the fourth stage moves from an analysis of documents to 
surveys, and semi-structured interviews with members of a network of schools officially 
called an “Area Learning Community” situated in West Belfast, Northern Ireland. Finally, the 
fifth stage of the article converges the other stages of the study to reach an overall judgement 
on school networking and polycentric inspection as it has developed in Northern Ireland con-
cluding with an assessment of potential in other contexts.

The rise of educational networks

The concept of networking to enhance a particular aspect of organisational provision is well 
established in both the public and private sectors in areas such as business and psychology 
(Burt et al., 2013). Because networking can be used as a loosely bound umbrella term for 
many social interactions, Chapman and Hadfield (2010) are of the view that “the sheer plastic-
ity of the term network means that it has been applied to a wide range of social and technologi-
cal phenomena” (p. 310). Feys and Devos (2014) state that “it is a growing trend among 
politicians and school governors to use terms such as network, partnership and collaboration. 
In the public and non-profit sector, collaboration is no longer simply an option; it has become 
the new orthodoxy” (3). Hertting and Vedung (2012) suggest that: “evaluation and network 
governance are both among the top 10 trendy concepts in public policy” (p. 29).

Muijs et al. (2010) however, emphasise the relative infancy of educational networks in com-
parison to other areas: 

[. . .] of course while networking has only recently come to the fore in education, the concept is long 
established in other fields, with strong roots in social science, psychology, and business studies [. . .] (6) 

Díaz-Gibson et al. (2014: 180) in reference to Daly and Finnigan (2010) also note that “the 
idea of networks in support of educational improvement, while still in its infancy, is gaining 
momentum in education”. This is no surprise given the growing body of evidence pointing to 
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the benefits of being part of an educational network. These include improved learning, the effi-
cient use of resources, heightened innovation capacity and system-wide improvement 
(Chapman, 2008; Chapman and Hadfield, 2010; Hands, 2010; Muijs et al., 2011). As a result, 
educational networks and, in particular, formalised educational networks are beginning to 
emerge in countries throughout Europe. These networks have similar functions, for example, 
peer support and collaborative planning to improve an aspect of teaching and learning among 
schools in a geographical location (Ehren et al., 2017). However, being part of an educational 
network does not always guarantee improvement.

Scholars of network theory suggest that due consideration must also be given to the guiding 
principles that undergird efficient and sustainable networks, such as: “network goal consen-
sus” (Provan and Kenis, 2008); “purpose and identity” (Chapman and Hadfield, 2010; Provan 
and Kenis, 2008); “reciprocity” (see Moolenaar, 2010) and “trust” (Chapman and Hadfield, 
2009; Daly and Finnigan, 2012). Daly and Finnigan (2010) describe conditions for successful 
educational networks identified in the National College for School Leadership’s Network 
Learning project (Earl and Katz, 2007):

The key conditions of these successful networks included frequent and pervasive communication, 
shared understanding and purpose, joint challenging work, and relationships built on trust that 
enabled the transfer of tacit and explicit knowledge. (Daly and Finnigan, 2010: 114)

Polycentric inspection and the governance of educational 
networks: A theoretical perspective

The benefits and guiding principles for effective networks are well documented. However, 
McCormick et al. (2010) also state that previous iterations of educational networks were either 
overly ambitious or not ambitious enough:

Too ambitious in that networks were seen as the way to go and were bestowed with a myriad of 
concepts that turned out to be metaphors supported by little evidence to show they were productive. 
Not ambitious enough in that they did not help us understand the uniqueness of what network 
thinking could bring to bear. (231)

Therefore, evidence to-date suggests that for educational networks to be effective, a greater 
emphasis should be placed on clear goal direction, specific aims and formal management. This 
implies that networks would no longer be “serendipitous” but rather, designed and maintained 
for clear purposes. As Lima (2010) observes,

Traditionally the density of interactions in educational networks involve, to a significant degree, 
serendipitous interactions among group members (that is, networks evolve haphazardly from the 
interactions of individual actors, without guidance from any central network) but if the professed 
benefits of networking are to be brought to fruition, there is a need to shift more towards a predominant 
mode of networking in the form of goal-directed networks [. . .] (10)

It appears to follow that, for goal-directed networks to operate in practice, they need to be 
effectively led and be open to guidance from other stakeholders who are not directly involved 
in the daily operations of the network. One solution to achieving goal-directed network activi-
ties may be through the process of polycentric network inspection; that is, inspections that are 



Brown et al.: Interactions in educational networks 79

implemented by an agency outside of the day-to-day operations of the network but ideally 
having the status, power and respect, certainly to advise, lead and guide and perhaps enforce 
where such powers are granted.

The underlying assumption of polycentric inspection that forms the basis for the theoretical 
framework used in this study is that when schools reach a certain quality threshold, they can 
achieve further improvement not simply by single unit internal/external evaluations but by 
joint learning between networks of schools, other organisations and the inspectorate through 
a process of collaborative, quality-assured network evaluation. Consequently, we propose that 
for school networks to work satisfactorily, there needs to be a redefinition of accountability 
and development from a polycentric inspection perspective. What this might look like is 
described as “development evaluation” by Hertting and Vedung (2012) who explain that “at 
the level of the network as a whole, development evaluation implies joint learning among all 
participating agencies and organizations of the network, not primarily the learning of each 
individual agency or organization” (37). In other words, according to Brown et al. (2015) 
“such evaluations are horizontally driven, not through traditional hierarchical command and 
control processes but rather through that of reciprocal relationships and joint evaluation activi-
ties between inspectorates and the various constituent actors within the network” (5).

Over the course of our own research on school inspection (Altrichter et al., 2016; Brown 
et al., 2017, 2018; Gustafsson et al., 2015; McNamara and O’Hara, 2012) and in the inspection 
literature as a whole (Ehren et al., 2013; Ehren and Visscher, 2008), there is a constant debate 
between supporting development as opposed to accountability as the key task of inspection 
(Hopkins et al., 2016; Nevo, 2010). In polycentric inspection, it seems reasonable to suggest 
that it depends on the type and status of the network to determine whether inspectorates have 
accountability powers or take an entirely supportive and developmental role. For example, the 
issue of accountability powers for polycentric inspections becomes discernibly different for 
funded and non-funded networks (Ehren et al., 2017). Also, because of the altruistic and col-
laborative nature of most networks, there may be a reluctance to consider them from a network 
governance and accountability perspective. As stated by Provan and Kenis (2008), “there 
seems to be some reluctance among many who study networks to discuss formal mechanisms 
of control. A common assumption is that, since networks are often collaborative arrange-
ments, governance, which implies hierarchy and control, is inappropriate” (230). Lima (2010) 
also suggests that there is a lacuna of studies relating to the failure rates of networks in educa-
tion and yet there is a constant drive to establish school-to-school networking as an integral 
part of educational practice. This point is important in the context of this research. As Lima 
(2010) observes,

There is nothing inherently positive or negative about a network: it can be flexible and organic, or 
rigid and bureaucratic; it can be liberating and empowering, or stifling and inhibiting; it can be 
democratic, but it may also be dominated by particular interests. What actually occurs in concrete 
educational networks is something for researchers to determine. (2)

Research on the impact of school inspection has primarily focused on individual schools 
(Brown, 2013; Brown et al., 2017; Dedering and Muller, 2011; Ehren et al., 2013; Gustafsson 
et al., 2015; Hallinger and Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 1999; McNamara and O’Hara, 2012; 
Witziers et al., 2003). Interestingly in the context of this article, much of this research suggests 
that schools improve more through the indirect effects of inspection (accepting feedback, 
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setting expectations and improving school self-evaluation capacity) as opposed to the direct 
effects of command and control accountability mechanisms such as naming and shaming or 
financial penalties. There is little in the literature concerning the inspection of school networks 
probably because it is only recently, as the limitations of narrow, individual school-based 
approaches to improvement have become clear, that there has been a significant shift towards 
the notion of driving change through networks (Muijs et al., 2010). As Jackson and Temperley 
(2007) put it,

[. . .] the school as a unit has become too small-scale and too isolated to provide rich professional 
learning for its adult members in a knowledge rich and networked world. A new unit of meaning, 
belonging, and engagement – the network – is required. (45)

However, it may also be, as Siciliano (2012) suggests, “more difficult to isolate the causal 
effect of network structure in comparison to single school outcomes” (2). This is certainly an 
issue with the current project.

Polycentric inspection activities included the following activities:

•• Facilitating a collective agreement for a shared agenda for change within the network;
•• Scheduling visits to all schools and other organisations in the educational network;
•• Examining the quality of collaborative initiatives between network members;
•• Taking into consideration the varying perspectives on school quality of the schools and 

the various stakeholders;
•• Quality assuring the network’s implementation of recommendations from previous 

polycentric inspections;
•• Providing feedback to stakeholders on elements of best practice in other schools and 

networks (Ehren et al., 2017; ETI, 2010b).

This research aimed to assess the impact of this programme of inspection on supporting and 
perhaps steering the network but, more importantly, on the extent to which networking brought 
about identifiable improvement. For this project, the definition of polycentric inspection is as 
follows:

school inspections from a polycentric perspective are external evaluations of networked schools 
together with their interdependent web of stakeholders in order to provide feedback, disseminate 
good practice and, ultimately, to agree upon a shared agenda for change within the network. (Brown 
et al., 2015)

The next section of this article provides an overview of school networks and the school 
inspection system in Northern Ireland with a focus on polycentric inspection or area-based 
inspection as it is also referred to.

School networks in Northern Ireland

Of particular relevance to this research is the establishment some years ago of “Area Learning 
Communities” (ALCs) that consist of clusters of post-primary schools (including special 
schools). At present, there are 30 ALCs in Northern Ireland, defined by the Department of 
Education (DENI, 2010) as follows, “ALCs are voluntary coalitions of schools which can be 
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a useful forum for planning and collaboration to meet the needs of pupils in an area and for 
focusing on quality and sharing good practice” (p. 4). Concerning the role of the inspectorate 
and the issue of accountability, it is essential to stress the voluntary nature of these networks. 
ALCs “work together voluntarily to provide a broad and balanced curriculum and to deliver 
on the requirements of the “Entitlement Framework””. The Entitlement Framework requires 
schools to provide pupils with access to a minimum number of courses at Key Stage 4 (24 
courses) and a minimum number of courses at post-16 (27 courses). To reach these targets, 
Article 21 of the Education Order 2006 enables schools to secure course provision for students 
at other institutions within the ALC. Thus, a key purpose of these networks is to allow the 
level of flexibility required to enable students to take courses at more than one institution. It 
also follows that these networks are fundamentally geographical in nature being linked to 
districts, in this case, West Belfast.

Inspections conducted by the Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI), whose mission 
statement emphasises “promoting improvement”, utilise a number of inspection modes across 
the different phases/sectors of the education system of Northern Ireland. Although different 
inspection frameworks exist, in most cases, inspection is focused on individual schools. As 
stated in ETI (2014), “the work of ETI focuses mostly on the inspection of, and reporting on, 
the overall effectiveness of single organisations such as schools, colleges, training and other 
providers” (1).

In single school inspections, if a school achieves a good inspection, the consequences as 
set out in the DENI improvement document entitled Every School a Good School (DENI, 
2009a) is that the next inspection is a less intensive inspection with a significant emphasis on 
the school’s own self-evaluation process that is guided by the ETI developed resource referred 
to as Together Towards Improvement (ETI, 2010d). On the other hand, where urgent areas 
for improvement are identified, the school is required to enter what is referred to as an FIP 
(Formal Intervention Process), the consequences of which can be, for example, “restructur-
ing of the governance, leadership and management within the school; merging the school 
with a neighbouring school” (DENI, 2009a: 65). However, in the case of networks of schools 
across a geographical area, a different inspection model (area-based inspection) has been 
tested by the ETI.

Area-based inspections

In Northern Ireland, area-based inspections have been in existence since 2005. Area inspec-
tions focus on a particular aspect of education across different stages in a geographical area. 
As stated by ETI (2005),

the aim of all inspections is to promote improvement, the purpose of the area inspection is to assess 
the relevance, appropriateness, adequacy and effectiveness of the provision of education and training 
within a given geographical area, in preparing 14–19-year-old learners to progress to further 
education, training or employment. (2)

The importance placed by the ETI (2010c) on education organisations in an area working 
collaboratively to provide quality education is evidenced in the Chief Inspector’s Report 
(2008–2010):
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It is important that all organisations who work for the benefit of learners continue to explore ways 
of working together to provide effective transitions and a more coherent experience for all learners. 
The area-based evaluations of transitions within two distinct areas . . ., highlight the importance of 
effective and well-informed self-evaluation and of making more connections through working 
with a range of stakeholders to raise standards and to achieve better outcomes for learners. The 
importance of strategic planning cannot be underestimated. A shared approach to developing a 
curriculum which will serve the needs of learners and provide them with individual learning 
pathways which are broad, balanced and coherent is crucial. (25)

The focus of area-based inspections varies. However, in more recent area inspections (ETI, 
2010a, 2010b), the focus of the inspection specifically related to strategic planning for educa-
tion and training within the area, the quality of learning for young people and the effectiveness 
of the transition arrangements for young people within and across the various sectors. In the 
course of these inspections, ETI visits a representative sample of education providers within 
the particular area. Various documents such as student attendance, student performance in 
external examinations and the results of previous inspections are used in preparation for 
inspection. Each organisation at the request of ETI must also complete a self-evaluation report 
on the strengths and weaknesses of the network prior to the inspection taking place.

During the inspection, a number of inspectors with specialist knowledge in a particular 
aspect of education and training form part of the team. Each inspector evaluates a representa-
tive sample of education providers relating to their own specialism. For example, in the case 
of an area-based inspection of Ballymena (ETI, 2010a), inspectors with specialist knowledge 
of pre-school centres, primary schools, post-primary schools, alternative education provid-
ers, special schools and further education and youth settings formed part of the inspection 
team. As with individual school inspections in Northern Ireland, the evidence used to form 
judgements on the quality of education provided in these organisations consists of, but is not 
limited to, lesson observations, analysis of each organisation’s self-evaluation report, inter-
views with parents, students, teachers and the management team and members of Boards of 
Governors of each organisation inspected. Evidence is also gathered from a range of other 
organisations in the area such as the Education and Library Board who are asked to provide 
their own evaluation on the theme being inspected. Interviews also take place with a range of 
other relevant organisations in the area such as the Curriculum Advisory Support Service, the 
Department for Employment and Learning and, in the case of West Belfast, the West Belfast 
Area Partnership Board.

When the inspection is complete, an inspection report is provided to the ALC. An overall 
judgement is made detailing the main strengths and areas in need of improvement (ETI, 
2009, 2010a, 2010b). Inspection judgements fall within a quality continuum ranging from 
unsatisfactory to outstanding (unsatisfactory, inadequate, satisfactory, good, very good and 
outstanding). A set of quantitative terms is also used to describe the extent to which an organ-
isation is achieving its objectives, namely, “Almost/nearly (more than 90%)”, “Most (75%–
90%)”, “A majority (50%–74%)”, “A significant minority (30%–49%)”, “A minority 
(10%–29%)”, “Very few/a small number (less than 10%)”. The report also contains quantita-
tive comparative data on areas such as key stage assessment results for the area in compari-
son with the Northern Ireland averages and the percentage of school leavers entering 
employment or higher or further education in the area (ETI, 2010a, 2010b). The report is 
divided into two distinct sections.
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Part 1 (Summary) of the report is divided into different sub-sections. The first section 
(Introduction) describes the area-based inspection model. The second section (Context) 
describes the area in which the inspection took place. This section provides contextual data on 
the area, including the number of children taking up the free school meals entitlement and the 
percentage of the population claiming benefits. The third section (Evaluation) describes the 
focus of the evaluation and the types of evidence that were gathered to inform overall inspec-
tion judgements. The fourth section (Summary of main findings) provides an overview of the 
strengths and areas for improvement for the area under focus. Oral feedback on the report is 
also given to each organisation that is inspected.

Part 2 (Conclusion and key priorities for development) of the report is also divided into 
different sections. The first section (Conclusion) provides an overall judgement on the quality 
of education provided in the area together with a statement detailing identified strengths and 
aspects for improvement. Furthermore, in line with other follow-up inspections, this section 
also states that (as is the case with the Ballymena (ETI, 2010a) and West Belfast (ETI, 2010b) 
area inspections) that “the Education and Training Inspectorate will monitor and report pub-
licly on the progress made in addressing these areas for improvement” (ETI, 2010b: 9). The 
second section of the report (Key priorities for development) details the work needed to tackle 
the areas for improvement. However, to eliminate confusion relating to the responsibilities of 
each ALC member in attaining these goals, this section provides a detailed description of the 
specific roles and responsibilities of each one to reach the identified targets for improvement. 
For example, ETI (2010a, 2010b) explicitly lists the roles and responsibilities of the Department 
of Education and the Department for Employment and Learning, educational stakeholders 
(Education and Library Boards) and organisations (primary schools, post-primary schools, 
special schools, further education colleges, training organisations, alternative education pro-
viders and the youth service) in realising the range of improvement outlined in the report. Oral 
feedback on the report is provided in a public forum to all organisations, stakeholders and 
interested individuals within the area.

The impact and future potential of this model of area-based or polycentric inspection is the 
principal focus of this research and will comprise the remainder of this article. First, however, 
a brief description of the research methodology employed is presented.

Methodology

The methodology used in this study was a concurrent mixed methods case study the purpose 
of which was to gain an understanding of the “complex interplay between a given phenome-
non and its broader context” (Iorio, 2004: 60). Case study was chosen as the most appropriate 
method because of the substantial complexities surrounding the implementation of polycen-
tric inspection and network governance. Rather than solely relying on numerical data points, 
following Yin (2014), there was a recognition that there are other variables and sources of data 
to consider to form an overall interpretation of the phenomenon. Finally, and most signifi-
cantly in this work, case study inquiry “benefits from the prior development of theoretical 
propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (Yin, 2014: 17). In this instance, the theo-
retical proposition was that polycentric network evaluation leads to improvement. To test this 
proposition, data collection and analysis consisted of an in-depth exploration of what Creswell 
(2012) refers to as a “bounded system”. The bounded system where the case study took place 
is an urban district of Northern Ireland called West Belfast.
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West Belfast has a population of approximately 93,000 residents (West Belfast Partnership 
Board, 2014). A total of 17,339 children are living in West Belfast and attend one of the 10 post-
primary or 30 primary schools in the area. The area has one of the highest levels of people 
claiming unemployment benefit in Northern Ireland. West Belfast also has the highest propor-
tion of people (76%) living in the most deprived super output areas of Northern Ireland, and it 
ranks first on the Northern Ireland multiple deprivation measure (West Belfast Partnership 
Board, 2014: 6). As a result, a significant number of pupils in the area are entitled to free school 
meals. Indeed, the average number of pupils entitled to free school meals is approximately 
35 per cent at post-primary level and 60 per cent at primary level (Brown et al., 2015).

Data collection and analysis

Data collection and analysis consisted of five distinct phases.

Phase 1: Literature review. This phase of the research consisted of a review of the literature on 
educational networks and network governance and resulted in the production of a theoretical 
framework that was used to develop a questionnaire and an interview schedule to ascertain 
member networks perceptions of polycentric inspection. This phase of the study was also used 
to form the basis for the classification of interview data in the later stages of the study.

Phase 2: Surveys. The first part of the survey consisted of a series of questions relating to the 
purpose of polycentric inspection as perceived by members of the network and questions 
relating to the priorities of the network. The second part of the survey sought to ascertain net-
work participants’ attitudes towards who should be involved in the development of evaluation 
methodologies and standards for the network. The survey was administered to 40 members of 
the network, with a 70 per cent response rate (n = 28). The analysis was carried out using para-
metric statistical techniques of which the summary results are presented in Tables 1 to 8.

Table 1. Priorities of the polycentric network: evaluation and planning.

Not a priority Low priority Medium priority High priority Essential

To jointly evaluate an aspect 
of educational provision (e.g. 
literacy) in the area

0.00% 7.14% 7.14% 21.43% 64.29%
0 2 2 6 18

To jointly develop an 
improvement plan for an 
aspect of educational provision 
(e.g. literacy) in the area

0.00% 7.14% 7.14% 42.86% 42.86%
0 2 2 12 12

Table 2. Priorities of the polycentric network – curriculum development and assessment.

Not a priority Low priority Medium priority High priority Essential

To jointly develop 
and offer curricula

0.00% 7.14% 7.14% 57.14% 28.57%
0 2 2 16 8

To develop joint 
assessments

0.00% 7.14% 57.14% 28.57% 7.14%
0 2 14 8 2
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Table 3. Priorities of the polycentric network – peer learning and support.

Not a priority Low priority Medium priority High priority Essential

To ensure that strong 
education organisations support 
weak education organisations in 
improving

0.00% 14.29% 50.00% 28.57% 7.14%
0 4 14 8 2

To ensure education 
organisations learn from each 
other

0.00% 7.14% 7.14% 21.43% 64.29%
0 2 2 6 18

To jointly develop and provide 
continuous professional 
development for staff (e.g. 
teachers)

0.00% 7.14% 7.14% 35.71% 50.00%
0 2 2 10 14

Table 4. Priorities of the polycentric network: infrastructural resources.

Not a priority Low priority Medium priority High priority Essential

To share 
resources: IT

0.00% 35.71% 42.86% 21.43% 0.00%
0 10 12 6 0

To share school 
buildings and 
school grounds

0.00% 42.86% 42.86% 14.29% 0.00%
0 12 12 4 0

Table 5. Priorities of the polycentric network: human resources.

Not a priority Low priority Medium priority High priority Essential

To share community workers 
and support services (e.g. 
school psychologist)

7.14% 14.29% 21.43% 50.00% 7.14%
2 4 6 14 2

To share staff (e.g. teachers) 7.14% 28.57% 42.86% 14.29% 7.14%
2 8 12 4 2

To jointly develop and provide 
initial teacher training

0.00% 42.86% 50.00% 0.00% 7.14%
0 12 14 0 2

To share resources: HR 
services

0.00% 50.00% 42.86% 7.14% 0.00%
0 14 12 2 0

To share financial services (e.g. 
one financial department and 
contracting for all schools)

0.00% 42.86% 42.86% 14.29% 0.00%
0 12 12 4 0

Table 6. Priorities of the polycentric network: equity of access.

Not a priority Low priority Medium priority High priority Essential

To provide inclusive 
education

0.00% 7.14% 14.29% 28.57% 50.00%
0 2 4 8 14
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Table 7. To what extent should the following stakeholders have a say in the development of evaluation 
methodologies.

To no extent To a very 
little extent

To some 
extent

To a great 
extent

To a very 
great extent

The inspectorate 7.14% 7.14% 35.71% 35.71% 14.29%
2 2 10 10 4

Head teachers of single 
schools (or other education 
organisations)

0.00% 7.14% 14.29% 42.86% 37.71%
0 2 4 12 10

Representative of teachers 0.00% 14.29% 42.86% 42.86% 0.00%
0 4 12 12 0

Governing bodies of individual 
schools

0.00% 14.29% 42.86% 42.86% 0.00%
0 4 12 12 0

Representative of parents 0.00% 21.43% 35.71% 42.86% 0.00%
0 6 10 12 0

Representative of students 0.00% 28.57% 42.86% 35.71% 0.00%
0 8 10 10 0

Governing bodies of networks 0.00% 42.86% 50.00% 7.14% 0.00%
0 12 14 2 0

Table 8. To what extent should the following stakeholders have a say in the development of evaluation 
standards.

To no extent To a very 
little extent

To some 
extent

To a great 
extent

To a very 
great extent

Inspectorate 7.14% 7.14% 25.00% 46.43% 14.29%
2 2 7 13 4

Head teachers 0.00% 7.14% 42.86% 28.57% 21.43%
0 2 12 8 6

Teachers 0.00% 21.43% 42.86% 28.57% 7.14%
0 6 12 8 2

Parents 0.00% 15.38% 69.23% 15.38% 0.00%
0 4 18 4 0

Students 0.00% 28.57% 57.14% 14.29% 0.00%
0 8 16 4 0

Governing bodies 
of individual schools

0.00% 21.43% 42.86% 35.71% 0.00%
0 6 12 10 0

Governing bodies 
of networks

0.00% 7.14% 42.86% 35.71% 0.00%
0 2 10 16 0

Phase 3: Interviews. The quantitative phase of the study provided an exploratory analysis of 
issues concerning network priorities and the development of methodologies and standards for 
the network. Follow-up interviews with participants of the network allowed the researchers to 
explore these issues in greater detail as well as other matters such as the degree to which com-
petition and power structures affect the overall functioning of the network. Eighteen 1-hour 
interviews were conducted with school leaders within the network from March to August 
2016. Selection of participants was based on a purposeful sampling strategy, the objective of 
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which is “to select information-rich cases whose study will illuminate the questions under 
study” (Patton, 2002: 46). Semi-structured interviews were deemed to be the most appropriate 
type of interview for this study and, consistent with Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) “allows 
depth to be achieved by providing the opportunity on the part of the interviewer to probe and 
expand respondent’s responses” (157).

Furthermore, we also took cognisance of (Miles et al., 2013) who are of the view that the 
power of the analysis can be reduced if interviews are not focused. The authors argue that “if 
interview schedules or observation schedules are not focused, too much superfluous informa-
tion will be collected. An overload of data will compromise the efficiency and power of the 
analysis” (39). The interview coding and analysis framework of this phase of the research used 
Creswell’s (2008) data analysis process and Miles and Huberman’s (1994) “Components of 
Data Analysis: Interactive Model” and consisted of three analytical stages (transcription of 
interviews, data immersion and coding and analysis). All interviews were thematically coded 
using NVivo 10 Software.

Phase 4: Document analysis. This phase of the study consisted of a cross-case analysis of area 
and youth inspections together with an analysis of the ETI area inspection report of West 
Belfast (ETI, 2010b) and the West Belfast Partnership Board’s (2012) response to the 
inspection. Using data provided by the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, the 
Department of Education and the West Belfast ALC, data sets relating to externally devised 

Table 9. West Belfast Area Learning Community GCSE performance: 2010 to 2015.

GCSE 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Number of pupils in Y12 893 775 840 894 851 819
Number of eligible pupils (Summary of Annual 
Examination Results)

827 734 780 826 789 767

Percentage of ineligible pupils 7.4 5.3 7.1 7.6 7.3 6.3
Percentage receiving five or more at grades A*–C 79.2 80.8 84.5 85.7 91.9 92.2
Percentage receiving five or more at grades A*–C 
including English and Maths

52.4 49.0 49.1 50.7 61.2 61.3

Percentage receiving seven or more at grades A*–C 60.0 63.6 69.5 70.5 80.2 80.4
Percentage receiving seven or more at grades A*–C 
including English and Maths

50.7 46.5 47.7 48.7 59.4 59.2

Source: Belfast Education and Library Board.
GCSE: General Certificate of Secondary Education.

Table 10. West Belfast Area Learning Community A-level performance: 2010 to 2015.

A level 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Number of pupils in Y14 697 666 793 710 783 801
Number of eligible pupils (Summary of Annual 
Examination Results)

560 536 564 573 626 632

Percentage of ineligible pupils 19.7 19.5 28.9 19.3 20.1 21.1
Percentage receiving two or more at grades A*–C 92.3 89.9 93.3 91.1 93.8 93.3
Percentage receiving three or more at grades A*–C 50.2 51.1 55.0 58.1 66.8 61.6
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GCSE- (General Certificate of Secondary Education) and A- (Advanced) level results were 
also analysed for patterns of performance following the area inspection (Tables 9 to 12).

The GCSE is the main qualification that is available to 14- to 16-year-old post-primary 
school students in Northern Ireland. After the GCSE is obtained, students can also spend 
another 2 years studying for an A-level qualification, the results of which can be used as a 
point of entry into higher education courses at university level. The dominant mode of assess-
ment for both qualifications is during the provision of externally devised written examinations 
that are available to students once per year. The results obtained by schools are also compared 
with the Northern Ireland average as well as being used by the ETI as a determinant of quality 
during school inspections.

Phase 5: Convergent phase. Finally, phase 5 of the study consisted of converging the previous 
phases to form an overall interpretation of the study, as reported in the findings section of this 
article below.

Findings

The research focused on a number of key indicators to evaluate both the functioning and, to the 
extent possible, the impact of the network. The role of the inspectorate in leading and guiding 
the network, as perceived by the members, was of particular interest. We have integrated the 

Table 11. GCSE-level performance for students entitled to free school meals (FSM): 2013 to 2015.

GCSE level 2013 2014 2015

Number of FSM pupils in Y12 330 314 368
Number of eligible FSM pupils (for Summary of Annual 
Examination Results)

289 275 346

Percentage of ineligible FSM pupils 12.4 12.4 6.0
Percentage of FSM pupils achieving five or more at grades A*–C 76.5 84.0 88.7
Percentage of FSM pupils achieving five or more at grades A*–C 
including English and Maths

31.1 41.1 45.4

Percentage of FSM pupils achieving seven or more at grades A*–C 56.1 65.8 73.4
Percentage of FSM pupils achieving seven or more at grades A*–C 
including English and Maths

28.4 39.3 43.4

GCSE: General Certificate of Secondary Education.

Table 12. A-level performance for students entitled to free school meals (FSM): 2013 to 2015.

A level 2013 2014 2015

Number of FSM pupils in Y14 211 213 290
Number of eligible FSM pupils (for Summary of Annual 
Examination Results)

174 155 207

Percentage of ineligible FSM pupils 17.5 27.2 28.6
Percentage of FSM pupils achieving two or more at grades A*–E 86.2 89.0 99.0
Percentage of FSM pupils achieving two or more at grades A*–C 44.3 52.3 59.4
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survey and interview data in the following sections, with representative quotations from inter-
views with school leaders reported immediately after the table to which they are relevant.

Purpose of the network

This section provides an analysis of the activities, successes and failures of the network. On one 
hand, where areas such as evaluation and planning, curriculum development (CPD) and assess-
ment, peer learning and support and equity of access are concerned, for the most part, they are 
viewed as being either high priority or essential priorities of the network (Tables 1 to 3 and 6). 
The majority of participants also view collaborative learning and joint CPD as being either high 
priority or essential priorities of the network. However, what is somewhat surprising is that the 
majority of participants view strong education organisations supporting weak education organi-
sations in improving as being of a low or medium priority (Table 3). This is also the case when 
priorities such as the sharing of infrastructural resources is concerned (Table 4). From this, one 
could infer that despite the benefits of being part of an educational network, in education sys-
tems where competition between schools prevails, members of the network may also be reti-
cent to engage in certain aspects of collaborative networking such as the sharing of infrastructural 
and human resources. Indeed, as stated by the Department of Education,

All the evidence indicates that, as long as competition between schools for pupils and resources 
continues to be the predominant policy, it will remain very difficult for them to develop a strong 
agreed vision for all the young people in their areas and for others to persuade them to collaborate so 
that the interests of all these young people can be fully and effectively served. (DENI, 2009b: 9)

Areas of perceived success

A perceived success of this network is enhanced cooperation between primary and post-pri-
mary schools not only on the transfer of pupils but also in relation to curriculum development. 
The first two tables (Tables 1 and 2) and comments from the interviews illustrate this point:

The network worked well on the numeracy issue. There is now a numeracy network, and numeracy 
has now advanced significantly as they look at pedagogies. They have shared practice, they have 
been in and out of each other’s rooms, they have shared experiences, and that has been one of the 
jewels in the crown. It is now a very strong relationship. (Participant 1)

We had the Principal from our local primary school in to talk to the English Department about 
strategies they use, and she left resources that worked for them and could work for us. It was great to 
see this sharing in a key area like literacy. (Participant 2)

Collectively by being part of the network, we can also share CPD initiatives. Enhancing middle 
management was something we wanted to improve in our school. So, we invited a member of ETI in 
to talk about Middle Management, and we networked. (Participant 3)

For example, we created a common curriculum between P7 and 1st year. Teachers from primary and 
post-primary work together to facilitate transition and to minimise waste of time. (Participant 4)

The biggest and most welcome development from my perspective was the creation of links between 
primary and post-primary. Primary and Post Primary Principals are represented on each other’s 
committees, and this ultimately facilitates the progression of children. (Participant 1)
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We created a transition proforma, which was great as a way of making us all aware of the information 
that we needed to get to make the transition easier. (Participant 5)

Areas of limited progress

As noted above, while there was strong support for collaborative learning and joint work on 
teacher professional development, there was also evidence of limitations in cooperation and a 
degree of surviving competitiveness. In this regard, it is noteworthy that while one of the key 
objectives of the network was to enable students from one school to take a course or courses 
in another, we found no incidence where this had happened. Such a level of cooperation, 
implying, for example, joint timetabling was well beyond what was deemed feasible or indeed 
desirable. The following three tables (Tables 3 to 5) and comments illustrate this point:

Not all sweetness and light, still a “healthy” competition between schools. You have to be conscious 
of not going into areas that might be problematic. We concentrated on areas where we could develop 
things that made sense for all of us. (Participant 3)

Collaboration may start positively, but then schools get back into competitive mode with each other 
in a locality. Schools competing with each other, being suspicious of one another, different sectors 
working together, e g., will a grammar school wish to be assessed alongside a non – grammar school? 
(Participant 6)

There was an understandable concern at the beginning of the process as schools were seen as being 
in competition. This never actually disappeared but mechanisms were developed to allow schools 
share ideas, resources and staff to improve the quality in areas where the threat of comparison was 
seen as being less important than the opportunity to improve quality across the area. (Participant 7)

A similar study in England also raised this issue of continuing competitiveness within net-
works. Pedder and MacBeath (2008) in reference to England’s “Learning How to Learn 
Project” found that, even where teachers had a positive disposition towards networking as a 
means of improving organisational learning, this was not always carried through in practice; 
“schools typically seemed to struggle in developing ways of supporting networking as a means 
of developing expertise with staff at other schools” (Pedder and MacBeath, 2008: 221).

It seems, therefore, that there may be considerable constraints on the level of cooperation 
possible, certainly in a voluntary network. Nonetheless, there was widespread agreement that 
a critical role and success of the network was to work together to promote educational equity 
and inclusion across what is a very deprived area:

We are all united in the fact that our children are extremely deprived. They come from the most 
deprived area in Britain [. . .] We are very much aware of the challenges that they face. (Participant 8)

Stakeholder involvement in setting standards and methodologies used to evaluate 
the network

We were also interested in the perceived roles and importance of the various stakeholders in the 
network. In this project, we define a stakeholder as “any person or party with an interest or “stake” 
in the project. By implication, most stakeholders are also able to influence the project to some 
degree’ (Hillson, 2011: 78). By probing the following areas, we hoped to examine perceptions 
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about roles and power in the network and the extent to which the inspectorate and other stakehold-
ers are the main partners in the development and implementation of evaluation methodologies 
(how standards are evaluated) and standards for the evaluation of ALCs (what is evaluated).

What emerged was that while all the mentioned stakeholders were considered significant 
(except for the managing group of the network itself), school leaders were clear that it was 
primarily themselves and the inspectorate that were to be the drivers of network activity and 
quality (Tables 7 and 8). The importance of the inspectorate to the network is further illus-
trated by the comments below.

Evaluation methodologies (how standards are evaluated)
Developing evaluation standards. It has to involve all of the different groups, but that is where it 

becomes messy, and it is hard to see all this coming together without the resources and the input of the 
inspectors and in particular the District Inspector. (Participant 3)

In the context of wider debates about the role and function of inspection, it is noteworthy that 
the role accorded to the inspectorate, in this case, is one of support and development rather 
than accountability. However, it should be noted that while this network has a statutory basis 
and gets public money, the involvement of schools and other organisations is voluntary which 
certainly limits the accountability aspect of inspection of the network. Also of interest in this 
regard is the emphasis which the inspectorate itself places on self-evaluation in the schools of 
the network as being the basis on which inspection of the network rests:

Our area inspector should be our trusted colleague that guides the process. It is the only way that this 
can work. A trusted colleague inspector who guides the process. (Participant 9)

The fragility of polycentric anything is whether or not schools want to do it or not. You cannot 
impose this model of evaluation outcomes on anyone. (Participant 10)

Polycentric inspection will not work if it is a directive. It needs to be more of an appreciative inquiry 
as opposed to a hard-hitting model. (Participant 11)

Impact of the network

Student performance. Since the foundation of the network and the first polycentric inspection 
(ETI, 2010b), analysis of GCSE- and A-level examination results shows that the overall 
examination performance for schools that form part of the polycentric network has consist-
ently increased during this period (Tables 9 and 10). This is also the case for students entitled 
to free school meals (Tables 11 and 12).

However, it would be naive to suggest that successive yearly increases in examination 
results can be directly attributed to the creation of the polycentric network as it is always chal-
lenging to link particular outcomes to causes in a field with the range of variables to be found 
in student achievement (Baker et al., 2010). There are many plausible explanations as to why 
student performance can improve.

Improved student performance in examinations can be attributed to, for example, grade infla-
tion in education systems and across the continuum of education (see, for example, Acquah, 2013; 
Johnes, 2004; Oleinik, 2009). This corroborates with Smithers (2014) analysis of A-level results 
in the United Kingdom when he states: “Ofqual has successfully brought grade inflation under 
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control, though it admits that it has no way of distinguishing inflation from genuine improve-
ment” (p. 2). In the case of disadvantaged communities and pertinent to the context in which this 
case study took place; Lupton and Thomson (2015) also state that the least advantaged students in 
England opted for vocational subjects to attain GCSE expected levels, “possibly because they 
have been pushed into them by schools keen to raise their results, but also possibly because they 
have found them more engaging and motivating” (p. 13).

On the other hand, as becomes clear from the comments below, principals interviewed for this 
research unambiguously link improvement in examination results to the polycentric network and 
this explanation or part explanation is supported by previous research on the impact of educa-
tional networks (Chapman and Muijs, 2014; Moolenaar et al., 2012). Similarly, inspection 
impact research more generally suggests similar performance improvements and links them, at 
least in part (Ehren et al., 2013,) to indirect effects such as, improved collaboration between 
schools and with other members of the community which are a particular feature of school net-
working. For example, one school leader commented that collaboration between members of the 
network resulted in capacity building in core areas such as literacy and numeracy:

Our Literacy, Numeracy, SEN coordinators sat together, and part of it was how do you do this, what 
does it look like, and that was a springboard for where we are now because we realised that there’s 
so much excellent practice around us and about us. (Participant 2)

Leadership and staff development. While acknowledging that there are varying the styles of 
leadership that are purported to affect student performance (see, for example, Leithwood 
et al., 2008; Robinson et al., 2008), according to participants, another indirect effect of being 
part of the polycentric network, related to improvements in leadership practices and the crea-
tion of emerging leaders. As one leader stated,

Meetings were not just meetings; they became places to develop leaders. This was important because 
it fed into their ability to improve the quality of education across the whole network and ultimately, 
the students, the community and the schools benefitted. (Participant 12)

This perspective resonates with Day et al. (2016) whose study on the impact of leadership on 
student outcomes in English schools highlighted the fact that improvement in schools did not 
necessarily relate to the style of leadership that was exhibited by school Principals. Rather, as 
was the case with the polycentric network in West Belfast, student outcomes related to the abil-
ity of Principals to have “clearly articulated organizationally shared educational values through 
multiple combinations and accumulations of time and context-sensitive strategies . . .” (222).

The impact of the inspectorate. Finally, although the inspectorate had a specific remit for the 
polycentric inspection in West Belfast described as quality assuring the networks collabora-
tive self-evaluation as well as deciding what aspect of quality to evaluate in the area (ETI, 
2010b), members of the network were also of the view that inspectors had an indirect effect 
on the network by providing strategic leadership. This, according to participants, ensured that 
there was a continuous improvement agenda for identified areas and evaluation of progress in 
those areas. As stated by one participant,

Too often, many initiatives come and go and fall off the bandwagon as a result of goodwill fatigue 
and schools are left trying to find other ways of keeping the show on the road. This, to my mind, is 
the crux of the whole improvement thing. Someone needs to have a strategic overview of this. The 
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network and the active role of the inspectorate provide this [. . .] I suppose it is the glue that keeps it 
going. (Participant 9)

Discussion and conclusion
This article presented the results of a case study into area (polycentric) inspection of schools in West 
Belfast. The case study formed one part of a 3-year Erasmus+ funded project titled Polycentric 
Inspection of Networked Schools that involved four European countries (Bulgaria, England, the 
Netherlands and Ireland). Prior to this research taking place, the project partners had conducted research 
on the impact of single school inspections and established that school inspection can act as a useful tool 
for both accountability and improvement (Brown et al., 2018; Ehren et al., 2013; McNamara and 
O’Hara, 2012). The research also highlighted the limitations of school improvement possibilities in 
individual schools since there are clearly problems which no one school can tackle in isolation. In rela-
tion to such problems, improvement might best be achieved through cooperation with other schools and 
other types of institutions such as training agencies, employers and social services (Chapman, 2019).

For these reasons, the idea of linking schools and other stakeholders in networks has 
become influential (Díaz-Gibson et al., 2017), but for networks to achieve their potential, 
there clearly has to be mechanisms for cooperation, knowledge exchange and evaluation 
(Janssens and Ehren, 2016). One proposed mechanism, which has received little or no atten-
tion in the research literature, is through inspecting networks as a whole, or what is described 
in this research as polycentric inspection. The theoretical proposition is that polycentric 
inspection might act as an enabling agent or catalyst to effective networking.

West Belfast was chosen as the Irish case study for this research because it has a flourishing 
community education network under the ALC and the Inspectorate of Northern Ireland has 
conducted area-based inspections of this network. West Belfast, therefore, presented a perfect 
opportunity to study the working of a geographically based educational network, and the 
impact that area-based, or polycentric inspection has had on the development of the network.

An important question is whether it can be shown that activities such as polycentric inspec-
tion of networks which undoubtedly improve cooperation and provide professional develop-
ment opportunities for teachers does lead to the most important outcome of all, improved 
student performance. While it is always difficult to establish such related effects in educa-
tional research, most of the respondents stated that improving results in recent years in GCSE 
and A-level examinations in West Belfast could be attributed, to some extent at least, to the 
work of the partnership and related inspection activities. In terms of impact on the work of the 
network as a whole, there was strong agreement that inspection and particularly the ongoing 
engagement of the inspectorate with the network was vital if not essential in driving forward 
the improvement agenda and in breaking down barriers.

However, it must also be acknowledged that there are potential drawbacks to polycentric 
inspection that should not be overlooked. In the case of this network, while participants had 
an extremely positive disposition towards both networking and inspection, they also placed 
considerable value on the impact of single school inspection. According to one participant, 
“school inspection will always be the gold standard, it is what gets absolutely everyone in the 
school motivated, but I’m not sure if this can be the case with polycentric inspection as its less 
accountability focussed” (Participant 13). Another participant was of the view that, because 
polycentric inspection provides an evaluation of an aspect of quality in the area as opposed to 
making value judgements on individual schools, weak schools in the absence of single school 
inspections can, according to this participant “hide behind stronger schools and become lack-
lustre when it comes to school improvement” (Participant 14).
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Another limitation of polycentric inspection relates to the resource requirements needed to 
conduct this mode of inspection both because of the extensive inspection resources required 
to inspect an aspect of quality in all schools in an area and because of the role of almost con-
stant involvement afforded to the inspectorate in the network. As previously stated, members 
of the network were of the view that the district inspector had a critical role in providing stra-
tegic decision making and ensuring that areas for improvement were kept to the fore. It is 
evident that this resource intensive role of itself could limit the amount of inspectorate 
resources required for single school inspections.

In conclusion, the significance of this research involves a conceptualisation of how linked 
schools and agencies with the support of an external actor such as a school inspectorate, can 
progress in areas beyond that of schools acting in isolation. There does not seem to be any 
reason why such networks could not work as well in other places. Certainly, West Belfast has, 
for a variety of reasons, a history of educational community cohesion but evidence suggests 
that other networks in Northern Ireland have also achieved good outcomes. As stated by one 
interview participant, “we think that these concepts have a wider application towards improv-
ing standards across our system and in other systems. We have started something” (Participant 
15). However, as previously stated, there are unresolved issues to this mode of evaluation that 
need to be further explored such as, the need to examine ways in which polycentric inspection 
can become less resource intensive and aligned with findings derived from single school 
inspections. Finally, there is also a need to test this model of evaluation on other aspects of 
quality assurance such as classroom teaching and learning which, together with other poten-
tially contested areas, was largely avoided in the context of polycentric inspection.
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