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COMMENTARY

On Knowing the
. Secret of Schools

Lessons From the British on Judging Schools
With Their Complexities in Mind

By Thomas A. Wiison

We dance round in a ring and suppose,

But the Secret sits in the mddle and knows.

--Robert Frost,“The Secret Sits”

The American way of knowi ng schools, particularly when
there are questions about accountability, skillfully

avoi ds what is actually happening in the classroom
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Cl assroons are the prinme workplaces for the adults we
pay to educate our children. W avoid the real life
conplexities of teaching and | earning, when we take

refuge in neasuring student perfornmance.

The national consensus that our schools nust inprove
and that our youth nust |earn nore has put trenendous
pressure on our accountability systemto tell us how we
are doi ng and what we can do better. Qur system does
poorly at both. |Its inadequacies are nore often passed
on to schools and teachers, rather than confronted.
Since it is not based on know ng and i nprovi ng act ual
teaching and learning, it cannot contribute nuch to our
di scussi on about how to i nprove the practice of
teaching and | earning. Qur nethodol ogy for know ng and
relating to schools focuses on neasures that relate

only indirectly to these matters of inportance.

These concl usi ons about American school accountability
conme fromny |ast three years of watching and witing
about English School Inspection. This 155-year-old
tradition of know ng and judgi ng school quality has

been Britain’s primary nmethod of school accountability.

| nspection focuses first on the quality of teaching and
| earning in the classroom How does its nethodol ogy
allow that? An English inspector reveal ed the key: “W
must know what we see, not see what we know.” \Wile
this may at first sound like a riddle, it is at the
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heart of the inspection nethod. This idea about school
know edge profoundly chall enges how Ameri cans go about
know ng and j udgi ng school s.

An i nspector believes that know edge about schools can
be useful and legitimate only when it is based on
visiting a school to see what is actually happeni ng
there. That is how an inspector cones to know t he
quality of teaching and learning in a particular school
and how that quality relates to the way that schoo
functions as a uni que and conpl ex human organi zati on.
If the inspector wants to | earn about another school,
she nmust visit it. By figuring out the secret in the
m ddl e of the school, she cones to know what she sees.
English inspectors believe that it is this know edge
that infornms good policy nmeking, good intervention and

good prof essi onal devel opnent.

Wth his focus and purpose clear, the inspector seeks
to generate know edge that is useful and legitinate.
He draws fromthe rich and interesting nethodol ogy of

| nspection that has evol ved over 155 years.

| nspectors are convinced that school know edge is best
generated by those who have had substantial teaching
experience. Actual teaching experience is an inportant
base for know ng when teaching and | earni ng are goi ng
wel | and when they are not. |Inspection relies on human
judgnent, in particular the professional judgnent of
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skilled practitioners. It does not attenpt to hold
human judgnent at bay in the nane of objectivity.

To sketch further what inspection is and how it differs
from Ameri can accountability practice, consider the
follow ng questions with the answers fromthe

| nspection and Anerican net hodol ogi es j uxt aposed.

e What is nost inportant to know?

I nspection: The quality of the particular events that
make up the process of teaching and |learning in the
actual classroomis always the first focus. That
quality is always seen in the context of the particul ar
school. Teaching and |earning are viewed as two sides

of the sane phenonena, not as separate ones.

Anerican: The inpact of education (or often sone
defined conponent of education) on student perfornance
IS what counts. An objective analysis of these results
(usual ly standardi zed tests) is the basis for judging
school and teacher quality.

e Howis infornmation collected and how i s sense nade of
it?

| nspection: Teaching and | earning are best understood
when they are seen as actual, conplex events that

happen in a particular school. It is critical to see
the school as the context for what is happening in its
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cl assroons. Thus, an inspector nust go to the school
and learn about it from*“being there.” Inspectors
spend 65% of their time watching actual classes in
session, often visiting as a teamfor as long as a
week. They do their analysis and wite their basic
concl usi ons before they | eave the school. They believe
that, if they know the school, their report wll be
legitimate, that it will nmake sense and that it wll
contribute to the i nprovenent of that school,

regardl ess of the |evel of the school’s perfornmance.

Anmerican. Using objective instrunents, we collect data
fromthe people in a school about a specified research
or evaluation topic. Testing student performance is
the nost legitimate instrunent. Sonetines research
field workers, or even teachers, are sent to the school
to collect descriptive data, but only after they have
been trained in how to be objective. Their analysis
serves to elucidate defined factors that influence the
results. Sonetinmes an analysis is conparative,
conparing one school (or other entity) wth another.
Mbst often the conclusions fromthe data are drawn in
offices mles away fromthe school site where the data

has been col | ect ed.

e Howis it decided if what is going on in a school is

good or not?
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| nspection: Most of England s 3,000 inspectors are
seasoned teachers. They believe that a sinple
description of what goes on in a school is never
enough. Professional judgnents about the quality of
what they see is at the heart of their nethod.

Judgnent links information to possible action.
Judgnent s about school quality are “noderated” through
I ntense di scussion with other inspection team nenbers,
who are at the school at the sane tine. The notion of
standardi zing criteria for observation or filling in
the blanks on a list contradicts the traditional tenets

of professional judgnent.

Anerican: Anerican practice traditionally has tried to
renove fromthe analysis the very human judgnent that
Is at the heart of the English nethod. A key procedure
for insuring objectivity is to make standards, criteria
and judgnent points as explicit and specific as
possi bl e before the data is coll ected.

e How does what is |learned nake a difference to a

school ?

| nspection: The traditional inspector wants the

knowl edge he generates to nake a positive difference
for the children at the school. “At the end of the day
our job is to see that the school gives English
children a good deal.” The notto of the national
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| nspectors is “Do good as you go.” Wiile an inspection
teamw | carefully consider how to construct what they
say so it wll have a positive inpact on what happens

I n the school, inspectors do not believe their reports
nmust al ways be positive. Positive action to inprove a
school is often spurred by negative conclusions. Wile
the inspection teamw || |abor over the report,

| nspectors and school people view the inspection visit
Itself as having the nost inportant inpact on a school.
This is because of the special way the inspection team
participates in the life of the school. As experienced
prof essionals, the inspectors engage school people at
all levels for a sustained period of tine, questioning
how wel | are they doing and why. The team provides the
school with a formal “reporting-back” session that
summarizes its nost inportant judgnents about the
quality of the school. The school cannot avoid that

di scussi on about quality. That discussion has weight
because it is local and particular to each school.

Fol l ow-up i s not enphasi zed.

Anerican: Since Anerican findings about a school are
di sassoci ated fromthat school, effectively introducing
theminto the school is a major problem Anmerican have
I nvented an array of technical assistance strategies to
di ssem nat e knowl edge back to schools. The Anerican

vi ew of school know edge supports the favored approach
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of designing pilot projects for intervening in schools
to i ntroduce change.

| nspection is not a perfect, tested systemthat

Aneri cans shoul d adopt as the new silver-bullet for
school accountability. The notion of adopting prograns
and policies that are disconnected fromtheir
surroundi ng circunstances is foreign to the basic
assunptions of inspection. It wll be nuch nore
productive to consider how i nspection chall enges sone
of our assunptions about how we now know and | udge
schools. Such an exam nation could lead to a
productive reconstruction of Anerican school

accountability.

For exanpl e, our thinking has been greatly constrained
by the i nportance we have placed on objectivity.

Wt hout questioning its value, or even its neani ng, we
have nmade objectivity a prerequisite for how we know
and judge schools. By using this as our rationale, we
of ten begi n our discussions about accountability with
concern about the assessnent nethods, rather than about

the content and nature of the know edge we need.

By making the research nethods our first priority,
which is contrary to a true scientific approach, we
hi ghl i ght what the researcher knows, not what the
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practitioner knows. Conmmon sense should tell us that
what the practitioner knows about teaching and | earning
I s what shapes actual practice in schools. Finding

nmet hodol ogi es that understand and seek to sharpen
practitioner know edge is key to a useful approach to

accountability that supports inprovenent.

When we consi der nethod before purpose we m x up what
I's conplex and worthy of attention with what is sinple.
| nspectors believe their inquiry should unravel the
conplexities of real schools. That is where the secret
sits. By concentrating on the conplexity of the
research nethod, the Anerican approach would |ike the
secret torest in the findings of the study. It wants
school |ife to be sinple. It is as if we want to learn
nore about how to do the research than about how to

make the practice of teaching and | earning better.

Accountability depends on the quality and content of

t he knowl edge avail able to support good deci si ons about
school performance and i nprovenent. |[|nspection shows
that, if we can give up sone of our traditional beliefs
about what makes know edge rigorous and useful, we

m ght be able to invent nore prom sing ways to know t he
real secrets of schools. Know edge about each
particul ar school, rather than research about the
factors that effect schooling or the eval uati on of
pilot prograns, will nake it possible to inprove
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schools in the sensible and continuous nmanner that a
stabl e denocracy requires. Wile research and

eval uation can hel p i nprove schools, know edge about
particular schools is what will drive productive
reform
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