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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background to the Study
[bookmark: _Toc232444846]School inspection is widely understood as an external evaluation process through which schools are assessed against established standards and provided with feedback intended to improve educational practice (Chapman, 2001; Ehren et al., 2017). Through inspections, strengths and weaknesses in school performance are identified, and recommendations are issued to guide corrective action and support school improvement (De Grauwe, 2007; Ehren et al., 2017). The underlying assumption is that schools will use inspection findings to improve teaching and learning, strengthen management practices, and ultimately enhance learner outcomes (Handbook for Inspectors and Advisors, 2015; Ehren et al., 2017). Consequently, school inspection has become an important component of educational quality assurance systems in many countries.
The effectiveness of school inspection in promoting school improvement has attracted considerable attention from researchers and policymakers. Evidence from different contexts suggests that inspection can contribute positively to school improvement when inspection findings are effectively translated into action. In such cases, inspection feedback assists schools in identifying priorities for improvement, strengthens planning processes, and improves educational outcomes (Ehren & Visscher, 2008; De Grauwe, 2007; Ehren et al., 2017). However, other studies report that the impact of inspection is often limited, inconsistent, or difficult to sustain over time, depending on contextual and implementation conditions (Ehren & Shackleton, 2014; Ehren et al., 2017; De Grauwe, 2007). These mixed findings suggest that the effectiveness of school inspection is not automatic; rather, it depends largely on how schools respond to and implement inspection recommendations.
The implementation of inspection recommendations has increasingly been recognised as the critical link between inspection and school improvement. While inspection processes may identify weaknesses and provide recommendations, meaningful improvement occurs only when these recommendations are translated into school-level action. Studies conducted in different countries reveal considerable variation in implementation outcomes, with some schools demonstrating substantial implementation while others exhibit partial, symbolic, or non-implementation of recommendations (Ehren et al., 2017; Mathembele et al., 2025). This variation raises important questions regarding the factors that influence schools’ ability to implement inspection recommendations effectively.
The factors influencing the implementation of inspection recommendations have been widely examined in the literature. Existing studies identify several organisational, institutional, and contextual factors that may affect implementation; however, evidence regarding the extent and consistency of their influence across different educational settings remains mixed (Bezem, 2025; O’Doherty et al., 2025; Ehren et al., 2017). These findings suggest that implementation is not determined by a single factor but rather by the interaction of multiple conditions within specific education systems. Consequently, understanding implementation requires attention not only to the inspection process itself but also to the organisational, institutional, and contextual conditions under which schools interpret and respond to inspection feedback.
These contextual conditions are particularly challenging in low- and middle-income countries, where schools often operate under limited resources, weak institutional capacity, and inadequate support systems. In such environments, schools may recognise inspection recommendations but still face difficulties translating them into meaningful improvement actions, thereby weakening the impact of inspection systems on school quality (Ehren et al., 2017; Mathembele et al., 2025). The implementation challenges experienced in these contexts highlight the importance of examining how school inspection systems function within specific national settings, including Malawi.
Such implementation challenges are also relevant to Malawi, where school inspection is conducted by the Directorate of Quality Assurance Services (DQAS) under the Ministry of Education as part of the national education quality assurance system. The inspection system is anchored in the Education Act (2013), which provides the legal mandate for the inspection and supervision of schools to ensure compliance with national education standards. This mandate is operationalised through the National Education Standards (2015) and the Handbook for Inspectors and Advisors (2015), which translate legislative requirements into practical benchmarks and procedures for evaluating school performance and guiding school improvement processes.
Despite the existence of this inspection framework, studies conducted in Malawi suggest that inspection and supervision processes continue to face significant implementation challenges. These challenges include irregular inspection visits, weak follow-up mechanisms, and limited institutional capacity, all of which constrain the extent to which schools comply with standards and act on inspection recommendations (Chirwa, 2014; Toroma, 2024). As a result, the influence of inspection reports on actual school-level improvement has often been limited. Mussa (2009) observes that although inspection reports are regarded as important inputs into education policy processes, their translation into practical school improvement actions remains inconsistent.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The inconsistency in implementing inspection recommendations is also evident within Malawi’s public secondary schools. Reports from the Northern Education Division indicate that many schools continue to experience difficulties implementing inspection recommendations despite repeated inspection cycles (Northern Education Division, 2025). This situation suggests a persistent gap between the intended outcomes of school inspection and actual school-level practice. Although international studies have identified various factors influencing implementation, limited empirical evidence exists on how these factors operate within public secondary schools in Malawi, particularly in the Northern Education Division. It is against this background that the present study seeks to examine the factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi.
1.2 Problem Statement
Public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi continue to demonstrate weak implementation of school inspection recommendations, despite follow-up inspections and repeated inspection cycles (NED Inspection Executive Summary Report, 2025). This weak implementation undermines school improvement efforts, reduces educational quality outcomes, and limits the effectiveness of school inspection as a quality assurance mechanism. Despite the importance of inspection in driving school improvement, there is limited empirical research examining the factors influencing the implementation of inspection recommendations in public secondary schools within the Northern Education Division of Malawi. Therefore, this study aims to examine the factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi.
[bookmark: _Toc232444847]1.3 Research Objectives 
[bookmark: _Toc232444848]1.3.1 General Objective
This study aims to examine factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi.
[bookmark: _Toc232444849]1.3.2 Specific Objectives
1. To determine the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi. 
2. To examine related factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi. 
3. To explore the reasons underlying the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi. 
4. To propose strategies for improving the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi. 
[bookmark: _Toc232444850]1.4 Research Questions 
1. What is the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi? 
2. What factors influence the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi? 
3. What reasons explain the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi? 
4. What strategies can be proposed to improve the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi? 
[bookmark: _Toc232444851]












CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc232444852]2.1 Introduction
This chapter, following the introductory Chapter One, provides a review of related literature on the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools. Focus is placed on school inspection and quality assurance, followed by a discussion of school inspection recommendations and their contribution to school improvement. The chapter further examines the implementation of school inspection recommendations and the factors that influence implementation at school, inspector, and system levels. Literature from international contexts is reviewed, alongside selected evidence from African and other low- and middle-income settings, with particular focus on the Malawian context. The final part of the chapter is devoted to identifying gaps in the existing literature and providing justification for the present study on factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi.
[bookmark: _Toc232444853]2.2 School Inspection and Quality Assurance
School inspection is widely conceptualised in the literature as a key external quality assurance mechanism designed to monitor educational standards, enhance accountability, and promote school improvement. Across different education systems, inspection is understood as an evaluative process through which external actors assess school performance, identify strengths and weaknesses, and provide recommendations intended to guide improvement actions (Chapman, 2001; Kenen, 2000). From these conceptualisations, school inspection functions not only as a monitoring tool but also as an intervention mechanism aimed at stimulating internal school development processes and improving the quality of teaching and learning.
A dominant view in the literature is that school inspection operates within an accountability framework where schools are expected to respond to external evaluation findings by implementing recommended changes (Baxter & Clarke, 2013; Ehren et al., 2015). In this sense, inspection combines regulatory and developmental functions by enforcing standards while also supporting improvement. However, its effectiveness is not inherent in the process itself; rather, it depends on how recommendations are formulated, communicated, and followed up within schools.
The quality of inspection recommendations is therefore central to implementation. Evidence shows that recommendations that are clear, specific, and actionable are more likely to be understood and implemented by schools (Ehren & Visscher, 2008; McCrone et al., 2009). Such feedback is more effective when it provides practical guidance rather than general statements of weakness, particularly when supported by professional dialogue and reflective engagement between inspectors and school staff.
School leadership also plays a critical mediating role in the implementation process. School leaders are often the main recipients of inspection feedback and are responsible for translating recommendations into school-level actions. As a result, inspection effects are frequently more visible at leadership level than at classroom level, as implementation is filtered through organisational decision-making structures (Ehren & Shackleton, 2016; Ehren & Visscher, 2008).
However, the relationship between inspection and school improvement is not always direct or consistent. Some studies report improvements in planning and school development processes, while others find limited or uneven effects on teaching practice and learner achievement (Chapman, 2001; Ehren & Shackleton, 2016). This suggests that the impact of inspection is shaped by contextual and organisational conditions such as leadership capacity, school resources, and follow-up mechanisms.
Follow-up support is therefore essential for effective implementation. Evidence indicates that without monitoring and post-inspection guidance, many recommendations are only partially implemented or not implemented at all (Ehren et al., 2017; Macharia & Kiruma, 2014). This highlights that inspection is more effective when viewed as a continuous process rather than a one-off evaluative event.
Contextual differences further shape how inspection systems function. Most empirical evidence is drawn from high-income countries where inspection systems are relatively well-resourced and institutionalised. In contrast, studies from low- and middle-income contexts show that implementation is often constrained by limited resources, weak inspector capacity, and inadequate follow-up systems (Ehren et al., 2017; Zafar & Naeemullah, 2024). This indicates that the effectiveness of inspection is context-dependent.
In Malawi, school inspection is embedded within a structured policy and regulatory framework. The Education Act (2013) provides the legal mandate for inspection and supervision of schools to ensure compliance with national education standards. This mandate is operationalised through the National Education Standards (2015), which define benchmarks for evaluating school performance across teaching and learning, leadership and management, governance, and learner outcomes. The Handbook for Inspectors and Advisors (2015) further translates these standards into inspection procedures and positions inspection as both an evaluative and advisory process intended to support school improvement through feedback and recommendations. Although evidence from Malawi suggests that inspection can contribute to improvements in teacher practice, curriculum implementation, and learner performance, challenges such as irregular inspection visits and limited supervisory capacity continue to constrain effective implementation (Chirwa, 2014; Toroma, 2024).
Overall, the literature suggests that school inspection can contribute to school improvement when recommendations are clear, actionable, and supported by leadership engagement and follow-up systems. However, implementation is not automatic; it is shaped by contextual, organisational, and systemic factors. This underscores the need for further empirical investigation into how inspection recommendations are implemented in specific contexts such as public secondary schools in Malawi.
[bookmark: _Toc232444854]2.3 School Inspection Recommendations and School Improvement
School inspection recommendations aim to promote school improvement by identifying areas requiring attention and guiding corrective action. In Malawi, they are expected to inform school improvement planning through action plans aligned with national standards and supported by follow-up. However, their effectiveness depends on how they are interpreted and implemented within schools.
The literature generally indicates that inspection recommendations are more likely to contribute to school improvement when they are clear, specific, actionable, and supported by constructive feedback and follow-up processes (McCrone et al., 2007; McCrone et al., 2009). However, this relationship is not automatic, as outcomes depend heavily on how schools engage with and respond to such recommendations.
McCrone et al. (2007) found that inspection reports are generally viewed by schools as useful in clarifying development priorities and identifying key areas for improvement. Similarly, McCrone et al. (2009) established that recommendations tend to be more influential when they are specific and supported by professional dialogue between inspectors and school staff. From these findings, inspection recommendations are more likely to influence school improvement when they are experienced as developmental rather than purely directive.
This influence is further reinforced through feedback processes. Oral feedback and classroom-level engagement during inspections enhance schools’ acceptance of recommendations and increase the likelihood of implementation (McCrone et al., 2007; McCrone et al., 2009). In this sense, inspection recommendations are strengthened through interactive processes that shape how schools interpret and respond to them.
The relationship between inspection recommendations and school improvement is however, not always direct. Webbink et al. (2007) found modest gains in student achievement following inspections, particularly in mathematics, while Ehren and Shackleton (2016) demonstrated that inspection effects are often mediated through organisational processes rather than producing immediate classroom-level change. This suggests that recommendations tend to influence improvement indirectly through school-level decision-making and change processes.
Relatedly, school improvement following inspection is rarely linear. Earlier studies tend to frame improvement as a direct response to recommendations, whereas more recent research highlights iterative and complex processes involving leadership interpretation and organisational adaptation (Ehren & Shackleton, 2016). In this regard, recommendations are first interpreted at leadership level before they are translated into classroom practice.
Follow-up mechanisms further shape implementation outcomes. Evidence from Cyprus and other low- and middle-income contexts suggests that recommendations alone are insufficient to sustain improvement (Brauckmann & Pashiardis, 2010; Ehren et al., 2016). Instead, implementation is strengthened when recommendations are accompanied by monitoring, support, and adequate resources. This positions inspection as an ongoing improvement process rather than a one-off evaluative event.
However, much of the existing literature is drawn from England and the Netherlands, where inspection systems are relatively well-resourced and institutionalised. This raises questions about the extent to which these findings apply to contexts such as Malawi, where school conditions and support structures differ significantly. Moreover, limited attention has been given to how inspection recommendations are translated into classroom-level practice in low-resource settings.
[bookmark: _Toc232444855]2.4 Implementation of School Inspection Recommendations
Inspection feedback refers to evaluative information communicated to schools following inspection processes, typically comprising identified strengths, weaknesses, and suggested areas for improvement (Ehren, 2016; Quintelier et al., 2020). Within this feedback, inspection recommendations are understood as specific, improvement-oriented actions derived from inspection findings and intended to address identified weaknesses and enhance school performance (Dedering & Muller, 2011). In this sense, recommendations guide schools toward targeted areas of improvement. Their implementation therefore becomes the key process through which inspection feedback is translated into school improvement outcomes. However, this translation is not automatic, as it depends on how recommendations are interpreted and acted upon within schools.
Implementation of school inspection recommendations is widely understood as a critical stage in the inspection process. It is through this stage that external evaluation is expected to influence internal school improvement. Fixsen et al. (2005) define implementation as the extent to which schools act upon, adapt, or incorporate inspection recommendations into their practices and improvement processes. From this understanding, implementation is not a single event, but a process that unfolds over time and involves decision-making at different levels of the school system.
The importance of implementation lies in the assumption that inspection only becomes meaningful when recommendations are translated into action. As Msungu and Kumar (2019, p. 1812) note, “effective implementation of recommendations from inspection reports is a key to improvement in education standards in schools, which eventually leads to quality education.” This shows that inspection and school improvement are closely linked through implementation.
However, implementation is not always automatic. Chapman (2001) argues that schools differ in how they interpret and respond to inspection feedback. Similarly, Gray and Wilcox (1995) observe that improvement cannot be assumed simply because recommendations exist, as responses may be partial or delayed. Quintelier et al. (2020) further note that even when feedback is accepted, it does not necessarily translate into instructional or behavioural change. This suggests that implementation depends strongly on how schools engage with recommendations in practice.
Evidence from empirical studies further highlights variation in implementation across contexts. In low-stakes systems, schools tend to respond more positively to inspection recommendations. For example, O’Doherty et al. (2025) found that schools in Ireland engaged more consistently with inspection feedback, especially where dialogue and support were emphasised. Similarly, Olafsdottir et al. (2022) reported that schools in Iceland actively used external evaluation feedback to improve school practices. These studies suggest that implementation is stronger where inspection is experienced as supportive rather than controlling.
In contrast, studies from more accountability-driven systems show weaker or uneven implementation. Bezem (2025) notes that although inspection may improve planning, actual implementation of recommendations is often inconsistent. Ehren and Shackleton (2014) also found that some schools in the Netherlands engaged in symbolic implementation, where changes were made mainly to show compliance rather than to improve teaching and learning. This indicates that implementation may sometimes be driven by external pressure rather than genuine school improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc232444856]In developing country contexts, additional challenges are reported. Mathembele et al. (2025), in a study conducted in Uganda, found that implementation of inspection recommendations was often partial and delayed. Similarly, Ehren et al. (2017) highlight that in low- and middle-income countries, implementation is affected by resource constraints, weak follow-up, and limited institutional capacity at school level. These conditions limit the extent to which recommendations are fully translated into practice.
Across the literature, it is evident that schools do not respond to inspection recommendations in the same way. While some schools integrate recommendations into improvement plans and act on them, others implement only minimal changes. In some cases, recommendations remain at documentation level without visible classroom impact. This indicates that implementation is not a straightforward process, but one that varies according to school context, leadership, and capacity. However, less is known about the conditions and mechanisms that explain this variation, particularly in low-resource settings. Most studies have been conducted in well-resourced education systems, while evidence from countries such as Malawi remains limited. This gap therefore justifies the present study.
2.5 Factors Influencing Implementation of School Inspection Findings
School leadership, the quality of inspection feedback, and system-level constraints are widely discussed in the literature as key factors shaping the implementation of school inspection recommendations. These factors are often presented as interacting conditions rather than isolated variables, influencing how schools interpret and respond to inspection findings. Among these factors, school leadership is consistently highlighted as a central determinant of implementation.
School leadership is consistently highlighted as a central factor in the implementation of inspection findings. Headteachers play a key role in interpreting inspection feedback, prioritising recommendations, and coordinating school-level responses (Lowe, 2003; Ehren & Visscher, 2008). In this sense, leadership becomes the main channel through which external inspection expectations are translated into internal school action. Evidence from England shows that implementation varies across schools depending on how headteachers interpret and prioritise recommendations in relation to competing school demands (Lowe, 2003). Similarly, Ehren and Visscher (2008) observe that leadership capacity and organisational readiness shape the extent to which schools respond to inspection feedback. However, these studies are largely situated in well-resourced education systems, and less is known about how leadership dynamics influence implementation in contexts such as Malawi, where institutional support and leadership capacity may differ.
The quality of inspection feedback is also strongly linked to implementation outcomes in the literature. Inspection recommendations tend to be more effective where they are clear, specific, and actionable, as this facilitates their translation into practice within schools (Ehren & Visscher, 2008). In such cases, feedback functions not only as evaluation but also as guidance for school improvement. However, clarity of feedback alone does not guarantee implementation. Lowe (2003) notes that schools may still interpret recommendations differently or prioritise them unevenly depending on internal pressures and contextual demands. This indicates that the influence of inspection feedback is closely tied to how it is received and mediated within schools. Nevertheless, most of this evidence is drawn from developed education systems, leaving limited understanding of how inspection feedback is experienced and acted upon in Malawian secondary schools.
System-level constraints further shape implementation beyond the school level. Implementation is influenced not only by internal school processes but also by the functioning of the broader inspection system, particularly in relation to follow-up support, inspector capacity, and resource availability. Studies from comparable contexts indicate that weaknesses in these areas can significantly reduce implementation, even where schools are willing to act on recommendations. For example, Macharia and Kiruma (2014) found that weak follow-up systems, limited inspector support, and resource constraints hindered implementation in Uganda. Similarly, Ehren et al. (2017) observe that in low- and middle-income countries, implementation is often constrained by limited institutional capacity and weak post-inspection support structures. Despite these insights, there remains limited context-specific evidence on how such factors shape implementation in Malawi’s secondary education system.
[bookmark: _Toc232444857]2.6 Strategies for Improving Implementation of School Inspection Recommendations
The implementation of school inspection recommendations is increasingly understood in the literature as a process that can be strengthened through deliberate strategies that shift inspection from a compliance-oriented activity towards a more developmental and collaborative improvement mechanism. Across studies, implementation tends to be more effective where inspection systems emphasise participation, reflective engagement, professional support, and capacity building rather than relying predominantly on top-down monitoring approaches.
Demirtas and Kahveci (2015), in a study on school leadership practices, found that participation and collaboration within schools significantly enhance the implementation of inspection recommendations. Their findings indicate that when teachers are involved in decision-making processes and encouraged to work collaboratively, they are more likely to take ownership of improvement actions. In this sense, collaboration operates as a key mechanism through which inspection feedback is translated into school-level change.
Barbour (2016), examining feedback processes in schools, similarly observed that implementation improves when inspection findings are interpreted collaboratively by school leaders and teachers. The study shows that when feedback is actively discussed rather than simply communicated, teachers are more likely to perceive inspection as developmental rather than compliance-driven. Reflective engagement therefore emerges as a critical condition for the acceptance and utilisation of recommendations.
Kalsi (2022), focusing on the role of inspectors in school improvement, found that inspection systems are more effective when inspectors extend beyond evaluative functions to provide professional guidance. The study reports that schools benefit more when inspectors offer curriculum support and context-sensitive advice that directly facilitates implementation. This positions inspection as more effective when evaluation is combined with professional support.
Parsons and Higgins (2023) further argue that capacity-building approaches are central to sustained implementation. Their findings show that inspection processes that strengthen schools’ ability to conduct self-evaluation, use evidence, and plan improvement are more likely to yield long-term implementation outcomes. In this way, inspection is conceptualised as a developmental process that builds institutional capacity rather than a one-off evaluative exercise. However, the applicability of these strategies is strongly influenced by context. In well-resourced systems, schools are generally better positioned to engage in collaboration, reflect on feedback, and benefit from sustained inspector support. In contrast, evidence from developing contexts suggests that these mechanisms may face significant constraints.
Demirtas and Kahveci (2015) note that collaborative practices may be limited where teachers face heavy workloads and limited time for structured engagement. Similarly, Barbour (2016) highlights that reflective feedback processes may be weakened where leadership capacity is uneven and opportunities for professional dialogue are constrained. These challenges are particularly pronounced in low-resource education systems.
Kalsi (2022) further observes that inspectors’ ability to provide sustained professional support may be limited by logistical challenges and mobility within inspection systems. Parsons and Higgins (2023) also emphasise that capacity-building initiatives require stable institutional systems and adequate resources, which are often lacking in developing contexts.
The literature indicates that strategies such as collaboration, reflective engagement, inspector support, and capacity building can enhance the implementation of school inspection recommendations. However, their effectiveness depends strongly on contextual conditions, particularly institutional capacity and resource availability. This highlights the need for further empirical investigation into how such strategies operate in low-resource settings such as Malawi.
2.7. Conclusion
The literature review has shown that school inspection is widely recognised as an important quality assurance mechanism intended to promote school improvement through external evaluation and feedback. However, the review has also indicated that the implementation of inspection recommendations remains uneven and often weak across different contexts. While existing studies identify school leadership, quality of inspection feedback, and system-level constraints as key factors influencing implementation, much of the evidence is drawn from well-resourced education systems. There is comparatively limited empirical evidence on how these factors operate in low-resource contexts, particularly in Malawi.
Furthermore, where studies provide insights into implementation processes and improvement strategies, the focus is largely on contexts outside sub-Saharan Africa, with limited attention to the specific institutional realities of Malawian secondary schools. In addition, the interaction of leadership practices, feedback quality, and system capacity in shaping implementation outcomes remains underexplored in the local context. This gap suggests that current knowledge is insufficient to fully explain why implementation of inspection recommendations remains inconsistent in public secondary schools in Malawi.
It is therefore evident that further empirical investigation is needed to examine how these factors influence the implementation of school inspection recommendations in the Northern Education Division of Malawi. Such a study is necessary to generate context-specific evidence that can inform more effective inspection practices and strengthen school improvement processes.
Following this literature review, the next section presents the research methodology and study design. The focus is on the research approach, study population, sampling procedures, data collection methods, and data analysis techniques that guide the study.
[bookmark: _Toc232444858]2.7 Theoretical Framework
This study is guided by Transformational Leadership Theory as advanced by Burns (1978) and later developed by Bass (1985). Transformational leadership is a leadership approach that focuses on inspiring and motivating followers to achieve higher levels of performance. It assumes that individuals are more likely to embrace change when leaders provide vision, encouragement, and a shared sense of purpose. Bass (1985) explains that transformational leaders enhance organisational outcomes by strengthening commitment and encouraging innovation, and they also promote ownership of organisational goals. Bass and Riggio (2006) further identify four key components of this leadership style, namely idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration. These dimensions explain how leaders influence behaviour, and they also describe how professional growth is supported within organisations.
In education, transformational leadership is particularly relevant because school leaders shape teacher attitudes and influence school culture. Day et al. (2020) argue that effective school leadership strengthens teacher commitment, enhances instructional quality, and contributes to sustained school improvement outcomes. Therefore, headteachers are expected to develop a shared vision for school improvement, and they must also create an environment that supports change and continuous improvement.
In the context of this study, transformational leadership is important because it helps explain how school leaders influence the implementation of school inspection recommendations. It is expected that where transformational leadership practices are strong, teachers are more likely to embrace inspection recommendations and participate actively in their implementation.








CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This chapter presents the research methodology adopted in the study. Specifically, it discusses the study population, data collection instruments, sampling techniques, and data analysis procedures used to guide the investigation. According to Creswell (2009), research methodology is a critical component of any study as it outlines the systematic steps undertaken in conducting research and ensures that the study is carried out in a structured and rigorous manner.
[bookmark: _Toc232444859]3.1 Research Design
This study will adopt an Explanatory Sequential Mixed-Methods Design. The design involves two distinct phases in which quantitative data are collected and analysed first, followed by qualitative data collection and analysis to explain and provide deeper insights into the quantitative results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This design is appropriate because it first determines the extent of implementation of school inspection recommendations and subsequently explores the underlying factors influencing the observed patterns.
The choice of mixed methods is informed by the need to integrate numerical measurement and contextual explanation by combining the strengths of quantitative and qualitative approaches while minimising their limitations, thereby enabling a more comprehensive understanding of implementation levels and influencing factors in public secondary schools (Leavy, 2023; Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
In this study, the quantitative phase will determine the extent of implementation of inspection recommendations, while the qualitative phase will explore school-level, inspector-related, and systemic factors influencing these patterns. The integration of both datasets enhances interpretation and supports a more comprehensive explanation of the implementation gap identified in the Northern Education Division.
A mixed-methods approach is particularly suitable for policy implementation research because it integrates numerical trends with contextual explanations of underlying causes (Sabharwal & Malish, 2018). The integration of quantitative and qualitative methods enhances the credibility of the findings through triangulation and provides complementary insights by linking statistical patterns with contextual explanations of implementation dynamics (Creswell, 2018).
3.2 Study Population and Sample
The target population for this study will comprise all public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division of Malawi, which is administratively organised into eight education districts, as well as headteachers, teachers, and Education Quality Assurance Officers (inspectors). These groups are directly involved in the implementation and monitoring of school inspection recommendations.
A combination of probability and non-probability sampling techniques will be used. Public secondary schools will be selected using stratified random sampling to ensure representation across the eight education districts. Dubey and Kothari (2022) note that stratified sampling improves representativeness and reduces sampling bias. Three schools will be selected from each district, giving a total of 24 schools.
Within each school, the headteacher will be purposively selected, while two teachers will be selected using simple random sampling. Education Quality Assurance Officers will also be purposively selected due to their role in inspection processes. The study will therefore involve 24 headteachers, 48 teachers, and 5 Education Quality Assurance Officers, giving a total of 77 participants.
3.3 Data Collection Methods
The study will employ multiple methods of data collection in order to obtain both quantitative and qualitative data. Structured questionnaires will be administered to headteachers and teachers to collect quantitative information regarding the extent of implementation of school inspection recommendations and the factors influencing implementation at school level.
Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with Education Quality Assurance Officers to obtain in-depth insights into inspector-related and systemic factors affecting implementation. The interviews will focus on issues such as feedback quality, follow-up mechanisms, and challenges encountered during inspection processes.
In addition, document analysis will be conducted using recent school inspection reports (2023–2025) and school improvement plans. This will provide an opportunity to compare documented recommendations with implementation practices and thereby enhance the credibility of the findings through triangulation.
The qualitative phase will be informed by the results of the quantitative phase. Specifically, participants for interviews will be purposively selected based on variations in the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations, including schools with high and low implementation scores, as well as differences in leadership capacity and compliance patterns across districts. This will enable the study to explore in depth the reasons behind observed quantitative trends and variations.
In line with the explanatory sequential mixed methods design, the quantitative phase will be conducted first using questionnaires, and its results will guide the selection of participants and focus of the qualitative phase. The qualitative phase will then build on the quantitative findings to provide deeper explanations of the observed patterns of implementation in public secondary schools.
3.4 Data Analysis Plan
Quantitative data collected through questionnaires will be analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics. Frequencies, percentages, means, correlation, and regression analyses will be used to determine patterns and relationships among variables. Qualitative data obtained from semi-structured interviews and document analysis will be analysed using thematic analysis. This process will involve transcription (for interviews), systematic review of documents, coding, identification of recurring patterns, and development of themes related to school-level, inspector-related, and systemic influences on implementation.
In accordance with the explanatory sequential mixed methods design, the quantitative phase will be conducted first using questionnaires, and its results will guide the selection of participants and focus of the qualitative phase. The qualitative phase will then build on the quantitative findings to provide deeper explanations of the observed patterns of implementation in public secondary schools.
Finally, quantitative and qualitative findings will be integrated during interpretation in order to provide a comprehensive understanding of factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations.
4.0 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
The process of data collection will follow procedures of obtaining a clearance letter from the Northern Education Division and informed consent from participants. Participants will be informed about the purpose of the study and will voluntarily decide whether to participate. The researcher will ensure confidentiality and anonymity of all participants throughout the study.
5.0 TIMELINE AND WORK PLAN- 2026
	Phase
	Activity
	Month

	Phase 1
	Proposal refinement and ethical clearance 
	July   

	Phase 2
	Quantitative data collection 
	July 

	Phase 3
	Quantitative data analysis and preparation for qualitative phase
	August 

	Phase 4
	Qualitative data collection 
	August  

	Phase 5
	Qualitative data analysis and integration of findings
	September 

	Phase 6
	Final Thesis writing, submission
	October 
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