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School inspections and school development in Sweden – a waste of time and money.
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School inspections during earlier periods
In 1842 a folk school system was created for all children in Sweden by the Swedish parliament. Each young person should join school for six years. The municipalities and cities became responsible for building schools and for hiring teachers. Already in 1860 the parliament showed irritation over the slow pace that the municipalities and cities kept implementing the idea of the folk school. A folk school inspection was established Ekholm and Lindvall, 2007). 20 inspectors were hired for the period of 1861 to 1863. The first group of inspectors contained eight priests, six teachers of secondary schools, one principal, two rectors of teacher training institutes, one teacher of the folk school and one lawyer. Only one of these inspectors was hired full time. Each of them was responsible for inspection within a geographical area. They travelled within there area to make demands on the local responsible politicians to loosen their money coffin and spend resources on the schools of the children. 
The folk school inspection in Sweden was organised mainly in the original way until 1958 when the inspectors (at that time around sixty) were gathered in 24 district offices that shortly were widened by civil servants working with the diffusion of innovations for schools. The inspectors kept their controlling functions, but their professional profile turned more and more over towards innovation and development tasks working with kommuns
 and schools. When inspectors were introduced in the Swedish school system there were around 2 500 kommuns in the country. A large reform work was undertaken during the 1950´s, 1960´s and 1970´s so that kommuns were made as much more robust economical units. The numbers of kommuns in Sweden was decreased from around 2 500 to today’s number of 290. The control from the state was seen as not needed anymore. The kommuns themselves were able to control the quality of their schools through the school leaders – rektors – that each school have and through the superintendents at the kommun level that work through the school leaders. In 1991 the state school inspection therefore was closed down.   
Unrest among politicians

However it did not take long until the politicians that worked at the state level showed unrest for the ways that the kommuns took care of the schools. The old idea to use state inspectors to control the quality of schools that kommuns were responsible for was picked up by the social democratic minister responsible for the schools in the late 1990´s. She allocated in 1998 a resource of ten state inspectors to be added to the National Agency for Education that already was responsible for evaluation work at the system level of the school system. These inspectors were expected to look closer to specific areas of interest that schools were responsible for and contribute to the discussion about quality of the schools at the system level.   

Another social democratic minister responsible for education was some years later gripped by a strong lust to show strength and deadness. He cut the National Agency for Education in two parts, one concentrated on control of the schools and one on improvement work for the schools. By redistributing resources from the improvement work to the control work he stated that the state school inspectors should make a visit to each school in the country every sixth year. During the period 2003 to 2005 a quick redesign was made of the National Agency for Education so that many more state school inspectors could be hosted to solve the new task of school visits. More than 100 state school inspectors are today working in the Swedish school system with the school visits that are occurring every sixth year. The inspectors concentrate on controlling if the schools follow the laws and rules written for them, if they work in such a way that the aims of education are reached and if they improve their inner work. In the political rhetoric that have been used to motivate the substantial increase of state control of the schools the argument have been strongly underpinned that the inspections in themselves will lead to improvement of the results of the schools. By making inspections every sixth year students at schools that have been inspected should learn more than before the inspections were made.        

Superficial evaluations

The reborn state inspection started to run from 2003. Some evaluation work has by now been made where the effects of the inspection have been visible. Within the National Agency for Education analysis has been made of the content of the reports that the inspectors formulate during their visit to a school (Skolverket, 2004). The agency finds that the conditions for learning in the schools that have been visited are fair but that there are some need for improvement in the way teachers and school leaders work to develop the inner life and quality of their schools. The National Agency for Economic Governance has evaluated the state school inspection by making a survey to politicians and civil servants working in kommuns where the state inspectors have made their visits (Sandahl and Bringle, 2006). This agency finds that the representatives of the kommuns have reacted in a positive way to have been in focus of the interest of the state school inspectors. They feel well acquainted with the content of the reports that the inspectors have given and they are highly prepared to repair mistakes that the inspections show has been made. None of the two evaluations that so far have been made have looked more closely to the effects on the results of learning processes at the schools that have been inspected. 

A study of the evidence base of school inspections

In the study reported here I have concentrated on the idea that school inspections should lead to improvement of learning results at the schools. To investigate if this outcome of school inspections is a reality I have used existing statistics from comprehensive schools (grund schools) that have been inspected in 2003 and 2004 and have students that pass the ninth grade of the Grund School. 187 schools thereby became objects of my study. In Sweden each school reports the marks that the students that finish their ninth school year have received to National Statistics Sweden. Since 1998 the National Agency for Education presents these results aggregated at the school level for each school on the net (www.skolverket.se). For each school the average worth of merits of the marks that have been calculated are presented together with facts about how many students on each school that have qualified for further studies at the upper secondary level and how many students that have reached an acceptable result level in each of the sixteen subjects that are studied in the ninth grade of the grund school. Every year statistics for each school is also published about the composition of the nine graders gender, socio-economic background and immigrant status. 
To be able to illuminate my research question – if school inspections result in improvement of school results – I have used the official statistics presented for the 187 schools that were inspected in 2003 and in 2004 that have nine graders at the school. I have studied the results that were reached for each of the 187 schools every year since 1998 until 2006. The development pattern of school results for each school has been assessed for the five respectively six years that have passed before the actual inspection was made and for the four respectively three years that have gone since inspection occurred. 
The design looks like this:    

Development of school results before                Development of school results after 


         Inspections

0---------------------------------------------------------------0
1998

          2003   2004
                      2006

The National Agency for Education calculates on basis of the marks that are given to the students a merit point where all the sixteen subjects that the students have studied is taken into account. The sum of this marks are recalculated by the use of a regression equation through which the ”power” of three important forces – the socio-economical composition of the groups of students, the composition of gender and the degree of students with an immigration background – are neutralised. Left is a residual score that show to what degree the students of each school have succeeded to learn in comparison with the expected values. In diagram 1 the outcome among the students of grade nine in four of the 187 schools that were inspected are illustrating the kind of data that has been used in this study. In the diagram the average outcome for all schools in the country is represented with the zero line. If a school succeed to reach expected results measured in this way it will get a value close to zero. If it succeeds above expectations it will receive a score larger than zero and if it not succeeds as expected it will receive a value lower than zero.
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Diagram 1. 
Residual values based on the achievement of nine grade students in all 16 subjects of the Swedish comprehensive school during the years 1998 until 2006 at Almby school in Örebro Fryxellska school in Sunne, Hjortsjö school in Vaggeryd and Svartedals school in Göteborg and residual values in total Sweden (the zero line).  

When assessing the development of results over the years before and after that the inspections have been made I have used five categories. The change of school results of the students have been strongly positive, positive, none existing, negative or strongly negative. In diagram 1 I have illustrated two schools that had a positive development going on before the inspection was made and that show a weakened development of results after that the inspections were made. Two of the schools show negative development before the inspections, but turn to a more positive pattern after that the inspections were conducted. 

I have computed the average change in school results over the years before respectively after the inspections were made and also analysed how large (positive as well as negative) the changes were from one year to another. School results depend on many variables. In the official statistics that the National Agency for Education presents on the Webb the raw results for each school is also transferred to more relative results. The agency recalculates the results for the nine graders by using a regression equation where social background of students, gender composition and amount of immigrants among the students has been taken into account. The residual values that come out are a more comparable measurement of the effect that the school has had on than the raw scores.

The simplest analysis of what impact the school inspections have had on the development of the 187 schools is to calculate mean and standard deviation for the more holistic assessments that was made. Looking at the period from 1998 until 2003 respectively 2004 the 187 schools as a group showed to have a slightly positive development of student results. Using the overall assessment measure the schools showed to have a slightly negative development after the inspections were made. The variation in development patterns raise a little between schools after that the inspections were made. The average change of the residual value over the years before respectively after that the school inspections were made is presented in table 1. This value has been calculated for three groups of schools where the grouping is based on the development pattern that the schools showed after that the inspections were made.  

      Difference between school results before and after 

         inspections (residual values)
	Schools where the direction of 
development 
	Mean
	Standard deviation
	(Number of schools,

totally 187)

	not changed
	- 0,03
	2,10
	(47)

	became more positive 
	+ 4,07
	2,94
	(54)

	became more negative
	- 4,13
	3,25
	(86)


Only 29 % of the inspected schools show a positive development of school results after the school inspections. At 71 % of the studied schools the development pattern is not improved. The results show that the student results at 46 % of the schools have decreased over the four respectively three years since the inspections were made. In most schools you do not find a straight development curve during the years. The results swing for some of the schools from one end to another. However among most of the studied schools this swinging movement stays within a rather narrow width. For three out of four schools the difference between two years never goes above eight residual points. 
The study of development patterns of student results before and after school inspections in Sweden shows that if the inspections can be said to have had any impact on student results at all the negative outcomes overwhelms the positive effects. At 50 % more schools the results develop in a non wanted direction compared to in how many schools that the development runs in a wanted one. Results from a study made in England (Matthews and Sammons, 2004) indicate the same outcome. Schools that had been inspected did not show results that differed from schools were no inspections were made. Watching these patterns and using the knowledge that exists about school development, school improvement and school effectiveness the most probable conclusion that can be drawn is that the state school inspections in Sweden do not have any impact at all on the development processes at the school level. The way students learn, the ways teachers challenge students, support them, explain to them and follow what they do is influenced by a whole lot of factors that not even indirect have anything to do with state inspections or not on the schools. The analysis of the development of student results that have been made over the period from 1998 to 2006 shows clearly that the costly state inspection made in Sweden not have the effect that politicians put faith in. In 2006 about 20 000 000 € was used for the state inspections, obviously without wanted results. The superintendents, rektors, development pedagogs, teacher team leaders and other school leaders in the Swedish kommuns do exist in today’s Swedish schools. They have much better possibilities to contribute to a high school quality and good school improvement than state school inspectors jumping into the school every sixth year ever may have.    
A dilemma of the Swedish school system of today that has gone through a very intense period of decentralisation is that few areas exist for centrally working politicians to decide on. In 1991 the Swedish kommuns got a high degree of responsibility over the schools. They hire and fire the staff. They decide on the distribution of resources between schools. They evaluate the results of the schools and judge the quality of them. They are responsible for the improvement work. They negotiate the salaries for the teachers and school leaders. One of the few remaining areas for the central politicians to influence is central control. From the autumn of 2006 a non social democratic government reins Sweden. The minister that is responsible for schools have explained that he wants to double the state inspection. In stead of visits every sixth year he wants inspectors to come to each school every third year. He too uses the argument that positive development of student results follows from state inspections of schools. When the results of the study reported here was presented in Swedish media the responsible minister of schools could not comment on the factual outcomes. He stayed by making comments on personal qualities of the actual researcher. The reaction on the presented facts and the political rhetoric that have been used over the last decade in Sweden shows that there are a low acceptance of the knowledge base that have been developed within ICSEI. Very much remains to be done to get that kind of knowledge owned by a broad range of people, including politicians. Using the insights of research made on school effectiveness and on school improvement shows that sustainable leadership is needed in schools that take their long term quality development serious.  
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� A Swedish kommun is responsible for the use of taxes within several areas such as technical services (water, sanitary), elderly care, child care and schooling. The kommun has a local parliament reflecting the votes of the inhabitants and several boards with a political composition that also reflects the local opinions.








