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[bookmark: _Toc237429487][bookmark: _Toc237871824]CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Toc237429488][bookmark: _Toc237871825][bookmark: introduction]Introduction
Globally, governments use inspection as a tool for monitoring educational quality (Campuzano, 2023; Scheerens & Ehren, 2019). School inspection is a formal quality-assurance process (Scheerens & Ehren, 2019) in which external evaluators visit schools, assess performance against defined standards, and issue recommendations for action. Its functions extend beyond control: Jawahir and colleagues identify improvement and liaison as additional purposes of inspection (Jawahir et al., 2021). The assumption built into this system is straightforward: if schools receive clear feedback on what is not working, they will change it.
That assumption is harder to sustain than it looks. The international research synthesis by Hofer and colleagues (Hofer et al., 2020) shows that inspection does not automatically produce school improvement; its effects depend on how findings are received, interpreted, supported, and acted upon by schools.
The study focuses on secondary schools in the Northern Education Division (NED) of Malawi. Evidence from the division indicates that many of these schools have undergone multiple rounds of inspection and continue to receive similar recommendations cycle after cycle, suggesting that implementation of previous recommendations has been limited (Northern Education Division, 2025). Why this is happening, what factors drive it, and how those closest to the process understand it, is the question the study addresses.
[bookmark: _Toc237429489][bookmark: _Toc237871826][bookmark: background-to-the-study]Background to the Study
[bookmark: _Toc237429490][bookmark: _Toc237871827][bookmark: school-inspection-at-the-global-level]School Inspection at the Global Level
School inspection is older than most people assume. In England and Wales, formal school inspection began in 1839, when Her Majesty’s Inspectors were appointed to visit schools receiving government grants (Blanco, 2024; Keane, 2023). Ireland followed in 1831, France in 1802, the Netherlands in 1801 (Blanco, 2024). By the middle of the nineteenth century, most European countries had established inspection in some form. The function was narrow: verify that public money was being spent correctly, check that teachers were competent, and report back to central government. Schools were inspected; they were not supported.
That model persisted well into the twentieth century. As mass public education expanded and teacher numbers grew, inspection systems scaled up alongside them. Inspectors took on additional functions, including setting examinations, advising on teaching methods, and assessing curriculum delivery, but the underlying character of inspection remained regulatory. The inspector was an official of the state, not a colleague of the school (Blanco, 2024; Keane, 2023).
Pressure for change accumulated from the 1980s onwards. In the United Kingdom, teacher unions resisted the presence of inspectors in classrooms; school leaders argued that inspection was disconnected from the realities of running a school (Keane, 2023). A growing body of evidence questioned whether the compliance model actually improved schools at all. In response, many countries began shifting towards frameworks that combined external inspection with internal school self-evaluation, reduced the punitive character of inspection outcomes, and repositioned the inspector as a provider of developmental feedback rather than a regulator. New Zealand went furthest with this approach, establishing a system in which an evaluation partner works alongside school leadership rather than visiting and reporting on them (Gardezi et al., 2023; Gardezi, 2024). Ireland adopted a similar direction, combining school self-evaluation with external review without publishing comparative school rankings (Gardezi et al., 2023; Gardezi, 2024).
Transnational organisations reinforced this shift. UNESCO, the OECD, and the World Bank have each, at different points, promoted quality assurance and inspection frameworks as mechanisms for improving education in both high- and low-income countries (Gardezi et al., 2023; McLure & Aldridge, 2022). International assessments such as PISA, TIMSS, and PIRLS created political pressure on governments to show measurable results, and school inspection was one instrument expected to help deliver them. This produced, across many systems, a convergence towards frameworks that balance accountability and improvement functions, though how that balance is struck varies considerably by national context (Gardezi et al., 2023; Hofer et al., 2020).
Whether inspection, in any of these forms, actually improves schools is a different question. Evidence from England and the Netherlands suggests that inspection can strengthen school planning and bring focused attention to identified weaknesses (O’Doherty et al., 2025; Vanhoof et al., 2025). Recent research also indicates that inspection effects are mediated through leadership responses, feedback acceptance, and the extent to which schools connect external findings to internal improvement processes (Bezem, 2025; Gardezi, 2024; Quintelier et al., 2020). Other evidence is more cautious: the systematic synthesis by Hofer, Holzberger, and Reiss (Hofer et al., 2020) found that many reported inspection effects were not statistically significant, while African studies show that effects are particularly weak where follow-up support is absent (Bagaya et al., 2020; Kassim & Matete, 2024). Inspection can contribute to improvement, but only under conditions that are frequently absent in under-resourced settings. The most consistent finding across this body of evidence is that what determines the impact of inspection is not whether schools are visited but whether they act on the recommendations they receive.
Research from different countries consistently shows that receiving a recommendation and implementing it are two different things. Schools in low-resource settings, in particular, often acknowledge inspection findings without being able, or in some cases willing, to translate them into change (Bagaya et al., 2020; Msungu & Kumar, 2019; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). The gap between recommendation and action is where the improvement logic of inspection breaks down, and it is that gap which this study examines.

[bookmark: _Toc237429491][bookmark: _Toc237871828][bookmark: X4b018863818cafea263444a4192406bad326aa7]Implementation of Inspection Recommendations in African Contexts
School inspection in sub-Saharan Africa largely traces its origins to colonial administration. Education ordinances in the late nineteenth century introduced inspectors whose primary role was to assess whether schools met the conditions required for government grants, checking records, teacher qualifications, and physical premises, rather than evaluating the quality of learning (Campuzano, 2023; Mampane, 2020). After independence, most countries retained these administrative structures with limited reform. Inspection continued to focus on compliance; the developmental function that European systems were developing during the same period was slower to take hold in African contexts.
Resource constraints have been central to this. Recent studies of school inspection and quality assurance in African systems report high school-to-inspector ratios, inadequate transport and funding, limited inspector training, and weak follow-up after initial visits (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Lyanga & Chen, 2020). Schools were inspected; they were rarely revisited to check whether recommendations had been addressed. Under these conditions, the developmental function of inspection remained largely theoretical.
Evidence from Uganda illustrates how these constraints play out in practice. Mathembele and colleagues (Mathembele et al., 2025), studying secondary schools in Kasese District, found that implementation of inspection recommendations was partial and delayed across most sampled schools. Administrative recommendations, specifically those concerning records, staffing registers, and physical facilities, were more likely to be acted upon than pedagogical ones. Follow-up by inspectors was identified as the single most significant constraining factor: schools received recommendations and then heard nothing. Recent Ugandan evidence reached similar conclusions across broader school samples, with limited inspector capacity and resource constraints reducing implementation likelihood significantly (Bagaya et al., 2020; Mathembele et al., 2025). Msungu and Kumar (Msungu & Kumar, 2019) found comparable patterns in Malawi’s South East Education Division, where inspection recommendations remained partially implemented across most sampled schools, with school leadership engagement and resource availability identified as key differentiating factors between schools that acted on recommendations and those that did not.
These findings point to a common structural problem. Implementation is constrained not by one variable but by an accumulation of them: inspectors who cannot follow up, schools that cannot resource improvement actions, leaders who do not prioritise recommendations, and systems that provide no accountability mechanism for what happens after a report is issued (Hofer et al., 2020; McLure & Aldridge, 2022). The problem is not inspection itself but the conditions, institutional, material, and organisational, that determine what inspection produces at school level.
[bookmark: _Toc237429492][bookmark: _Toc237871829]School Inspection in Malawi
Malawi’s current school inspection framework is grounded in the Education Act (2013), which mandates the inspection and supervision of all schools to ensure compliance with national education standards. The Directorate of Quality Assurance (DQAS), operating under the Ministry of Education, is responsible for carrying out this mandate. Two instruments give it practical effect. The National Education Standards (2015) define benchmarks across four areas: teaching and learning, school leadership and management, governance and community relations, and learner outcomes and welfare. The Handbook for Inspectors and Advisors (2015) translates these standards into inspection procedures and positions the inspection process as both evaluative and advisory, meaning that inspectors are expected not only to assess schools but to provide guidance on how identified weaknesses should be addressed (Msungu & Kumar, 2019).
Under this framework, each inspection cycle generates a report for the school, identifying strengths and areas requiring improvement, with recommendations attached. Schools are expected to develop School Improvement Plans (SIPs) in response, and EQAOs are expected to support that process and follow up on progress. On paper, the system is coherent. In practice, studies suggest considerable distance between what the framework intends and what happens in schools (Meyers & VanGronigen, 2025; Msungu & Kumar, 2019).
A substantive study of Malawian inspection (Msungu & Kumar, 2019) found that inspection reports were recognised by officials as important inputs into education planning but that their translation into actual school-level improvement action was weak and inconsistent. Recent evidence also identifies irregular inspection visits and limited supervisory capacity as structural constraints in African quality assurance systems (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Lyanga & Chen, 2020). Toroma (2024), examining secondary schools in Mzimba District, found that school-based supervision had limited impact on teachers’ classroom practice, with inadequate follow-up from EQAOs identified as the primary reason. Msungu and Kumar (Msungu & Kumar, 2019) found partial implementation across most secondary schools in the South East Education Division, with resource shortages and variable leadership engagement as the main differentiating factors between schools that acted on recommendations and those that did not.
These four studies focus on different districts and divisions, but they describe the same underlying pattern. Inspection happens. Reports are produced. Recommendations sit in files. The chain of action between a written recommendation and observable change in school practice is frequently broken, and the factors responsible for breaking it have not been adequately examined in any single Malawian context in any depth.
[bookmark: _Toc237429493][bookmark: _Toc237871830][bookmark: the-northern-education-division]The Northern Education Division
The Northern Education Division is one of Malawi’s eight education divisions and is administratively organised into eight education districts. Secondary schools in NED operate under the same national inspection framework administered by DQAS, with EQAOs attached to each district office responsible for conducting inspections and issuing recommendations.
The NED Inspection Executive Summary Report (2025) indicates that weak implementation of inspection recommendations has been a recurring problem across secondary schools in the division. Schools have been inspected across multiple cycles and have in some cases received the same recommendations repeatedly, pointing to a systemic rather than incidental failure of implementation. The report does not, however, analyse the factors behind this pattern. It documents what is happening but not why.
No published study has examined the implementation of inspection recommendations specifically in NED secondary schools. The factors that drive the pattern described in the 2025 report, and the perceptions of the headteachers, teachers, and EQAOs most directly involved in the process, are not known. That is the gap this study addresses.
[bookmark: _Toc237429495][bookmark: _Toc237871831][bookmark: problem-statement]Problem Statement
Secondary schools in the Northern Education Division continue to demonstrate weak implementation of school inspection recommendations across repeated inspection cycles (Northern Education Division, 2025). In some schools, the same recommendations have been issued across successive inspections without observable implementation, suggesting that the problem is not one of inadequate inspection coverage but of what happens after recommendations are issued.
This matters because implementation is the mechanism through which inspection is supposed to contribute to school improvement. A recommendation that is not acted upon produces no change. Recent synthesis and empirical research indicate that the gap between recommendation and implementation is a major factor limiting the impact of inspection on educational quality (Hofer et al., 2020; McLure & Aldridge, 2022). In NED, that gap appears persistent, but its causes are not understood.
International literature points to a range of factors that may influence implementation: the quality and specificity of inspection feedback, school leadership capacity, the availability of resources, and the strength of post-inspection follow-up by EQAOs (Bagaya et al., 2020; Figueiredo, 2024; McLure & Aldridge, 2023; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). How these factors operate in NED secondary schools specifically, and how the people most directly responsible for implementation understand the barriers and enablers they face, has not been examined. Without that evidence, interventions designed to improve implementation in NED will be built on assumptions rather than local knowledge. This study will, therefore, fill that gap.

[bookmark: research-questions]
[bookmark: _Toc237429497][bookmark: _Toc237871832][bookmark: research-objectives]Research Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc237871833]Main objective
The main objective of this study is  to examine the factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division, Malawi.
[bookmark: _Toc237871834]Specific objectives
The specific objectives that guide the study are:
1. To determine the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division, Malawi.
2. To examine the factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division, Malawi.
3. To explore school leaders’ and Education Quality Assurance Officers’ perceptions of the barriers and enablers to implementing school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division, Malawi.
[bookmark: _Toc237429496][bookmark: _Toc237871835]Research Questions
Following the specific objectives, below are the research questions:
1. What is the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division, Malawi?
2. What factors influence the implementation of school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division, Malawi?
3. How do school leaders and Education Quality Assurance Officers perceive the barriers and enablers to implementing school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division, Malawi?
[bookmark: _Toc237429494][bookmark: _Toc237871836][bookmark: aim-and-significance-of-the-study]Significance of the Study
For the Ministry of Education and DQAS, the findings may inform revisions to inspection policy and follow-up mechanisms. For EQAOs, evidence on how their recommendations are received and acted upon at school level may strengthen how they formulate and communicate feedback. For headteachers, a clearer account of the conditions that support or obstruct implementation may assist improvement planning and leadership decision-making.
At the level of research, the study addresses a gap that is visible both locally and comparatively. The four existing Malawian studies cited above focus on primary schools or on divisions other than NED. None employs a mixed-methods design that combines measurement of implementation level with in-depth qualitative exploration of factors and perceptions. Comparatively, African evidence on this question is limited relative to European evidence, and low-resource contexts are underrepresented in the literature (Campuzano, 2023; Hofer et al., 2020). Findings from NED will add to both the Malawian evidence base and the broader literature on inspection in low-resource settings.
[bookmark: scope-of-the-study]
[bookmark: _Toc237429499][bookmark: _Toc237871837][bookmark: structure-of-the-thesis]Structure of the Thesis
The thesis comprises five chapters. Chapter One has introduced the study and its context, set out the problem statement, and presented the aim, research questions, objectives, and scope.
Chapter Two reviews the relevant literature. It examines how school inspection functions as a quality assurance mechanism, discusses the relationship between inspection recommendations and school improvement, and reviews evidence on implementation and the factors that influence it. International literature is reviewed first, followed by African evidence and Malawian studies specifically.
Chapter Three describes the research methodology. It justifies the explanatory sequential mixed-methods case study design, explains the study population and sampling procedures, describes the data collection instruments and process, and sets out the approach to data analysis and the ethical considerations governing the study.
Chapter Four presents and discusses the findings. Quantitative findings on the level of implementation are reported first. Qualitative findings from interviews and document analysis follow. The chapter then integrates both sets of findings to provide a full account of implementation and its determinants in NED secondary schools.
Chapter Five presents the conclusions. It addresses each research objective in turn, draws out implications for policy and practice, identifies limitations of the study, and suggests directions for future research.

[bookmark: _Toc237429500][bookmark: _Toc237871838]Chapter Summary
Chapter One has established the context and rationale for the study. The background began with the origins and evolution of school inspection globally, then narrowed to the African context, the Malawian framework, and finally the specific situation in NED. The problem is a persistent gap between inspection recommendations and their implementation in NED secondary schools, one that the 2025 NED report documents but does not explain. The three research questions and objectives are designed to address that gap by measuring the level of implementation, identifying the factors that influence it, and exploring how those directly involved understand the barriers and enablers they face. Chapter Two examines what the existing literature says about each of these dimensions.

[bookmark: _Toc237871839][bookmark: chapter-two-literature-review][bookmark: chapter-overview]CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc237871840]Chapter Overview
This chapter reviews the literature thematically and critically in relation to the implementation of school inspection recommendations in secondary schools. It defines the central concepts, examines inspection as a quality assurance mechanism, analyses the implementation process and the school-level, inspector-related, and system-level factors influencing it, and compares the perceptions of school leaders and inspectors. Studies are synthesized according to their research design, sample, measures, findings, scope, and limitations, with particular attention to evidence from Africa and Malawi.
[bookmark: _Toc237871841][bookmark: definition-of-key-concepts]Definition of Key Concepts
[bookmark: school-inspection]School Inspection
School inspection is the systematic external evaluation of a school against defined standards, indicators, or expectations. Scheerens and Ehren (Scheerens & Ehren, 2019) explain that inspection frameworks commonly assess school processes, organisational conditions, teaching, and outcomes. The process may involve document review, interviews, classroom observation, analysis of learner information, and feedback to school leaders; it is therefore broader than a single supervisory visit.
The literature identifies three overlapping purposes of inspection: control, improvement, and liaison (Scheerens & Ehren, 2019). Control involves checking compliance with laws and standards; improvement involves identifying weaknesses and supporting change; and liaison connects schools with wider policy and professional support (Jawahir et al., 2021). These purposes can conflict. A process that emphasises control may produce pressure but reduce openness, whereas a developmental process may encourage reflection but have limited influence where schools lack resources or accountability is weak (Bezem, 2025; Honingh et al., 2021).
Inspection is also distinct from school self-evaluation. External inspection provides outside judgement, whereas self-evaluation is conducted by the school. Gardezi (Gardezi, 2024) found that self-evaluation is increasingly incorporated into quality assurance systems, but its form varies according to whether systems are centralised and hierarchical or decentralised and autonomous. This distinction is relevant to the present study because recommendations are more likely to be implemented when external findings are connected to the school’s own diagnosis of its problems.
For this study, school inspection means the formal external quality assurance process through which Education Quality Assurance Officers assess public secondary schools against national standards, communicate findings, issue recommendations, and undertake or are expected to undertake follow-up. This definition is consistent with the literature’s treatment of inspection as a process extending from evidence collection to post-inspection response (Jawahir et al., 2021; Scheerens & Ehren, 2019).
[bookmark: school-inspection-recommendations]School Inspection Recommendations
School inspection recommendations are statements of action arising from inspection evidence. They identify areas requiring attention and indicate what schools, school leaders, teachers, or other education authorities should do in response. Recommendations may concern teaching and learning, leadership, records, learner welfare, infrastructure, governance, or resource management (Ólafsdóttir et al., 2022; Scheerens & Ehren, 2019).
A finding describes a condition, whereas a recommendation translates that condition into an expected response. This translation is important because a recommendation may be accurate but still difficult to implement if it is vague, unrealistic, poorly prioritised, or disconnected from available authority and resources. Figueiredo (Figueiredo, 2024) found that feedback on school self-evaluation was often descriptive and generic rather than targeted to the circumstances of individual schools; although that study did not measure implementation directly, it identifies a plausible reason why external evaluation may have limited practical influence.
Recommendations also differ in their implementation demands. Administrative recommendations, such as updating records, are generally more visible and easier to verify than pedagogical recommendations requiring professional learning, teacher collaboration, changes in classroom routines, and sustained monitoring. Evidence from Uganda and Tanzania indicates that quality assurance often produces stronger administrative than instructional responses (Bagaya et al., 2020b; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Matete, 2022). This distinction is important because a school may complete the documentary elements of a recommendation without changing the underlying practice.
[bookmark: implementation]In this study, school inspection recommendations refer to the actions expected of secondary schools and relevant education actors after an inspection report has been issued. The concept includes the clarity, specificity, relevance, feasibility, priority, and perceived legitimacy of the recommendation, since these characteristics influence whether feedback is accepted and used (Figueiredo, 2024; Quintelier et al., 2020).
Implementation
Implementation is the process through which an intended policy, recommendation, or intervention becomes actual practice. Schultes (Schultes, 2021) distinguishes implementation from awareness and formal adoption because an intervention may be known or accepted without being enacted. A school may acknowledge a recommendation without acting on it, begin action without completing it, or complete a documented activity without changing the practice that the recommendation was intended to improve.
Implementation therefore has several dimensions. Adoption refers to the decision to act; acceptability concerns whether actors regard the action as appropriate; enactment refers to what is actually done; fidelity concerns the relationship between intended and enacted practice; intensity concerns the extent of action; and sustainability concerns continuation over time (Schultes, 2021). Local adaptation should not automatically be treated as failure. Dimmock and colleagues (Dimmock et al., 2021) show that schools interpret centrally issued reforms through local culture, professional development, and existing organisational routines.
For this study, implementation means the observable and reported extent to which secondary schools act on inspection recommendations. It includes initiation, completion, depth, coverage, and continuation. Evidence may come from inspection reports, school improvement plans, progress records, questionnaires, interviews, and other school documents, allowing formal compliance to be distinguished from substantive change (Eryilmaz, 2024; Ólafsdóttir et al., 2022).
[bookmark: quality-assurance]Quality Assurance
Quality assurance is the planned and systematic set of processes used to establish, monitor, evaluate, and improve educational quality. It includes setting standards, collecting evidence, evaluating performance, providing feedback, supporting improvement, and holding actors accountable (Jawahir et al., 2021; Scheerens & Ehren, 2019). Inspection is therefore one component of quality assurance rather than the whole system.
Quality assurance can be narrow or broad. Narrow systems emphasise compliance with prescribed standards; broader systems connect external evaluation with school self-evaluation, professional learning, leadership, resource allocation, and follow-up. Gardezi (Gardezi, 2024) found that external evaluation and self-evaluation are increasingly combined, but their relationship depends on the structure and autonomy of the education system. The distinction matters because a school may possess inspection structures without possessing the internal capacity needed to use inspection evidence for improvement.
Quality assurance also involves the credibility of evidence and the fairness of judgement. Standards that are unclear, too numerous, or poorly adapted to local conditions may produce records without producing useful guidance. Hofer, Holzberger, and Reiss (Hofer et al., 2020) show that perceived inspection quality is among the factors associated with inspection effects, while Quintelier and colleagues (Quintelier et al., 2020) demonstrate that procedural fairness and feedback relevance influence acceptance. In this study, quality assurance refers to the processes through which secondary schools are assessed, receive recommendations, and are expected to undertake improvement actions.
[bookmark: school-improvement]School Improvement
School improvement is the sustained strengthening of a school’s capacity to provide better teaching, learning, leadership, organisation, and learner support. It involves changes in professional practice and in the organisational conditions that make those changes possible (McLure & Aldridge, 2023). Improvement is therefore deeper than completing an administrative task or satisfying an inspection requirement temporarily.
Inspection may produce instrumental effects, such as revising a policy or introducing a new procedure, and conceptual effects, such as changing how school actors understand quality and make decisions (Vanhoof et al., 2025). Vanhoof and colleagues found that inspection was generally viewed positively in ten Flemish schools, but its actual effects were often limited. This contrast demonstrates why positive perceptions should not be treated as evidence of school improvement.
School improvement also has a collective dimension. McLure and Aldridge (McLure & Aldridge, 2023) identified shared leadership, adequate resourcing, continuing professional learning, data use, stakeholder engagement, and staffing stability as conditions for sustaining reform. For this study, school improvement means observable and sustained changes in school organisation, leadership, teaching, learning, and learner support that are linked to inspection recommendations.
[bookmark: education-quality-assurance-officers]Education Quality Assurance Officers
Education Quality Assurance Officers are officials responsible for assessing and supporting education quality through inspection, classroom observation, document review, feedback, advisory work, and follow-up. Their role combines technical judgement, professional advice, communication, monitoring, and liaison with the wider education system (Dismas et al., 2023; Gardezi et al., 2024).
This combination creates a tension between judgement and support. Officers must provide an independent assessment while encouraging schools to disclose weaknesses and act on feedback. Where officers are experienced mainly as controllers, schools may limit openness; where they are regarded as credible and developmental, they may be better able to support reflection and change (Gardezi et al., 2023, 2024).
Studies in Tanzania show that heavy workloads, inadequate transport, irregular visits, staff shortages, limited time, and insufficient training restrict the quality assurance role (Dismas et al., 2023; Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024). In this study, Education Quality Assurance Officers are the district or divisional officers involved in inspecting secondary schools, issuing or communicating recommendations, and monitoring or supporting their implementation.
[bookmark: barriers-and-enablers]Barriers and Enablers
Barriers are conditions that obstruct or delay implementation, while enablers are conditions that support or sustain it. The same condition may operate differently in different settings. Accountability may encourage action when expectations and support are clear, but produce symbolic compliance when sanctions are feared and capacity is weak (McLure & Aldridge, 2022).
The literature identifies school-level factors such as leadership, staff capacity, school culture, collaboration, workload, resources, and school improvement planning. Inspector-related factors include credibility, communication, fairness, expertise, frequency of contact, and follow-up. System-level factors include funding, transport, staffing, professional development, policy coherence, monitoring, and accountability (McLure & Aldridge, 2022, 2023).
This multilevel definition is important because schools may fail to implement recommendations that require resources or authority located outside the school. Tanzanian evidence, for example, links weak implementation not only to school cooperation but also to transport shortages, insufficient staffing, delayed reports, and limited district response (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). The present study therefore examines barriers and enablers as interacting conditions rather than as isolated school characteristics.
[bookmark: _Toc237871842][bookmark: X6419846151ae107cf3628217194b68c8d8d80d4]School Inspection as a Quality Assurance Mechanism
[bookmark: _Toc237871843][bookmark: X3cdaad7e9219169c83fe33cdd64cf777764744b]The Purpose and Functions of School Inspection
School inspection is expected to perform several functions at once: enforce standards, provide accountability, generate information, identify areas for improvement, guide professional practice, and connect schools to the wider education system (Jawahir et al., 2021; Scheerens & Ehren, 2019). These functions explain its continuing importance to governments because inspection provides a formal way to monitor schools and make institutional problems visible.
The difficulty is that these purposes can pull the process in different directions. Control requires scrutiny and judgement, while improvement requires trust, dialogue, and openness. Honingh and colleagues (Honingh et al., 2021) found that principle-based inspection was associated with openness and improvement culture, but the effects were small. By contrast, research in Western Uganda describes short, administrative, and control-oriented inspections (Bagaya et al., 2020b). The difference suggests that inspection design shapes the conditions for implementation, although neither study establishes that design alone determines outcomes.
The strongest international evidence does not support a simple claim that inspection improves education. Hofer, Holzberger, and Reiss (Hofer et al., 2020) synthesised 222 effects from 30 inferential studies and found that most were not statistically significant. This systematic review is stronger than an isolated case study because it draws on a broad inferential evidence base, but the included studies varied in outcomes, inspection models, comparison groups, and statistical methods. Its findings demonstrate variability rather than a universal negative effect.
The case evidence helps explain this variability. In Ireland, inspection contributed to sustained improvement in one low-performing secondary school where leaders trusted inspectors, accepted a critical report, and aligned it with internal self-evaluation (O’Doherty et al., 2025). In ten Flemish primary schools, leaders and teachers generally viewed inspection as fair and professional, yet actual effects were limited (Vanhoof et al., 2025). The Irish study is stronger for tracing change because it followed one school over 15 years and three inspection cycles, whereas the Flemish study provides broader comparison across ten cases. Neither design can establish general causation, but together they suggest that acceptance must be joined to organisational capacity, planning, and follow-up.
Inspection should therefore be understood as an opportunity structure for improvement rather than an improvement intervention in itself. It can identify priorities and create pressure, but it cannot independently supply teacher development, materials, finance, leadership capacity, or monitoring. This distinction gives the present study its focus: the important question is how inspection findings are converted into school action in NED.
[bookmark: _Toc237871844][bookmark: Xf1c3bede87181eab3b0519af20aff82dbc93c55]Models and Approaches to School Inspection
Inspection models differ mainly in the balance they establish between control and improvement, the authority given to inspectors, and the role assigned to schools in evaluating themselves (Gardezi, 2024; Scheerens & Ehren, 2019). The models in  are therefore linked to empirical studies 
[bookmark: _Toc237867807]Table 2.1
Models used in school inspection
	Model or approach
	Main emphasis
	Empirical studies and evidence
	Potential value
	Main implementation risk

	Compliance or high-stakes inspection
	Standards, accountability, and consequences
	In Western Uganda, Bagaya and colleagues (Bagaya et al., 2020b) found that short, administrative, and control-oriented inspections were associated with weak post-inspection action planning. Bezem (Bezem, 2025) further found that high-stakes incentives constrained the influence of feedback.
	Clarifies minimum expectations and creates pressure for action
	Defensive behaviour, symbolic compliance, and attention to visible administrative tasks rather than deeper practice

	Developmental or low-stakes inspection
	Dialogue, feedback, and school improvement
	Bezem (Bezem, 2025) found that low-stakes inspections changed school improvement-plan priorities and were followed by substantial reforms, although the influence of feedback was not free from wider accountability pressures.
	Encourages reflection, professional learning, and school-led improvement
	Limited influence where schools lack capacity, resources, or follow-up support

	Principle-based inspection
	Broad principles with local flexibility
	Honingh and colleagues (Honingh et al., 2021) found positive associations between principle-based inspection, feedback effectiveness, openness, improvement culture, and professionalisation in a multilevel study of 901 respondents.
	Supports professional judgement, autonomy, and local adaptation
	Inconsistent judgement, unclear expectations, or unequal application across schools

	External evaluation with self-evaluation
	External challenge combined with school-led inquiry
	Gardezi (Gardezi, 2024) found that the relationship between external evaluation and self-evaluation varies across centralised and decentralised systems. In Ghana, Cobbinah and Eshun (Cobbinah & Eshun, 2021) found that formal self-evaluation structures did not necessarily produce strong school-level understanding or capacity.
	Builds internal capacity, ownership, and alignment between inspection findings and school priorities
	Self-evaluation becomes a compliance exercise or paperwork without meaningful internal inquiry



The Western Uganda evidence illustrates the risks of a control-oriented model. Bagaya and colleagues (Bagaya et al., 2020b) used a concurrent mixed-methods design involving 399 participants from 36 secondary schools and found that inspection was perceived as largely ineffective, with short visits, administrative emphasis, delayed reports, limited stakeholder involvement, and weak post-inspection action planning. The study provides useful breadth because it covers many schools and respondent groups, but its cross-sectional design and reliance on perceptions do not show whether the reported practices caused later implementation failure.
Principle-based inspection offers a different logic. Honingh and colleagues (Honingh et al., 2021) combined system-dynamics workshops with a multilevel survey of 901 respondents and found positive associations between principle-based inspection, perceived feedback effectiveness, openness, improvement culture, and professionalisation. This mixed evidence is stronger than a single-method survey because the qualitative phase identified mechanisms that the quantitative phase examined. Nevertheless, the effects were small, and the central inspection construct was measured with one survey item. The approach may also be applied differently to high- and low-performing schools, creating a risk that flexibility becomes a privilege rather than a universal improvement condition.
Self-evaluation is often presented as the bridge between external inspection and internal improvement. Comparative research shows that self-evaluation is increasingly incorporated into quality assurance systems, but Cobbinah and Eshun (Cobbinah & Eshun, 2021) found that teachers and headteachers in Ghana lacked a strong understanding of formal school self-evaluation despite having informal ways of reviewing school performance. The Ghanaian study provides useful contextual depth through interviews, but its small qualitative sample cannot establish how widespread the problem is. The comparison shows that creating self-evaluation structures does not automatically create self-evaluation capacity.
Recent evidence favours a balanced rather than pure model. Bezem (Bezem, 2025) found that low-stakes inspections changed school improvement plan priorities and were followed by substantial reforms, but high-stakes incentives still constrained the influence of feedback. A qualitative systematic review of external evaluation similarly identified fairness, transparency, stakeholder involvement, recipient perceptions, and change-oriented leadership as conditions supporting improvement actions (Freddano & Salvadori, 2026). These findings indicate that inspection design matters, but it operates through school capacity, relationships, and the wider accountability environment.
[bookmark: _Toc237871845][bookmark: Xcc871a4964261b121618062d6b1eb9ea800d580]School Inspection in Low- and Middle-Income Countries
School inspection in low- and middle-income countries commonly operates under wider geographical responsibility, limited transport, high school-to-inspector ratios, inadequate budgets, and weak opportunities for follow-up. Schools may simultaneously face shortages of teachers, learning materials, infrastructure, and leadership support. Under these conditions, an inspection report may identify problems accurately while remaining disconnected from the means required to address them (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Lyanga & Chen, 2020).
This pattern appears across the African evidence, although the strength of the evidence varies. In Uganda, inspection was associated with control-oriented practices and weak influence on lesson planning (Bagaya et al., 2020b, 2020a). In Tanzania and Zanzibar, studies report irregular visits, limited classroom observation, delayed feedback, inadequate transport, staff shortages, heavy workloads, and insufficient training (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Lyanga & Chen, 2020; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). The repetition of these findings across settings suggests a structural implementation problem, but the studies are mostly regional and cross-sectional. They show common constraints more convincingly than they establish their relative causal importance.
The difference between large surveys and small case studies is important. The Kasese study used 326 respondents and reported a positive association between inspection effectiveness and learner achievement, but inspection explained only 15.3% of the variance and the cross-sectional design cannot establish causation (Mathembele et al., 2025). By contrast, Matete (Matete, 2022) used 59 participants and several qualitative methods to show how teachers valued inspection in principle but experienced limited professional support, fear, and little classroom observation. The former provides stronger numerical estimation; the latter provides stronger insight into meaning and experience. Neither directly measures sustained implementation of recommendations.
Officer competence and communication also shape the quality assurance process. Dismas and colleagues (Dismas et al., 2023) studied 40 respondents and found that district quality assurance officers had varied understandings of the competence-based curriculum; harsh language, limited time, weak report writing, and unclear curriculum concepts hindered support to teachers. A qualitative study of 27 participants in Temeke found that feedback was considered useful, but delays, insufficient officers, short visits, and weak district-level response limited its effect (Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). These studies converge on the importance of the post-visit process, but their purposive samples and qualitative designs make them better suited to explaining mechanisms than estimating prevalence.
The African literature therefore supports a cautious conclusion: inspection is not absent from low-resource systems, but its improvement function is weakened when recommendations are not accompanied by follow-up, professional learning, funding, transport, and clear accountability (Campuzano, 2023; McLure & Aldridge, 2022). This conclusion supports the decision to measure implementation directly rather than infer it from inspection frequency or perceived usefulness.
[bookmark: _Toc237871846][bookmark: school-inspection-in-malawi]School Inspection in Malawi
The available Malawian evidence is limited and concentrated in local case research. Msungu and Kumar (Msungu & Kumar, 2019) used a mixed-methods case study of 15 secondary schools with 50 participants, including headteachers, teachers, and inspectors, and reported that inspection provided professional guidance and was associated with perceived improvement in teaching and learning.
The study is valuable because it shows that Malawian stakeholders may view inspection as a source of support rather than only control. Its methodological limitations, however, restrict the conclusion that can be drawn. The schools were purposively selected, only five inspectors participated, the study covered one division, and the outcome was the general role of inspection rather than implementation of individual recommendations across inspection cycles. It therefore establishes potential value, but not the conditions under which recommendations are implemented or repeated (Msungu & Kumar, 2019).
The Malawian framework formally links inspection standards, reports, school improvement planning, and the responsibilities of Education Quality Assurance Officers. The existence of these arrangements does not demonstrate that the implementation chain works in practice. Evidence from other African systems shows that the chain can break through vague feedback, limited follow-up, inadequate transport, weak professional support, or responsibilities located outside the school (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025).
The Malawian gap is consequently both geographical and analytical. Existing evidence does not examine the Northern Education Division, and it does not combine a direct measure of recommendation implementation with an explanation of school, inspector, and system conditions. The present study addresses both gaps (Msungu & Kumar, 2019). Taken together, this evidence means that the present study must examine inspection in NED as a context-dependent quality-assurance process whose effects depend on recommendation design, stakeholder relationships, follow-up, and the school and system capacity available to act (Bagaya et al., 2020b; Hofer et al., 2020; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Msungu & Kumar, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc237871847][bookmark: Xf23f04f442a385c6c0deab7d862f65c7ebd2364]Implementation of School Inspection Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc237871848][bookmark: Xdfdc431e8d7ed61f175efb490d48526790e951f]The Nature of School Inspection Recommendations
Recommendations are the practical bridge between inspection judgement and school improvement. Their usefulness depends on whether they specify the problem, the expected action, the responsible actors, the available support, and the evidence of progress (Meyers & VanGronigen, 2025; Ólafsdóttir et al., 2022). A recommendation such as “improve teaching quality” establishes a desirable direction but provides little guidance for implementation.
The importance of specificity is supported by evidence from Portugal. Figueiredo (Figueiredo, 2024) analysed external evaluation reports and found that feedback about school self-evaluation was mainly descriptive and generic rather than targeted to individual school circumstances. The study examined reports rather than implementation outcomes, so it cannot prove that generic feedback caused weak improvement. It nevertheless identifies a plausible mechanism: when feedback does not indicate what a school should do differently, it is less likely to guide specific action.
Recommendations also differ in their relation to school authority. Actions concerning records or internal meetings may be controlled by the school, whereas actions concerning staffing, infrastructure, transport, or funding may depend on district or national authorities. The Temeke study found that schools generally implemented feedback recommendations, yet delayed reports, short visits, insufficient officers, and limited district response restricted the overall effect (Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). This suggests that apparent non-implementation may sometimes reflect a mismatch between assigned responsibility and available authority.
The content of recommendations affects the depth of implementation. Administrative actions are visible and relatively easy to verify, while pedagogical actions require changes in knowledge, beliefs, collaboration, and classroom routines. The Ugandan and Tanzanian evidence indicates that inspection frequently produces stronger administrative responses than instructional change (Bagaya et al., 2020b; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Matete, 2022). A high rate of recorded compliance may therefore coexist with limited improvement in teaching.
[bookmark: _Toc237871849][bookmark: conceptualising-implementation]Conceptualising Implementation
Implementation should be understood as a process involving exposure, acceptance, adoption, enactment, adaptation or fidelity, and sustainability. Schultes (Schultes, 2021) explains that implementation evaluation should distinguish these outcomes because a programme may be accepted without being enacted or enacted without being sustained. For inspection recommendations, exposure means that the recommendation reaches the relevant actors; acceptance concerns perceived relevance, fairness, credibility, and feasibility; adoption refers to the decision to act; enactment is the introduction of the action into school routines; and sustainability concerns continuation.
The stages are related but not strictly linear. A school may accept a recommendation but delay action because it lacks resources. It may enact a recommendation in one department but not across the school. It may comply temporarily before inspection and then abandon the change. Evidence from educational reform supports this non-linear view because schools adapt centrally issued requirements through local culture, professional learning, and existing routines (Dimmock et al., 2021).
Implementation must also be distinguished from impact. A recommendation may be implemented but fail to produce immediate achievement gains because other factors intervene. Conversely, learner achievement may improve for reasons unrelated to inspection. The Kasese study found a positive relationship between inspection effectiveness and achievement, but the relationship was moderate, inspection explained only a small proportion of variance, and the design was correlational (Mathembele et al., 2025). Measuring implementation is therefore necessary before attributing outcomes to inspection.
Implementation should be assessed through both formal and substantive evidence. Formal implementation is visible in plans, meeting minutes, completed forms, or reported activities. Substantive implementation is visible in changed routines, classroom practice, leadership behaviour, or sustained organisational arrangements. Eryilmaz’s (Eryilmaz, 2024) use of multiple implementation indicators demonstrates the value of measuring variation, while Ólafsdóttir and colleagues (Ólafsdóttir et al., 2022) show the value of combining interviews with documents over time.
[bookmark: _Toc237871850][bookmark: levels-and-patterns-of-implementation]Levels and Patterns of Implementation
Implementation is better represented as graded than binary. A school may show no implementation, symbolic implementation, partial implementation, substantial implementation, or sustained implementation. This distinction is based on the extent, depth, coverage, and duration of action and is consistent with implementation research’s distinction between enactment, intensity, and sustainability (Schultes, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237867808]Table 2.2 
Levels of implementation
	Level
	Typical evidence
	Critical interpretation

	No implementation
	No action or progress is recorded
	The recommendation has not entered the implementation process or has been blocked

	Symbolic implementation
	Plans or meetings refer to the recommendation but practice is unchanged
	Compliance is visible, but substantive change is absent

	Partial implementation
	Some actions occur while others are delayed or uneven
	Implementation has begun but remains incomplete

	Substantial implementation
	Required actions are enacted across relevant areas
	The recommendation has influenced school practice

	Sustained implementation
	The change continues and is internally monitored
	The recommendation has become part of the school improvement system



Evidence from Ethiopia demonstrates the value of measuring variation. Eryilmaz (Eryilmaz, 2024) used 17 indicators and principal data from 127 schools to classify 74 schools as less policy-implemented and 53 as highly policy-implemented. The use of principal component analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, hierarchical clustering, and k-means clustering is more methodologically developed than the descriptive approaches common in African inspection studies. However, the small complete-case sample, poor confirmatory model fit, questionable assumptions for some analyses, and single-source data restrict interpretation. The study shows that implementation is uneven, but not why.
The Icelandic evidence provides a contrasting picture. Ólafsdóttir and colleagues (Ólafsdóttir et al., 2022) used interviews and document analysis over four to six years in six schools and found that improvement actions in school plans were generally implemented in some form and often sustained. Its longitudinal design is stronger for examining persistence than one-time surveys, but its small sample and reliance partly on participant accounts limit generalisability. The study demonstrates that sustained implementation is possible under supportive conditions, not that it is typical.
Other studies reveal a gap between plans and practice. In Western Uganda, inspection was perceived as weakly connected to action planning and progress evaluation (Bagaya et al., 2020b). A related study found no significant influence of inspection on lesson planning (Bagaya et al., 2020a). In contrast, Bezem (Bezem, 2025) found that low-stakes inspections changed school improvement plan priorities and were followed by substantial reforms, although high-stakes incentives constrained the process. Differences in accountability, inspection design, system capacity, and measurement make direct comparison difficult, but the contrast reinforces the importance of the post-inspection pathway.
[bookmark: _Toc237871851][bookmark: X76cd69295c1ecde2c2c02491c76a955d9c27181]Implementation in African and Low-Resource Contexts
In African and other low-resource contexts, implementation is shaped by the interaction between school needs and system capacity. Schools may receive recommendations about infrastructure, staffing, teaching, assessment, leadership, and records, while the authority and resources required to address these issues remain outside the school. Selective implementation is therefore likely: schools act first on feasible and visible recommendations and defer those requiring external support (Joseph & Urio, 2025; McLure & Aldridge, 2022).
The Tanzanian evidence illustrates this pattern. Makiya and colleagues (Makiya et al., 2022) found that regular visits, follow-up, timely feedback, professional development, teacher involvement, and friendly language were associated with stronger quality assurance, while transport shortages, inadequate facilities, staff shortages, and insufficient funds limited implementation. Its use of questionnaires, interviews, ordinal regression, and correlation provides more analytical breadth than purely descriptive studies. However, its cross-sectional design and primary-school setting limit transfer to secondary schools and prevent firm causal conclusions.
The Tanzanian and Zanzibari studies also show that feedback can be viewed as useful while remaining weak in practice. The Temeke study reported that schools generally implemented feedback recommendations, yet delayed reports, short visits, insufficient officers, and limited district response restricted the overall effect (Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). The Zanzibar study similarly found that external quality assurance contributed to instructional practice but that classroom observation was weak, visits were irregular, and teachers experienced fear and tension (Kassim & Matete, 2024). Both studies use multiple data sources, but their regional designs and largely descriptive analyses mean that they explain constraints more convincingly than they estimate implementation levels across a wider system.
Local adaptation is another issue. Dimmock and colleagues (Dimmock et al., 2021) found that school reform in Vietnam depended on the interaction of external policy guidance with school culture and professional development. Although the study concerned curriculum reform rather than inspection recommendations, its cross-sectional design across 12 schools and use of structural equation modelling show that centrally issued change is mediated by internal school processes. A recommendation cannot be treated as entering an empty organisational space; it is interpreted through existing routines, professional beliefs, leadership relations, and local resources.
The African evidence therefore suggests that implementation failure should not be attributed automatically to school resistance. It may reflect weak recommendation design, delayed feedback, limited follow-up, inadequate professional support, or system constraints (Campuzano, 2023; McLure & Aldridge, 2022). A study of NED must distinguish school-level agency from barriers created by the inspection and education system.
[bookmark: _Toc237871852][bookmark: X4ed522fa3143258c20f9f678025a45edc61cd8f]Implementation in Malawian Secondary Schools
The South East Education Division study indicates that inspection can provide professional guidance and contribute to perceived improvement in teaching and learning in Malawian secondary schools (Msungu & Kumar, 2019). However, it does not measure the implementation of specific recommendations, compare implementation across schools, or follow recommendations across inspection cycles. Its purposive sample of 15 schools and 50 participants is suitable for a local case study but insufficient for estimating implementation across Malawi.
The Malawian implementation problem therefore remains unresolved. Headteachers may coordinate school responses, teachers may enact pedagogical recommendations, and EQAOs may provide assessment and follow-up, but weakness at any point can interrupt the process. Repeated recommendations may indicate limited leadership or teacher engagement, but they may also indicate vague recommendations, inadequate resources, irregular follow-up, or responsibilities located outside the school (Kassim & Matete, 2024; Msungu & Kumar, 2019; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025).
No available study establishes how secondary schools in NED respond to inspection recommendations over time. The present study addresses this gap by measuring implementation, comparing the experiences of headteachers, teachers, and EQAOs, and using interviews and documents to explain the quantitative pattern. Taken together, this literature means that the present study must treat recommendation implementation as a graded and context-dependent process, examining not only whether schools report action but whether recommendations are accepted, enacted, supported, monitored, and sustained in NED (Eryilmaz, 2024; Msungu & Kumar, 2019; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025; Ólafsdóttir et al., 2022; Schultes, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237871853][bookmark: X6c847a4111fbd4f3632cb701efaa0ab76c60ea3]Factors Influencing the Implementation of School Inspection Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc237871854][bookmark: school-level-factors]School-Level Factors
School-level factors determine whether recommendations become shared priorities or remain external demands. Leadership, teacher capacity, school culture, collaboration, resources, workload, internal monitoring, and school improvement planning appear repeatedly in the literature, but their effects are not independent (McLure & Aldridge, 2022, 2023).
Leadership is important because headteachers interpret recommendations, allocate responsibilities, organise resources, and decide whether teachers are supported or blamed. McLure and Aldridge (McLure & Aldridge, 2023) identify shared leadership focused on supporting change as a central condition of sustained reform. A systematic review of transformational school leadership similarly links leadership with motivation, trust, collaboration, professional learning, and school culture (Heenan et al., 2023). However, the review was based largely on quantitative studies and focused mainly on primary education, so it supports leadership as a plausible enabler rather than proving that it predicts recommendation implementation in Malawian secondary schools.
Leadership also depends on organisational conditions. Dimmock and colleagues (Dimmock et al., 2021) found that school culture and internal professional development were central to local adaptation and that leadership was shaped by these conditions rather than operating above them. This finding qualifies leadership literature that sometimes presents the principal as the main driver of change. The combined evidence suggests that leaders matter most through the capacity they build: shared understanding, collaboration, professional learning, and sustained attention.
School culture shapes whether staff discuss recommendations openly or treat them as threats. Honingh and colleagues (Honingh et al., 2021) linked principle-based inspection with openness, professional pride, and improvement culture, but the effects were small and the flexible model may have been applied differently to high- and low-performing schools. In Ghana, Cobbinah and Eshun (Cobbinah & Eshun, 2021) found that teachers lacked a strong understanding of formal self-evaluation despite schools having informal ways of reviewing performance. The comparison shows that a positive improvement culture cannot be assumed from the existence of inspection or self-evaluation structures.
Teacher capacity and professional learning are essential when recommendations concern teaching practice. The review of sustained reform implementation identifies continuing professional learning and teacher clarity about actionable steps as central conditions (McLure & Aldridge, 2023). Tanzanian studies report that quality assurers provide advice and feedback, but shortages, irregular visits, limited time, and inadequate training restrict the support teachers receive (Dismas et al., 2023; Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024). Schools may therefore accept recommendations while lacking the professional conditions required to enact them.
Resources, workload, and school improvement planning connect leadership to action. Meyers and VanGronigen (Meyers & VanGronigen, 2025) show that improvement planning involves assessing needs, setting direction, organising resources, taking action, and evaluating progress. A plan that records inspection recommendations but does not assign resources or monitoring responsibilities may create documentary compliance rather than improvement. This is why the present study examines planning and resource conditions alongside leadership.
[bookmark: _Toc237871855][bookmark: inspector-related-factors]Inspector-Related Factors
Inspector-related factors influence implementation through the quality of recommendations, the relationship with schools, and the availability of follow-up. They include professional competence, communication, fairness, credibility, judgement, workload, frequency of visits, and support after inspection (Dismas et al., 2023; Gardezi et al., 2023, 2024).
Feedback acceptance research provides strong evidence that fairness and relevance matter. In a study of 687 teachers in 80 Flemish primary schools, Quintelier and colleagues (Quintelier et al., 2020) found that procedural justice, distributive justice, and feedback relevance predicted acceptance, while anger was associated with lower acceptance. The study used confirmatory factor analysis, multilevel checks, and path analysis, making it methodologically stronger than descriptive perception studies. Its low-stakes, primary-school setting limits direct transfer to NED secondary schools, but it identifies a mechanism that the present study can examine qualitatively.
Communication also affects whether a recommendation is understood as guidance or condemnation. Gardezi and colleagues (Gardezi et al., 2023) found a gap between leaders’ and inspectors’ perceptions of inspection quality and impact in four contrasting systems. The cross-national interview design provides useful comparison, but its small purposive sample cannot represent those systems. Its contribution is explanatory: perception gaps and limited transparency may weaken trust even where inspectors believe their work is beneficial.
Inspector power can support or obstruct implementation. Gardezi and colleagues (Gardezi et al., 2024) identify legitimate, coercive, reward, expert, referent, and informational forms of power. Coercive authority may produce immediate compliance, whereas expert and informational authority may encourage learning and professional acceptance. The study’s comparative framework is useful, but its interview evidence does not establish which form of power produces the most sustained implementation in low-resource secondary schools.
Follow-up is especially important because it clarifies recommendations, monitors progress, recognises improvement, and identifies obstacles requiring system support. Ugandan and Tanzanian studies repeatedly identify weak or irregular follow-up as a reason recommendations do not lead to change (Bagaya et al., 2020b; Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). Makiya and colleagues (Makiya et al., 2022) found that follow-up visits and timely feedback were associated with stronger quality assurance, but the cross-sectional design means that schools with stronger existing capacity may simply have been better able to secure follow-up.
Inspector workload and training shape both recommendations and follow-up. Tanzanian evidence shows that limited numbers of officers, inadequate transport, short visits, and weak report writing constrain the quality assurance process (Dismas et al., 2023; Joseph & Urio, 2025). If officers are evaluated primarily by the number of schools visited or reports completed, there may be little institutional incentive to invest time in professional dialogue and implementation monitoring.
[bookmark: _Toc237871856][bookmark: system-level-factors]System-Level Factors
System-level factors include funding, transport, staffing, training, policy coherence, accountability, monitoring, decentralisation, and the alignment between national expectations and local capacity. They influence implementation indirectly by shaping the conditions under which schools and EQAOs act (McLure & Aldridge, 2022, 2023).
Funding and logistics are repeatedly identified as foundational. Tanzanian and Ugandan studies report inadequate transport, fuel, field allowances, office facilities, and operational budgets (Busingye, 2020; Joseph & Urio, 2025; Lyanga & Chen, 2020; Makiya et al., 2022). These constraints reduce inspection coverage and make follow-up difficult. They may also create geographical inequality, with remote schools receiving less professional contact than schools near district offices. In such settings, implementation may vary because of distance and logistics rather than leadership quality alone.
Staffing and training are similarly important. A system with too few officers cannot maintain regular inspection cycles, detailed reporting, and sustained follow-up. Dismas and colleagues (Dismas et al., 2023) found that district officers had varied understanding of the competence-based curriculum and that harsh language, limited time, poor report writing, and conceptual uncertainty weakened support to schools. The purposive sample of 40 respondents provides detailed insight, but the case-study design cannot establish how widespread these conditions are.
Policy coherence determines whether recommendations fit other education demands. McLure and Aldridge (McLure & Aldridge, 2022) identified coordination, coherence, connections, flexibility, contextual fit, and leadership capacity as major conditions for educational change. Their review is systematic and broad, but over three quarters of included studies were qualitative and many came from North America. Its findings are therefore most useful as a framework for analysing mechanisms rather than as direct estimates for Malawi.
Accountability can enable implementation when responsibilities are clear and support is available. It can hinder implementation when it creates fear without resources. Belina (Belina, 2021) found that inspection could identify school status without creating an effective mechanism for holding relevant actors accountable for improvement. Because the study examined only two schools and seven participants, the result cannot be generalised, but it illustrates the difference between identifying a problem and creating a system capable of responding to it.
Decentralisation and autonomy also shape implementation. Centralised systems may create consistent expectations, while decentralised systems may allow local adaptation. Neither is automatically superior. The important issue is whether authority, responsibility, resources, and support are aligned, a concern that is particularly relevant where schools are held responsible for recommendations whose implementation depends partly on district or national decisions (Dimmock et al., 2021; McLure & Aldridge, 2022). Taken together, this evidence means that the present study must analyse implementation as the product of interacting school-level, inspector-related, and system-level conditions, rather than attribute non-implementation to schools alone (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; McLure & Aldridge, 2022, 2023; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237871857][bookmark: X8dfb7625b077569f9c78d25919af59cc1580fc2]Perceptions of School Leaders and Inspectors Towards Inspection
[bookmark: _Toc237871858][bookmark: Xfeb89c717c45ace98a1231937b79c345f89b083]School Leaders’ Perceptions of Inspection and Its Recommendations
School leaders mediate between external inspection and internal school action. They interpret recommendations, decide what becomes a priority, allocate responsibilities, manage resources, and shape how teachers understand the inspection process (Meyers & VanGronigen, 2025; O’Doherty et al., 2025).
Comparative evidence shows that leaders may value inspection while remaining sceptical about its effects. Gardezi and colleagues (Gardezi et al., 2023) found that school leaders’ perceptions ranged from positive to mixed and that leaders and inspectors did not always agree about inspection quality or impact. In ten Flemish schools, leaders and teachers generally viewed the inspection process positively, yet actual impact was limited in most cases (Vanhoof et al., 2025). The comparison shows that positive perception is not equivalent to implementation; acceptance must be followed by capacity, planning, and sustained action.
The relevance and fairness of recommendations are central to acceptance. Quantitative evidence from Flanders shows that procedural justice and feedback relevance explain important variation in feedback acceptance (Quintelier et al., 2020). A qualitative Chilean study of three low-performing schools added an affective dimension, finding that the emotional and relational quality of inspection visits influenced how leaders made sense of feedback and translated recommendations into improvement strategies (González & Ugalde, 2024). The Flemish survey identifies statistical relationships across many respondents, whereas the Chilean case explains emotional processes in depth. Their convergence strengthens the argument that acceptance is both cognitive and affective, but their different designs caution against assuming that the same mechanism has the same strength everywhere.
Longitudinal evidence from Ireland shows how leadership can extend acceptance across the school. O’Doherty and colleagues (O’Doherty et al., 2025) found that trust in inspector expertise and alignment between external findings and internal self-evaluation enabled leaders to accept a critical report, after which acceptance gradually spread through the school. This single-school study is valuable because it follows change over 15 years, but it cannot demonstrate that the same mechanism operates in other systems. Its significance lies in showing how leadership mediates the transition from report acceptance to collective implementation.
Leaders also judge the practical costs of implementation. Where recommendations require additional meetings, documentation, professional learning, or changes to established routines, leaders may prioritise actions that are visible to inspectors or achievable with existing resources. The review of school improvement plans shows that implementation requires resource organisation and progress evaluation, not only the setting of goals (Meyers & VanGronigen, 2025). Leadership perceptions must therefore be studied alongside material capacity.
[bookmark: _Toc237871859][bookmark: X975068d52eed55cdf8bc3129658da0ddd2c0ad0]Inspectors’ Perceptions of Their Role and Constraints
Inspectors are expected to judge school quality, enforce standards, provide advice, support improvement, and communicate system expectations. These responsibilities create an ambiguous professional role, and inspectors’ interpretations of that role influence their conduct and recommendations (Bezem et al., 2022; Gardezi et al., 2024).
Comparative research shows that inspector decision-making is influenced by local culture, professional traditions, and views of accountability. Bezem, Piezunka, and Jacobsen (Bezem et al., 2022) found that inspectors in contrasting systems made sense of school quality through different professional and cultural traditions. Flexible judgement may produce context-sensitive recommendations but create inconsistency; rigid standardisation may improve comparability but overlook local conditions. The relevant issue for NED is how EQAOs balance national standards with school-specific circumstances.
Inspectors and school leaders may also interpret the same process differently. The cross-national study by Gardezi and colleagues (Gardezi et al., 2023) found a perception gap between inspectors’ accounts of inspection quality and leaders’ accounts of its impact. This gap may arise from differences in professional position, information, or expectations. It is unlikely to be identified when studies collect data from only inspectors or only school staff, which supports the present study’s inclusion of both groups.
Operational constraints affect inspectors’ ability to perform a developmental role. Studies from Tanzania report shortages of officers, inadequate transport, limited time, irregular visits, heavy workloads, and insufficient training (Dismas et al., 2023; Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024). Under such conditions, officers may focus on documents because document checking is faster and easier to standardise than classroom observation, coaching, and collaborative action planning. The form of the recommendation may therefore reflect the capacity of the inspectorate as much as the needs of the school.
The quality assurance role cannot be strengthened through professional expectations alone. Officers need appropriate training, manageable workloads, transport, time in schools, and authority to follow up. Otherwise, the system may demand developmental inspection while rewarding report production and coverage (Makiya et al., 2022; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237871860][bookmark: X42be8ec448a20bacd120e8a998158554ac18ab8]Trust, Acceptance, and Resistance in the Inspection Relationship
Trust links inspection evidence to acceptance. It does not require school actors to agree with every judgement; it requires them to regard the process and the inspector as sufficiently fair, credible, transparent, and professionally grounded to justify serious consideration of the findings (Gardezi et al., 2023; Quintelier et al., 2020).
Quantitative feedback research shows that procedural justice and relevance influence acceptance, while anger reduces willingness to accept feedback (Quintelier et al., 2020). Qualitative evidence from Chile shows that kindness and the emotional quality of the inspection relationship influence how leaders make sense of recommendations (González & Ugalde, 2024). The Flemish study identifies statistical relationships across 80 schools, while the Chilean study explains affective processes in three low-performing schools. Their convergence strengthens the argument that acceptance is not purely rational, but their differences caution against assuming that the same emotional mechanism will operate with the same force in every system.
Trust may develop through repeated interaction and alignment with internal evaluation. The Dutch study linked principle-based inspection with openness and improvement culture, although effects were small (Honingh et al., 2021). The Irish longitudinal case found that trust in inspector expertise supported acceptance of a critical report and subsequent school-wide change (O’Doherty et al., 2025). By contrast, Ugandan and Tanzanian studies describe inspection as fault-finding or threatening where visits are brief, administratively focused, irregular, or linked to reporting consequences (Bagaya et al., 2020b; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Matete, 2022). The evidence suggests that trust is shaped by both inspection style and the practical conduct of the post-inspection relationship.
Resistance should not be treated simply as irrational opposition. It may signal disagreement with the evidence, distrust of the inspector, fear of consequences, lack of resources, change fatigue, or prior experience of recommendations that produced no support. The systematic review of educational change identifies weak coordination, poor fit, rapid reform, and limited leadership capacity as common sources of implementation difficulty (McLure & Aldridge, 2022). Resistance may therefore provide information about the relationship between the recommendation and the school context.
Trust should not replace accountability. Standards, transparent judgements, and monitoring remain necessary. The challenge is to create accountability that allows schools to acknowledge weaknesses and seek support rather than encouraging concealment and short-term symbolic compliance (Freddano & Salvadori, 2026; Scheerens & Ehren, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc237871861][bookmark: X1631102d35bbfd59eec2b77c17b1567e328856b]Perceptions in African and Low-Resource Contexts
African and low-resource studies show a recurring tension: stakeholders often support the idea of quality assurance while criticising the way it is conducted. Teachers, heads of schools, and quality assurers report that inspection is relevant, but they also describe irregular visits, limited classroom observation, administrative emphasis, weak follow-up, resource shortages, and poor communication (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Matete, 2022). Negative perceptions may therefore concern the process and conditions of inspection rather than the principle of quality assurance.
The Zanzibar study found that external quality assurance contributed to instructional practice, but classroom observation was weak, visits were irregular, and teachers experienced fear and tension because their work was reported to higher authorities (Kassim & Matete, 2024). Its mixed-methods design and inclusion of teachers, heads, education officers, and quality assurers strengthen the comparison of perspectives. Its regional scope and descriptive quantitative analysis limit causal inference.
The rural Tanzanian study similarly found that teachers and quality assurers regarded quality assurance as relevant, but coverage was inconsistent and remote schools were disadvantaged by transport and staffing constraints (Joseph & Urio, 2025). Its documentary component strengthens its account of practice, but the small cross-sectional sample limits generalisability. The Arusha study adds that friendly language, teacher involvement, timely feedback, and follow-up were associated with stronger quality assurance, while transport and staffing shortages constrained it (Makiya et al., 2022). Because the Arusha study focused on primary schools and used a cross-sectional design, it should inform mechanisms rather than be treated as direct evidence about Malawian secondary schools.
The Malawian evidence remains too limited to establish whether these perceptions operate in the same way in NED. The South East Division study suggests that inspectors can be viewed as sources of professional guidance (Msungu & Kumar, 2019), but it does not compare perceptions systematically or connect them to recommendation-level implementation. The present study therefore treats perceptions as a possible mediating process between conditions and action.
[bookmark: _Toc237871862][bookmark: theoretical-framework]Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc237871863][bookmark: transformational-leadership-theory]Transformational Leadership Theory
Transformational Leadership Theory explains how leaders mobilise followers around shared goals that extend beyond immediate self-interest. Its classical dimensions include idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration (Bass, 1985). In schools, these behaviours may involve communicating a clear improvement direction, building commitment, encouraging professional inquiry, supporting staff, and challenging established routines. The theory is relevant to this study because inspection recommendations require headteachers to interpret external findings, build collective commitment, allocate responsibilities, support professional learning, and maintain attention after inspection pressure declines.
Recent educational research has used the theory in different ways. Heenan and colleagues (Heenan et al., 2023) synthesised 15 international studies through the four transformational-leadership dimensions and found recurring links with staff motivation and positive school culture. Their systematic review provides broad coverage, but most of the included research was quantitative and focused on primary education. Heenan and colleagues (Heenan et al., 2024) used qualitative interviews with Irish primary-school and system leaders, including former inspectors, to examine how idealised influence, inspirational motivation, individualised consideration, and intellectual stimulation appear in practice. Their findings identified vision, relationships, modelling, and school development as potential benefits, but also personality effects, pressure, slow processes, and unexpected variables as limitations. Together, these studies show that the theory provides both a behavioural vocabulary and an account of how leadership is experienced, although neither directly measures the implementation of inspection recommendations.
Two recent quantitative studies extend this evidence beyond the Irish literature. Duraku and Hoxha (Duraku & Hoxha, 2021) applied the Bass–Avolio framework and the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire to 357 teachers in Kosovar public middle schools; idealised influence, inspirational motivation, and individual consideration predicted aspects of teachers’ autonomous motivation. Kareem and colleagues (Kareem et al., 2023) surveyed 1,173 teachers in Bengaluru and found that supportive, recognition, and expectation-based leadership predicted commitment to self-development, student development, and institutional development, while corrective leadership was not uniformly beneficial. These studies provide stronger numerical evidence than the two Irish studies, but both rely on cross-sectional teacher self-reports, limiting causal inference and transfer to Malawian secondary schools.
The theory should not therefore be treated as producing uniformly positive effects. Serin and Akkaya (Serin & Akkaya, 2020), using data from 418 teachers in Istanbul, found that stronger perceptions of principals’ transformational leadership were associated with lower rather than higher work motivation and explained 14% of the variance in the motivation set. Although the study was correlational and cannot establish why this negative association occurred, it suggests that transformational behaviours may be experienced as demanding when teachers are not ready for change. The combined evidence supports transformational leadership as a plausible school-level enabler, but it also indicates that its effects depend on trust, organisational culture, staff readiness, resources, and the wider accountability context.
[bookmark: _Toc237871864][bookmark: fullans-theory-of-educational-change]Fullan’s Theory of Educational Change
Fullan’s theory treats educational change as a complex social process rather than the mechanical transmission of policy from the centre to schools (Freytag, 2016). It emphasises meaning, relationships, professional learning, organisational culture, local context, adaptation, and institutionalisation. Change is incomplete when an initiative is announced or formally adopted; it must be interpreted, enacted, supported, and incorporated into everyday practice.
Recent studies have applied or operationalised different elements of Fullan’s framework. Avidov-Ungar and Arviv-Elyashiv (Avidov-Ungar & Arviv-Elyashiv, 2020) examined teachers’ perceptions across Fullan’s initiation, implementation, and institutionalisation stages using a survey of 288 teachers. They found that school readiness and supporting mechanisms explained 41% of the variation in teachers’ attitudes towards reform, while teachers in the institutionalisation stage reported more positive perceptions. McLure and Aldridge (McLure & Aldridge, 2022) used Fullan’s phases to organise a systematic review of 160 empirical studies and incorporated the related idea of systemness to identify coordination, coherence, connection, flexibility, contextual fit, and leadership capacity as conditions for change. These studies show how Fullan’s stages can be used to examine reform progress and system conditions, although the first is cross-sectional and the second is a synthesis rather than a direct test of a causal model.
Prenger and colleagues (Prenger et al., 2022) used Fullan’s distinctions between initiation, implementation, and continuation as part of a systematic review of 44 studies on the sustainability of educational innovations. Their synthesis identified school-organisational, innovation, individual, and contextual conditions affecting whether changes become embedded in organisational routines. More recently, Wagner, Pishtari, and Ley (Wagner et al., 2026) explicitly embedded a comparison of emergency and institutionalised hybrid teaching in Fullan’s model, using the initiation and institutionalisation stages to examine differences in teacher readiness and practice. The comparison is relevant to this study because it demonstrates how the theory can distinguish early adoption from changes that have become organisationally established, although it concerns hybrid education rather than school inspection.
The recent evidence therefore supports Fullan as a useful process theory, but not as a uniformly or consistently operationalised model. Some studies use the phases as an organising framework (Avidov-Ungar & Arviv-Elyashiv, 2020; McLure & Aldridge, 2022), while others draw selectively on Fullan’s concepts of sustainability, continuation, or institutionalisation (Prenger et al., 2022; Wagner et al., 2026). Dimmock and colleagues (Dimmock et al., 2021) should not be presented as a direct application of Fullan’s theory: their primary frameworks were complex adaptive systems theory and loose-tight coupling, although their findings on local adaptation, professional development, and school culture are compatible with Fullan’s account of educational change. This distinction strengthens the present study by using Fullan specifically to explain movement from recommendation receipt and adoption towards enactment and institutionalisation, rather than claiming that every study on school reform applies the theory.
[bookmark: _Toc237871865][bookmark: X0e5b4a2e810cfa387cdb5ff2687db21ffc81151]Relevance of the Theoretical Framework to This Study
The two theories explain connected but different parts of the implementation process. Transformational Leadership Theory focuses on how headteachers create shared understanding, commitment, professional learning, and collective action (Duraku & Hoxha, 2021; Heenan et al., 2023; Heenan et al., 2024; Kareem et al., 2023). Fullan’s theory places that leadership within a wider process involving meaning, relationships, school culture, local adaptation, system support, and institutionalisation (Avidov-Ungar & Arviv-Elyashiv, 2020; Freytag, 2016; McLure & Aldridge, 2022; Prenger et al., 2022; Wagner et al., 2026).
The combined framework avoids two weak explanations. The first assumes that formal authority guarantees implementation. The second assumes that strong leadership can overcome every structural barrier. The present study instead treats implementation as an interaction between school agency and the conditions created by the inspectorate and education system (McLure & Aldridge, 2022, 2023).
The theories also justify the study’s mixed-methods design. Quantitative data can identify patterns in leadership, acceptance, resources, and implementation, while interviews can explain how actors interpret recommendations, why they accept or resist them, and how system constraints affect local action. This use of theory is consistent with implementation research, which recommends linking measured implementation with explanatory evidence about context and process (Schultes, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237871866][bookmark: conceptual-framework]Conceptual Framework
[bookmark: _Toc237871867][bookmark: development-of-the-conceptual-framework]Development of the Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework is derived from three connected findings in the literature. First, recommendation quality matters: feedback that is relevant, fair, specific, and actionable is more likely to be accepted (Figueiredo, 2024; Quintelier et al., 2020). Second, implementation is shaped by school, inspector, and system conditions, including leadership, professional learning, resources, follow-up, staffing, transport, and policy coherence (Kassim & Matete, 2024; McLure & Aldridge, 2022, 2023). Third, perceptions and relationships mediate action because trust, credibility, fairness, and emotional response influence whether recommendations are treated as legitimate and feasible (Gardezi et al., 2023; González & Ugalde, 2024; Honingh et al., 2021).
The framework therefore treats the level of implementation as the outcome, the three factor clusters as explanatory influences, and perceptions of school leaders and EQAOs as a mediating process. It also recognises that implementation is not a single event. It ranges from non-action and symbolic compliance to partial, substantial, and sustained change (Eryilmaz, 2024; Schultes, 2021).
[bookmark: description-of-the-framework]The central pathway is influenced by three clusters: school-level factors such as leadership, teacher capacity, culture, collaboration, resources, workload, improvement planning, and internal monitoring; inspector-related factors such as credibility, professional judgement, communication, fairness, recommendation quality, visit frequency, follow-up, workload, and training; and system-level factors such as funding, transport, staffing, policy coherence, accountability, professional development, decentralisation, and district support (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; McLure & Aldridge, 2022, 2023).
The framework assumes interaction among these variables. Strong leadership may not produce implementation if follow-up is absent. Clear recommendations may not be implemented if resources are unavailable. Adequate resources may not lead to action if recommendations are perceived as unfair or irrelevant. Perceptions therefore mediate the relationship between conditions and implementation without replacing material and organisational explanations (Gardezi et al., 2023; González & Ugalde, 2024; Quintelier et al., 2020).
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[bookmark: _Toc237867809]Figure 2.1
Conceptual framework of the study
[bookmark: _Toc237871868][bookmark: how-the-framework-guides-the-study]How the Framework Guides the Study
The framework guides measurement by defining implementation as a graded outcome rather than a yes-or-no condition. The quantitative phase can distinguish recommendations that have not been acted upon, those addressed mainly through documentation, those partially enacted, and those reflected in sustained practice (Eryilmaz, 2024; Schultes, 2021).
It also guides the analysis of factors. Questionnaires can examine school-level and inspector-related conditions visible across schools, including leadership support, staff involvement, recommendation clarity, perceived relevance, follow-up, and resource availability. Interviews can examine system-level conditions such as transport, staffing, funding, policy expectations, and accountability, which are repeatedly identified in African quality assurance research (Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025).
The framework explains the selection of participants. Headteachers and teachers can describe internal implementation and school responses, while EQAOs can explain how recommendations are formulated, communicated, monitored, and constrained by their working conditions. Comparing these accounts can reveal agreement, disagreement, and perception gaps, a limitation in studies that collect data from only one actor group (Bezem et al., 2022; Gardezi et al., 2023).
Finally, the framework supports the explanatory sequential design. Quantitative findings will establish implementation patterns and identify relationships among factors. Interviews and document analysis will then explain why those patterns occur, including cases where reported implementation conflicts with documentary evidence or where schools facing similar conditions respond differently (Ólafsdóttir et al., 2022; Schultes, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237871869][bookmark: summary-and-research-gap]Summary and Research Gap
The literature shows that school inspection has accountability, improvement, information, standard-setting, and liaison functions, but its effects are variable. Hofer, Holzberger, and Reiss (Hofer et al., 2020) found more non-significant than positive effects in their systematic synthesis, while recent studies explain variation through trust, internal self-evaluation, leadership acceptance, fairness, and organisational capacity (O’Doherty et al., 2025; Vanhoof et al., 2025). 
Recommendations are the bridge between inspection and improvement, but their implementation is multidimensional. Specificity, relevance, fairness, feasibility, and communication influence acceptance (Figueiredo, 2024; Quintelier et al., 2020). Implementation may stop at symbolic compliance, remain partial, or become substantive and sustained. Evidence from Ethiopia demonstrates uneven implementation across schools (Eryilmaz, 2024), while evidence from Iceland shows that school plans can be implemented and sustained over several years (Ólafsdóttir et al., 2022). These studies use different measures and contexts, so they cannot be treated as directly comparable estimates; they do, however, support the need to measure implementation as a graded process.
African evidence adds the importance of system capacity. Studies from Uganda, Tanzania, and Zanzibar repeatedly identify irregular visits, weak classroom observation, delayed reports, limited follow-up, inadequate transport, staff shortages, insufficient funding, and weak professional support (Bagaya et al., 2020b; Joseph & Urio, 2025; Kassim & Matete, 2024; Mutemi & Mwila, 2025). The convergence across studies is persuasive, but the evidence remains mainly regional, cross-sectional, descriptive, and perception-based. Large samples provide breadth but often weak causal inference; small qualitative studies provide explanation but limited generalisability.
The literature also leaves a clear gap in the treatment of perceptions. School leaders and inspectors may understand the same inspection differently. Leaders may regard recommendations as unfair or impractical, while inspectors may view them as clear and developmental (Gardezi et al., 2023). Emotional and relational responses, including kindness, fear, anger, and trust, influence sense-making and acceptance (González & Ugalde, 2024; Quintelier et al., 2020). Yet many studies collect data from only one actor group, making it difficult to examine perception gaps within the same school system.
In Malawi, the available secondary-school study from the South East Education Division suggests that inspection can provide useful professional guidance, but its purposive sample of 15 schools and 50 participants does not measure recommendation-level implementation or explain repeated non-implementation (Msungu & Kumar, 2019). No available study examines this problem specifically in the Northern Education Division. There is also limited Malawian research combining an estimate of implementation with a qualitative explanation of school-level, inspector-related, and system-level influences.
The present study addresses these gaps by examining public secondary schools in NED through an explanatory sequential mixed-methods case study. It measures the level of implementation, examines the factors associated with implementation, and explores how school leaders and EQAOs understand the barriers and enablers. Its contribution is not simply to ask whether inspection is useful, but to explain when and why inspection recommendations move from written findings to observable and sustained school action (McLure & Aldridge, 2022, 2023; Schultes, 2021).



[bookmark: _Toc236890201][bookmark: _Toc237871870]CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc236890202]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: _Toc237871871] Research Design
This study will adopt an Explanatory Sequential Mixed-Methods Design. The design involves two sequential phases, where quantitative data are collected and analysed first, followed by qualitative data collection and analysis to explain and provide deeper understanding of the quantitative findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This design is appropriate for the present study because it will first establish the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations and subsequently explore the factors explaining variations in implementation outcomes.
The choice of a mixed-methods approach is guided by the need to combine numerical evidence with contextual explanations of implementation processes. By integrating quantitative measurement with qualitative insights, the approach provides a more comprehensive understanding of both the extent of implementation and the factors influencing implementation in secondary schools (Leavy, 2023; Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
In this study, the quantitative phase will assess the extent to which schools implement inspection recommendations, while the qualitative phase will explore school-level, inspector-related, and system-level factors that explain the observed patterns. The integration of findings from both phases will enhance interpretation and provide a deeper explanation of the implementation gap identified in NED.
Mixed-methods research is particularly suitable for policy implementation studies because it enables researchers to examine not only the extent to which an intervention or policy is implemented but also the contextual factors shaping implementation outcomes (Sabharwal & Malish, 2018). The combination of quantitative and qualitative evidence will strengthen the credibility of the findings through triangulation and provide a more complete understanding of the dynamics influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations (Creswell, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc236890203][bookmark: _Toc237871872]Study Population and Sample
The target population for this study will comprise all secondary schools in NED, which is administratively organised into eight education districts, together with headteachers, teachers, and Education Quality Assurance Officers (inspectors) from these schools. 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. 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. The selection of 24 schools is considered adequate for generating representative quantitative patterns and contextual insights while remaining feasible within the scope, time, and resources of a master’s research study.
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.
[bookmark: _Toc236890204][bookmark: _Toc237871873]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 secondary schools.
[bookmark: _Toc236890205][bookmark: _Toc237871874]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.
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.

[bookmark: _Toc236890206][bookmark: _Toc237871875]Ethical Considerations
The process of data collection will follow procedures of obtaining ethical approval from the University of Malawi Research Ethics Committee, a clearance letter from NED, and permission from the heads of the selected secondary schools before accessing participants. These approvals will ensure that the study is conducted consistent with established ethical research standards.
Participation in the study will be entirely voluntary. All participants will be provided with clear information about the purpose of the study, the procedures involved, potential benefits and risks, and their rights as participants. They will be informed that they have the right to decline participation or withdraw from the study at any stage without any penalty or negative consequences. Written informed consent will be obtained from all participants before data collection.
The researcher will ensure the protection of participants’ privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity throughout the study. No names or personally identifying information will appear in questionnaires, interview transcripts, or the final research report. Instead, codes or pseudonyms will be used to identify participants. All data collected will be securely stored in password-protected electronic files and locked storage for hard copies, with access limited to the researcher and research supervisor. The information collected will be used solely for academic purposes and will be securely disposed of after completion of the study in accordance with University of Malawi research guidelines.

[bookmark: _Toc236890207][bookmark: _Toc237871876]Conclusion
This chapter has presented the research methodology that will guide the study. It has described the research design, study population and sampling procedures, data collection methods, data analysis plan, and ethical considerations. These methodological procedures are intended to ensure the collection and analysis of credible and reliable data for examining the factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations in public secondary schools in the Northern Education Division, Malawi. The next chapter presents the work plan for the study.
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	Phase
	Activity
	Month- 2026

	Phase 1
	Proposal refinement and ethical clearance 
	July   

	Phase 2
	Preparation for Quantitative data collection
	August

	Phase 3
	Quantitative data collection 
	September

	Phase 4
	Quantitative data analysis and preparation for qualitative phase
	September  

	Phase 5
	Qualitative data collection 
	October  

	Phase 6
	Qualitative data analysis and integration of findings
	October

	Phase 7
	Final Thesis writing, submission
	November  
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PROPOSED RESEARCH BUDGET
	Item
	Quantity
	Unit Cost (MK)
	Frequency
	Amount (MK)

	Printing and photocopying of research authorisation documents
	5 copies
	500
	1
	2,500

	Questionnaire production
	72 copies
	500
	1
	36,000

	Interview guides – printing and photocopying
	10 copies
	500
	1
	5,000

	Consent forms – printing and photocopying
	77 copies
	500
	1
	38,500

	Stationery
	1 lot
	20,000
	1
	20,000

	Transport to 24 participating schools in 8 districts
	8 trips
	25,000
	1
	200,000

	Accommodation during field data collection
	8 trips
	25,000
	1
	200,000

	Pilot testing of research instruments
	1 activity
	30,000
	1
	30,000

	Data entry, cleaning and analysis
	1 service
	60,000
	1
	60,000

	Interview transcription
	5 interviews
	15,000
	1
	75,000

	Printing and binding of final dissertation
	3 copies
	15,000
	1
	45,000

	Contingency and miscellaneous expenses
	1 lot
	70,000
	1
	70,000

	Subtotal
	
	
	
	884,500

	10% Compliance & Capacity Building Fee
	
	
	
	88,450

	TOTAL RESEARCH BUDGET
	
	
	
	972,950

	UNIMAREC Application Fee
	1
	261,000 (150 USD)
	1
	261,000

	GRAND TOTAL
	
	
	
	1,233,950



Research Budget Justification
The proposed budget is designed to meet the essential requirements for conducting the study ethically, efficiently, and in accordance with University of Malawi research requirements. The costs are directly linked to the planned research activities and reflect the geographical scope of the study, which covers 24 participating schools across 8 districts.
The UNIMAREC Application Fee is necessary to facilitate the ethical review and approval of the study. In addition, costs associated with printing and photocopying research authorisation documents and consent forms will support the formal process of obtaining access to the selected research sites and ensure that participants are adequately informed and provide voluntary consent before taking part in the study.
The costs for questionnaires, interview guides, and stationery are necessary for the administration of the research instruments and the systematic recording of field information. Pilot testing of the research instruments will be undertaken before the main data collection to identify and address potential weaknesses in the instruments. This process will help improve the clarity, suitability, validity, and reliability of the instruments and, consequently, the quality of the data collected.
The geographical distribution of the participating schools across 8 districts necessitates expenditure on transport and accommodation during field data collection. These resources will enable the researcher to access all selected schools and allocate sufficient time to administer questionnaires and conduct interviews. The provision for field-related costs is therefore directly linked to the successful implementation of the study within the planned geographical scope.
Following data collection, interview transcription will facilitate the accurate conversion of recorded interviews into written data for qualitative analysis. Similarly, data entry, cleaning, and analysis will support the systematic organisation, verification, and analysis of the quantitative data collected through the questionnaires. These activities are essential for ensuring that the collected data are accurately processed and appropriately analysed in relation to the research objectives.
The costs for printing and binding the final dissertation will support the preparation and submission of the completed research report in accordance with institutional requirements. The Compliance and Capacity Building Fee is included to meet the relevant institutional research requirements associated with the study.
Finally, the contingency and miscellaneous provision provides limited flexibility to address reasonable and unforeseen expenses that may arise during the research process, particularly during field data collection and reporting.
Overall, the proposed budget reflects the resources required to implement the study across the selected research sites, maintain appropriate ethical and methodological standards, process and analyse the collected data, and complete the dissertation in accordance with University of Malawi requirements.
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Study title: Factors Influencing the Implementation of Secondary School Inspection Recommendations: A Case Study of the Northern Education Division, Malawi

Principal Investigator: Jane Taliona Somanje, Master’s Student, School of Education, University of Malawi

This informed consent form has two parts:

Part I: Information Sheet
Part II: Certificate of Consent

Consent materials will be read aloud and explained. All participants will be required to sign, initial, or place an X on the certificate of consent if they agree to participate. A copy of this form will be given to the participant at the end of the visit.

Part I: Information Sheet

1. Research Purpose and Procedures

Who we are and why we are here

My name is Jane Taliona Somanje. I am a Master’s student at the University of Malawi, School of Education. I am conducting a research study as part of my degree requirements for the Master of Education in Educational Leadership (MEDL). This study involves academic research. It has been reviewed and approved by the University of Malawi Research Ethics Committee (UNIMAREC) before this visit.

I am visiting secondary schools and education offices in the Northern Education Division (NED) of Malawi. You have been selected because of your role and experience in school inspection or school administration in this division.

Purpose of the study

This study investigates the factors that influence whether secondary schools in the Northern Education Division act on inspection recommendations. Evidence from the division shows that many schools receive similar recommendations across multiple inspection cycles, suggesting that implementation has been limited. The study aims to understand what drives this pattern by exploring the experiences of those closest to the process — school heads, senior teachers, and education officers. Findings will be shared with the University of Malawi, the Ministry of Education, and the Northern Education Division to help improve how inspection recommendations are followed up and supported.

What you will be asked to do

If you agree to participate, you will take part in a face-to-face individual interview or focus group discussion using a structured guide. The interview or discussion will cover:

•  Your experience of school inspections in the Northern Education Division
•  How inspection recommendations are communicated and followed up at your school or office
•  The factors you see as helping or hindering the implementation of recommendations
•  The support available and what more might be needed
•  How inspection findings relate to school improvement planning

The interview or discussion is expected to take approximately 45 to 60 minutes. There are no procedures which are experimental. There are no right or wrong answers — we are interested in your honest experience and perspective.

2. Risks and Discomforts of the Research Study

There are no physical risks associated with this study. Some questions touch on workplace matters, including challenges in your school or division and relationships with education authorities. You are free to decline any question that makes you uncomfortable. The researcher has been trained to ask questions respectfully and professionally. Interviews will be conducted in a private setting of your choosing, away from supervisors, school management, or education officials.

There is a small risk that someone outside the interview setting could observe that a discussion is taking place. To minimise this risk, interviews will be held in a private location agreed upon by the participant.

3. Potential Benefits of the Research Study

You will not receive a direct financial payment for participating. The benefit of this study is indirect. The findings may help improve how inspection recommendations are supported and followed up in secondary schools across Malawi, and may inform Ministry of Education policy on school quality assurance. A summary of the findings will be shared with education authorities, the Northern Education Division, and the University of Malawi, and may contribute to improvements in the inspection system at the national level.

4. Alternative Procedures

There are no alternative procedures that would be advantageous to research participants. Participation is limited to a face-to-face interview or focus group discussion. If you are unable to participate in a group discussion, an individual interview will be offered instead.

5. Provisions for Confidentiality

Your name will not appear on any data collection instrument. Each participant will be assigned an identification number, and only that number will be used to identify your responses in the dataset. No information you provide will be reported in a way that identifies you, your school, or your specific workplace.

Data will be stored on a password-protected device accessible only to the principal investigator. Paper records will be kept in a locked cabinet at the researcher’s institution. The findings will be reported in aggregate or anonymised form only.

Your information will not be shared with school inspectors, education division officers, Ministry of Education officials, school management, or any other party that could affect your professional position.

6. Research-Related Injury

This study involves minimal risk and does not involve physical procedures. The risk of research-related injury is considered negligible. No compensation for injury is therefore applicable. However, if any participant experiences distress during or after the interview, the researcher will provide appropriate support and the interview will be paused or stopped at the participant’s request.

7. Voluntary Participation and the Right to Withdraw

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may choose not to participate. If you agree to take part, you may stop at any time and you may decline to answer any question, without giving a reason and without penalty.

Choosing not to participate, or withdrawing after agreeing to participate, will have absolutely no effect on your employment, your school’s standing, or your working relationship with any education authority. The researcher has no role in school administration or inspection, and no ability to affect your professional position in any way.

8. Contacts for Additional Information

If you have any questions about this study before, during, or after the interview, you may contact:

Principal Investigator: Jane Taliona Somanje
School of Education, University of Malawi
Tel: [Insert contact number]

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or concerns about how this study is being conducted, you may contact:

Dr Victoria Ndolo
Chairperson, University of Malawi Research Ethics Committee (UNIMAREC)
P.O. Box 280, Zomba
Tel: +265 995 042 760

Part II: Certificate of Consent

I have read this information sheet, or it has been read aloud and explained to me in a language I understand. I have had the opportunity to ask questions, and any questions I asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time without any effect on my employment or professional standing. I understand that my responses will be kept confidential and will not be shared with education authorities, school management, or any party that could affect my professional position.

Do you agree to continue with the study?          YES  ☐                                         NO  ☐

Participant

Participant ID (assigned by researcher): ___________________________


Appendix 4: Quantitative questionnaire
Study Title
Factors Influencing the Implementation of Secondary School Inspection Recommendations: A Case Study of the Northern Education Division, Malawi

Researcher: Jane Taliona Somanje

Programme: Master of Education in Educational Leadership

Institution: University of Malawi

Purpose of the Questionnaire
This questionnaire is part of a research study examining factors that influence the implementation of school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division. Your responses will provide important evidence to help improve inspection practice and school improvement in Malawi. Please answer all questions as honestly as possible. There are no right or wrong answers.
Completion of this questionnaire should take approximately 20–25 minutes.

Confidentiality: All information provided will be treated confidentially. No names or identifying details will appear in any research report. Your responses will be identified by a participant code only.

SECTION A: DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION
Instructions: Tick (✓) the response that best describes you.

1.  Position
○  Headteacher
○  Teacher

2.  Sex
○  Male
○  Female

3.  Years of experience in your current school
○  Less than 2 years
○  2–5 years
○  6–10 years
○  More than 10 years

4.  Highest academic qualification
○  Diploma
○  Bachelor’s degree
○  Master’s degree
○  Other: ______________________________

5.  Number of inspections conducted at your school during the last three years (2023–2025)
○  None
○  Once
○  Twice
○  Three or more times
○  Not sure

6.  Does your school currently have an active School Improvement Plan (SIP)?
○  Yes
○  No
○  Not sure

SECTION B: LEVEL OF IMPLEMENTATION OF INSPECTION RECOMMENDATIONS
Instructions: Using the scale below, indicate the extent to which your school has implemented the inspection recommendations received in the most recent inspection.
Response Scale:
	Score
	Response

	1
	Not implemented

	2
	Partially implemented

	3
	Moderately implemented

	4
	Substantially implemented

	5
	Fully implemented



	No.
	Statement
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	6
	The recommendations from the most recent inspection report have been implemented by the school.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	7
	Inspection recommendations have been translated into specific actions at school level.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	8
	Inspection recommendations have been incorporated into the School Improvement Plan or other school improvement activities.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	9
	The school monitors progress in implementing inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	10
	Recommendations concerning teaching and learning have been implemented.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	11
	Recommendations concerning school management and governance have been implemented.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	12
	Recommendations concerning governance and community relations have been implemented.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	13
	Recommendations concerning learner outcomes and welfare have been implemented.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○



SECTION C: FACTORS INFLUENCING IMPLEMENTATION
Instructions: Indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement based on your experience in your school.
Response Scale:
	Score
	Response

	1
	Strongly disagree

	2
	Disagree

	3
	Neither agree nor disagree

	4
	Agree

	5
	Strongly agree



C1. QUALITY OF INSPECTION RECOMMENDATIONS AND FEEDBACK
	No.
	Statement
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	14
	Inspection recommendations are clear and easy to understand.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	15
	Inspection recommendations are specific to the needs and circumstances of our school.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	16
	Inspection recommendations provide practical guidance on what the school needs to do.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	17
	Inspection recommendations are realistic considering the resources available to the school.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	18
	The verbal feedback provided during the inspection is consistent with the written inspection report.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	19
	Inspection recommendations are fair and reasonable.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○



C2. SCHOOL LEADERSHIP FACTORS
	No.
	Statement
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	20
	The headteacher provides a clear direction for implementing inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	21
	The school leadership motivates staff to implement inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	22
	School leaders promote a shared understanding of what needs to change following an inspection.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	23
	The headteacher prioritises inspection recommendations according to their importance to learners and school improvement.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	24
	Teachers are involved in decisions concerning the implementation of inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○



C3. TEACHER AND SCHOOL-LEVEL FACTORS
	No.
	Statement
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	25
	Teachers are committed to implementing inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	26
	Teachers have the knowledge and skills needed to implement relevant inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	27
	Teachers work collaboratively when addressing issues identified through school inspection.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	28
	Teachers have sufficient time to implement recommended changes.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	29
	High teacher workload makes it difficult to implement inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	30
	Staff in this school are willing to adopt changes arising from inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	31
	There is a culture of continuous improvement in this school that supports acting on inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○



C4. RESOURCE AND INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS
	No.
	Statement
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	32
	The school has adequate financial resources to implement inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	33
	The school has adequate teaching and learning resources needed to implement inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	34
	The school’s infrastructure supports implementation of the recommended improvements.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	35
	The school has sufficient human resources to implement inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	36
	The School Improvement Plan provides an appropriate mechanism for implementing inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○



C5. INSPECTOR FOLLOW-UP AND SUPPORT
	No.
	Statement
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	37
	Inspectors conduct follow-up visits to assess progress in implementing inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	38
	Inspectors provide guidance on how to implement difficult recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	39
	The school receives adequate feedback after an inspection.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	40
	Communication between the school and Education Quality Assurance Officers is effective after an inspection.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	41
	Monitoring of the implementation of inspection recommendations is regular and consistent.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	42
	Inspectors are knowledgeable and credible in the areas they assess.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○



C6. SYSTEM-LEVEL FACTORS
	No.
	Statement
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	43
	The Northern Education Division provides adequate support for implementing inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	44
	District education offices effectively support schools in implementing inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	45
	Ministry of Education policies facilitate the implementation of inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	46
	Transport and logistical constraints affect the ability of education authorities to provide follow-up support.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	47
	Communication between schools and education authorities supports implementation of inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	48
	There is a clear accountability mechanism that ensures schools act on inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○



SECTION D: STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION
Instructions: Indicate how effective you believe each strategy would be in improving the implementation of secondary school inspection recommendations.
Response Scale:
	Score
	Response

	1
	Not effective

	2
	Slightly effective

	3
	Moderately effective

	4
	Effective

	5
	Very effective



	No.
	Strategy
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	49
	Strengthening follow-up mechanisms after school inspections.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	50
	Providing professional development or training based on inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	51
	Increasing financial resources for schools to implement recommended improvements.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	52
	Strengthening collaboration between inspectors, school leaders and teachers.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	53
	Strengthening school leadership capacity in change management and school improvement.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	54
	Providing inspection feedback promptly after the inspection.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	55
	Providing clearer and more practical inspection recommendations.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	56
	Strengthening monitoring of implementation by education authorities.
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○



SECTION E: OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS
57. In your opinion, what is the single biggest factor hindering the implementation of secondary school inspection recommendations in your school?
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
58. What additional support would your school need from education authorities to improve the implementation of inspection recommendations?
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
END OF QUESTIONNAIRE
Thank you for your participation.
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Study Title
Factors Influencing the Implementation of Secondary School Inspection Recommendations: A Case Study of the Northern Education Division, Malawi
Researcher: Jane Taliona Somanje
Programme: Master of Education in Educational Leadership
Institution: University of Malawi

A. INTRODUCTION AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Good morning/afternoon.
My name is Jane Taliona Somanje, a Master of Education in Educational Leadership student at the University of Malawi. I am conducting a study entitled "Factors Influencing the Implementation of Secondary School Inspection Recommendations: A Case Study of the Northern Education Division, Malawi."
The purpose of this interview is to explore your professional experiences and views as an Education Quality Assurance Officer concerning the implementation of school inspection recommendations in secondary schools in the Northern Education Division. The interview focuses on the nature and quality of inspection recommendations, follow-up practices, system-level factors affecting implementation, and possible strategies for improvement.
There are no right or wrong answers. I am interested in your professional experiences and judgement.
Voluntary participation: Your participation is entirely voluntary. You may decline to answer any question or withdraw from the interview at any time without penalty.
Confidentiality: All information you provide will be treated strictly confidentially. Your name will not appear in any research report or output. A participant code will be used instead.
The interview is expected to take approximately 30–45 minutes.
With your permission, the interview may be audio-recorded to ensure accurate transcription and analysis. Audio recordings will be stored securely and used only for research purposes.
Consent to Participate
Do you agree to participate in this interview?
☐  Yes
☐  No

Consent to Audio Recording
Do you agree to have this interview audio-recorded?
☐  Yes
☐  No
SECTION B: QUALITY AND NATURE OF INSPECTION RECOMMENDATIONS
Objective: Objective 2 — To examine factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations
1.  How do you determine which areas of a school’s performance require a formal inspection recommendation?
probes:
– What factors do you consider when making this decision?
– How do you distinguish between a recommendation and general feedback?
2.  How do you ensure that inspection recommendations are clear, specific, and practical for schools?
probes:
– How do you take the school’s context into consideration?
– How do resource limitations influence the recommendations you make?
– What makes a recommendation easy or difficult for a school to understand?
3.  In your experience, how does the nature of an inspection influence how schools receive and respond to inspection recommendations?
probes:
– How do schools respond when inspection is perceived as accountability-oriented?
– How do they respond when inspection is perceived as advisory or supportive?
4.  What challenges do inspectors encounter when developing recommendations that schools can realistically implement?
SECTION C: FOLLOW-UP AND SYSTEM-LEVEL FACTORS
Objective: Objective 2 — To examine factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations
5.  Once an inspection report has been presented to a school, what follow-up procedures are normally undertaken?
probes:
– Who is responsible for follow-up?When does follow-up normally take place? How is progress monitored? How is evidence of implementation documented?
6.  What institutional challenges within DQAS, the Ministry of Education, or the Northern Education Division affect your ability to support schools after inspection?
7.  How do resource and logistical constraints affect the follow-up of inspection recommendations?
8.  How does communication between the Northern Education Division, districts, and schools affect the implementation of inspection recommendations?
SECTION D: IMPLEMENTATION OF INSPECTION RECOMMENDATIONS
Objective: Objectives 1 and 3 — To determine the level of implementation and explore perceptions of barriers and enablers
9.  Based on your experience, how would you describe the extent to which secondary schools implement inspection recommendations?
10.  What differences have you observed between schools that implement inspection recommendations fully and those that implement them partially or minimally?
11.  What factors do you think explain differences in the implementation of inspection recommendations across schools?
12.  How do you perceive headteachers’ attitudes towards inspection recommendations? Do you observe differences in willingness or readiness to implement across schools?
probes:
– What characterises schools where headteachers engage positively with recommendations?
– What characterises schools where implementation appears weak or resistant?
13.  Can you describe an example of an inspection recommendation that was not implemented or was only partially implemented?
14.  How does the leadership approach of a headteacher influence how inspection recommendations are interpreted and implemented at school level?
probes:
How are teachers involved?How are teachers motivated? How are recommendations prioritised? How does leadership influence staff commitment?

SECTION E: STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION
Objective: Objective 4 — To propose strategies for improving the implementation of inspection recommendations
15.  What measures could be introduced to improve the implementation of inspection recommendations in secondary schools?

16.  What additional support could inspectors provide to schools after inspection to strengthen implementation?
probes:
– Professional guidance? Technical support? Monitoring visits? Training? Feedback? Follow-up meetings?
17.  How could the current inspection and follow-up system be improved to support schools more effectively?
18.  What changes, if any, would you recommend to the Handbook for Inspectors and Advisors to strengthen the implementation of inspection recommendations?
19.  In your view, what are the three most important priorities for improving the implementation of secondary school inspection recommendations in the Northern Education Division?
SECTION F: Addition
20.  Is there anything else you would like to add about the implementation of secondary school inspection recommendations that we have not discussed?
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Study Title
Factors Influencing the Implementation of Secondary School Inspection Recommendations: A Case Study of the Northern Education Division, Malawi
Researcher: Jane Taliona Somanje
Programme: Master of Education in Educational Leadership
Institution: University of Malawi
A. INTRODUCTION AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Good morning/afternoon.
My name is Jane Taliona Somanje, a Master of Education in Educational Leadership student at the University of Malawi. I am conducting a study entitled "Factors Influencing the Implementation of Secondary School Inspection Recommendations: A Case Study of the Northern Education Division, Malawi."
The purpose of this interview is to explore your experiences and views concerning the implementation of secondary school inspection recommendations. The interview focuses on how inspection recommendations are understood and acted upon, school leadership, resources and other factors affecting implementation, external support, and possible strategies for improvement.
There are no right or wrong answers. I am interested in your experiences and professional views.
Voluntary participation: Your participation is entirely voluntary. You may decline to answer any question or withdraw from the interview at any time without penalty.
Confidentiality: All information you provide will be treated strictly confidentially. Your name and the name of your school will not be used in the research report or other research outputs. A participant code will be used instead.
The interview is expected to take approximately 30–45 minutes.
With your permission, the interview may be audio-recorded to ensure accurate transcription and analysis. Audio recordings will be stored securely and used only for research purposes.
Consent to Participate
Do you agree to participate in this interview?
☐  Yes
☐  No
Consent to Audio Recording
Do you agree to have this interview audio-recorded?
☐  Yes
☐  No

SECTION B: UNDERSTANDING AND RESPONDING TO INSPECTION RECOMMENDATIONS
Objective: Objectives 1 and 3 — To determine the level of implementation and explore perceptions of barriers and enablers
1.  When your school receives an inspection report, how are the recommendations communicated to you and the teaching staff?

2.  How do you and your staff determine which inspection recommendations require immediate attention?

3.  To what extent do you feel that inspection recommendations accurately reflect the realities and challenges of your school?
probes:
– Are there recommendations you felt were unfair or did not fit your school’s context?
– How does your perception of fairness affect how your school responds to recommendations?

4.  How do you and your teachers develop a shared understanding of what needs to change following an inspection?

SECTION C: LEVEL AND NATURE OF IMPLEMENTATION
Objective: Objective 1 — To determine the level of implementation of school inspection recommendations
5.  Thinking about the most recent inspection recommendations received by your school, which recommendations have been:
(a)  fully implemented?
(b)  partially implemented?
(c)  not yet implemented?
6.  What factors have contributed to the recommendations that have been successfully implemented?

7.  What factors have contributed to recommendations that have been partially or not implemented?
probes:
– Was it a matter of financial or material resources?
– Were there issues with how the recommendation was communicated or understood?
– Did school leadership capacity play a role?
– Were there factors outside the school’s control, such as district or system constraints?
– Was teacher workload or capacity a barrier?

8.  Are inspection recommendations incorporated into your school’s improvement planning? If yes, how?
probes:
– Who leads the School Improvement Plan process in your school?
– How are specific inspection recommendations assigned to staff members?
– Is there a monitoring or review mechanism to track progress against the SIP?

SECTION D: LEADERSHIP AND SCHOOL-LEVEL FACTORS
Objective: Objective 2 — To examine factors influencing the implementation of school inspection recommendations
9.  As a school leader, how do you motivate teachers to implement changes arising from inspection recommendations?

10.  Which types of inspection recommendations are easiest for your school to implement, and which are most difficult? Why?
probes:
– Are administrative recommendations easier than instructional or pedagogical ones?
– What makes certain recommendations difficult to act on?
11.  How do you prioritise inspection recommendations when your school has limited financial or material resources?
12.  How do teacher workload, skills, and professional capacity influence the implementation of inspection recommendations?
13.  How does collaboration between school leaders and teachers influence the implementation of inspection recommendations?
probes:
– Are there formal structures for collaboration on school improvement, such as departmental meetings or working groups?
– How do you involve teachers in deciding how to respond to recommendations?

SECTION E: EXTERNAL SUPPORT AND SYSTEM-LEVEL FACTORS
Objective: Objectives 2 and 3 — To examine factors influencing implementation and explore perceptions of barriers and enablers
14.  Can you describe a situation where an inspection recommendation could not be implemented because of factors outside the school’s control?
probes:
– What specific external factors were involved — funding, staffing, policy, district support?
– How did you communicate this constraint to the inspectors or district office?

15.  What kind of support does your school receive from inspectors, the district, or the Northern Education Division after an inspection?

16.  How adequate is the follow-up support provided after inspection?
probes:
– How often do inspectors return after an initial inspection?
– What happens when your school needs guidance on a difficult recommendation?

17.  What challenges related to resources, funding, communication, or external support affect the implementation of inspection recommendations?

SECTION F: STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING IMPLEMENTATION
Objective: Objective 4 — To propose strategies for improving the implementation of inspection recommendations
18.  What specific resources, training, or support would help your school implement inspection recommendations more effectively and consistently?

19.  How could inspectors make inspection recommendations and reports more useful for secondary schools in the Northern Education Division?

20.  What could school leaders do differently to strengthen the implementation of inspection recommendations?

21.  What changes would you recommend to the inspection and follow-up system to improve implementation?

22.  What are the three most important measures that you believe would improve the implementation of inspection recommendations in secondary schools?

SECTION G: Additional
23.  Is there anything else you would like to add about the implementation of secondary school inspection recommendations that we have not discussed?
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