A Comparative Analysis of School Inspection Systems Within the UK and International Models: A Literature Review

Educational Project (ECWB7002)

By Danielle Jones (2321768)























Introduction
School inspection systems have become critical instruments globally to ensure educational quality within institutions. They serve two primary purposes: evaluating a school's performance and driving improvements within educational establishments. Inspections assess various elements, such as teaching quality, student outcomes, school leadership, and overall effectiveness. By doing so, these frameworks aim to uphold educational standards, identify areas for improvement, and address potential inequities (Ehren & Shackleton, 2015; Kemethofer, Gustafsson & Altrichter, 2017). This literature review provides a comparative analysis of school inspection systems in the UK, Sweden, Norway, Austria, Switzerland, and China. It examines key trends, challenges, and outcomes of these systems to understand how different inspection models influence educational quality, promote accountability, and address disparities in various national contexts.

Inspection systems are designed to balance accountability and school improvement. Since its establishment in 1992, the UK's Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) has played a significant role in enforcing educational standards. Ofsted inspections produce public reports that are critical to shaping a school's reputation and driving improvement initiatives (Baxter & Colman, 2021; Gardezi, 2023; Perryman et al., 2017). These inspections ensure that schools meet minimum performance requirements and remain accountable to the public and government (Mboyo, 2017; Rosli, 2024). However, Ofsted's system has faced criticism for fostering a compliance-driven culture, leading schools to prioritise inspection criteria over creativity and genuine learning (Bagaya et al., 2020; Colman, 2021; Cushing & Snell, 2023). This focus may stifle innovation in teaching and contribute to educational inequality in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, where schools struggle to meet inspection benchmarks (Jones et al., 2017).

The dual focus of Ofsted on accountability and improvement has been widely studied, revealing both benefits and drawbacks. While the inspection process aims to uphold educational standards, it has been critiqued for promoting a culture of compliance that detracts from genuine educational innovation (Perryman et al., 2017; Bagaya et al., 2020). Furthermore, the pressure to conform to inspection criteria can exacerbate existing inequalities, particularly in schools serving disadvantaged communities that may lack the resources to meet stringent benchmarks set by Ofsted (Jones et al., 2017). Therefore, although Ofsted plays a crucial role in maintaining educational quality, its methods can inadvertently hinder schools' creative and adaptive capacities, leading to a complex relationship between accountability and educational equity (Gardezi, 2023; Jones et al., 2017).

In contrast, school inspection models vary worldwide. Scandinavian systems, such as those in Sweden and Norway, emphasise collaboration and dialogue over strict enforcement of rules (Kemethofer, Gustafsson & Altrichter, 2017). These models promote partnerships between inspectors and schools, operating on the premise that effective inspectors encourage school improvement through constructive feedback and professional development (Simeonova et al., 2020; Hult & Segerholm, 2013; Learmonth, 2020). This approach prioritises long-term improvement rather than mere compliance with predetermined standards. For instance, Sweden's model encourages schools to actively engage in the inspection process, fostering a collaborative, less punitive culture (Hult & Segerholm, 2017). Unlike the high-stakes nature of inspections in England, which can impact school funding and reputations, the Scandinavian approach offers a distinct alternative.

This literature review aims to address three core research questions:
1. What are the key differences between England’s inspection system and selected international models?
2. How effective are these inspection systems in balancing accountability and fostering school improvement?
3. What are the unintended consequences of these systems in different national contexts?
By exploring these questions, this review contributes to the broader discourse on educational governance and inspection frameworks. It highlights successes and challenges, including issues such as teacher wellbeing and inequalities generated by inspection-driven pressure. As nations continue to reform their education and inspection systems, understanding how different countries navigate the balance between accountability and genuine school improvement becomes increasingly vital.

Research Methodology
Overview
This review employs a comparative analysis methodology to examine school inspection systems in England and various international contexts.  It draws on both qualitative and quantitative research from scholarly sources to explore how these systems are structured, how they function, and their outcomes. Following best practices in educational policy research (Hofer et al., 2020), this review uses an informational diversity approach, gathering data from multiple sources including academic articles, government reports, and policy documents to gain a comprehensive understanding of the complex, multilevel inspection systems.

Search Strategy and Selection Criteria
To identify a range of relevant literature, a systematic search was conducted using a range of academic databases (e.g., UWTSD Library, Education Source EBSCO, and Google Scholar). The search focused on peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports, policy documents, and systematic reviews published between [2013] and 2024, ensuring the information was relevant. Search terms included ‘school inspection systems’, ‘school improvement through inspection’, ‘education accountability’, and country-specific terms such as ‘Ofsted UK’ or ‘school inspections in Sweden’. 
The selection of countries and literature for this review was guided by two key criteria. Firstly, the availability of substantial academic research on various country’s inspection systems was essential. Countries such as the UK, Sweden, Norway, Austria, Switzerland, and China were chosen due to their wealth of existing literature. Secondly, the diversity of approaches to school inspection systems within these countries played a significant role. This review intentionally includes countries with different governance styles, ranging from highly regulated systems like the UK's Ofsted to more collaborative, less punitive models like those in Sweden and Norway. This was particularly important for capturing a broader range of inspection approaches and societal influences on education. 
Additionally, relevant academic sources were selected based on the following criteria:
1. Academic journal articles, government reports, and policy documents that explicitly address school inspection frameworks and their outcomes.
2. Comparative or empirical studies of inspection systems from the selected countries, published in peer-reviewed journals.
3. English-language sources or studies available in English translation.
Sources that lacked a clear focus on school inspections or were purely theoretical without empirical evidence were excluded. By applying these criteria, this literature review ensures a balanced and well-informed comparison of school inspection systems across diverse national contexts.

Data Collection
This review is based on secondary data, including journal articles, government reports, and systematic reviews. These sources provided a combination of qualitative and quantitative data, allowing for a well-rounded analysis. Studies such as those by Ehren et al. (2015) and Munoz-Chereau et al. (2022) on school inspections in various European countries and China, offered insights into how different systems define the concepts of success and failure. Additionally, the analysis was strengthened through triangulation of information from multiple sources to ensure the reliability and robustness of the findings (Cushing & Snell, 2023; Gardezi, 2023). Whilst this review considers the desired outcomes of these systems, it also examines unintended consequences such as teacher stress, unequal distribution of resources, and inequities stemming from inspection-driven pressures (Hall, 2018; Jones et al., 2017).

Limitations
One challenge of this comparative analysis lies in the direct comparability of data, given the differing educational contexts across countries. While international comparative studies exist, they often struggle to fully account for the unique characteristics of each country’s education system (Sui‐chu Ho, 2006). Cultural distinctions, particularly in countries such as China where the state strongly influences education policy, also affect the interpretation of results. These limitations are addressed and highlight the need to interpret its findings in the national and cultural context in which they occur.

Literature Review
The English School Inspection System: Ofsted
The Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted) serves as the primary school inspection body in England, playing a vital role in ensuring that high standards are maintained in schools (Baxter& Colman, 2021; Penninckx et al., 2014). Established to ensure that schools meet national standards and benchmarks, Ofsted provides educational stakeholders and the public with transparent and accessible assessments of school performance (Ofsted, 2022). Since its inception in 1992, Ofsted has undergone numerous reforms to improve its skill set and possible contribution to school improvement and accountability frameworks (Baxter and Colman, 2021; Roberts and Maisuria, 2024). These reforms have focused on striking a balance between the need for robust accountability measures that monitor educational programmes, while simultaneously creating an environment that would encourage educational improvement.

The role and Impact of Ofsted
Research on Ofsted provides a somewhat mixed picture regarding its impact on school performance. On one hand, some studies indicate that Ofsted inspections can contribute positively to school development. For example, Jones and Tymms (2014) highlight how Ofsted's inspection mechanisms are designed to promote school improvement by setting standards and providing feedback. They argue that these inspections create a framework that encourages schools to enhance their performance and overall quality (Jones & Tymms, 2014). Additionally, Rosenthal (2004) found a correlation between Ofsted inspections and improvements in school examination results, suggesting that independent regulatory oversight may act as a driver for educational advancement. Similarly, Armstrong et al. (2021) noted that Ofsted inspections have led to enhancements in teaching quality, leadership, and governance within schools. However, these improvements are particularly evident in schools that received lower grades during their initial inspections, as the follow-up oversight prompted them to make necessary changes. Research by Jones and Tymms Jones & Tymms (2014) supports this observation, indicating that Ofsted's inspection process is designed to identify underperforming schools and encourage them to improve. Therefore, Ofsted plays a crucial role in identifying areas of concern and driving reform, especially in schools that are underperforming.

Support and Critique of Oftsed’s Accountability Measures
That optimistic view, however, is only sometimes universally held. Some have been critical of Ofsted's potential to facilitate educational improvement, largely noting that its inspection process encourages compliance-driven cultures within a school. While Ofsted has effectively raised standards in some areas, Jones and Tymmes (2014) argue that the inspectorate has been too successful at this, and, as a consequence, schools have paid more attention to meeting specific criteria instead of concentrating on more meaningful, longer-lasting improvements in teaching and learning. Therefore, the tendency is that schools will spend a time and effort on 'performing' at inspection at the expense of promoting genuine, long-term educational improvement. Courtney (2016) also suggests that this compliance culture generates stress for teachers and school leaders, with inspection preparation often competing with day-to-day teaching and student engagement. Additionally, both Von Stumm et al. (2020) and Chatzifotiou (2019) highlight that the pressure to conform to Ofsted's criteria can lead to a demoralising environment for teachers, noting that the focus on compliance can detract from the holistic development of students and the curriculum. Furthermore, Waters & Palmer (2023) discuss how the stress associated with Ofsted inspections can have severe mental health implications for educators (with instances of suicide evident), reinforcing the notion that the current inspection framework may not be conducive to fostering genuine educational improvement.
Ofsted's impact on equity and fairness within the education system has been a persistent source of criticism for the regulator. In their critique, Cushing and Snell (2023) suggest that Ofsted's inspection conventions are heavily influences by broader social inequalities. They argue that the criteria used by Ofsted are biased and disadvantage schools in poorer areas of the country and those with a higher population of ethnic minority students. This observation aligns with other research indicating that schools in disadvantaged communities are often held to stricter standards and receive harsher ratings compared to those in more affluent areas (Zheng & Thomas, 2022; Skerritt, 2023). This increased scrutiny that comes as an unintended consequence may make matters worse by accentuating rather than improving the very inequalities inspections are supposed to alleviate. For example, schools in low-income areas can be criticised for failing or underperforming despite having excellent leadership and teaching, simply because they lack the funding and resources to meet Ofsted’s high standards.
The inequity in inspection outcomes, along with the psychological and professional stress experienced by teachers and school leaders in these schools further exacerbates the situation. In economically deprived regions, the pressure to comply with Ofsted standards, as Roberts and Maisuria (2024) note, is demoralising to staff and forces their performance and curriculum into a ‘box-ticking’ exercise. These schools often face excessively strict timelines to improve performance, without receiving the necessary support and resources needed to achieve continued improvement. As a result, a cycle emerges where already disadvantaged schools are less likely to meet the criteria to pass an inspection, leading to negative consequences that includes decreased uptake of pupil spaces (resulting in lower funding), and loss of public confidence in the school’s reputation (Clapham, 2024; Waters & Palmer, 2023).

Ofsted: Reform and the Future
Given these challenges, perhaps education leaders and policymakers should reform Ofsted’s inspection framework to make it more equitable and supportive (Mortimore, 2023). The recent removal of single word gradings may signal the beginning of such changes (DfE, 2024). There is a growing consensus that the focus on accountability needs to be balanced with a stronger emphasis on holistic and genuine school improvement. In line with the suggestions of Cushing and Snell (2023), inspection frameworks should incorporate more contextualised evaluations that consider the socioeconomic challenges faced by schools in disadvantaged areas. This approach would enable inspectors to provide more meaningful feedback, fostering long-term development rather than merely ensuring short-term compliance of a ‘tick-box’ exercise.
Furthermore, Ofsted could also enhance its approach to ensure more cultural sensitivity and inclusivity. Research by Zheng and Thomas (2022) and Roberts and Maisuria (2024) highlights the importance of training inspectors to recognise, address, and overcome biases that can affect their evaluations. By ensuring that inspection criteria are fair and equitable across diverse school contexts, some of the unintended negative consequences currently associated with the inspection process could be alleviated (Gunter & Courtney, 2023). This would not only uphold accountability but also help Ofsted achieve its dual goal of promoting educational excellence in all schools, regardless of their socioeconomic backgrounds (Ehren et al, 2015).

Scandinavian Approaches: Sweden and Norway
In contrast to Ofsted’s more rigid accountability model, Sweden and Norway have adopted relatively dialogic and cumulative models, placing inspection within a framework of continuous improvement and professional development. This shift in educational governance reflects a broader trend towards supporting learning and growth, rather than enforcing adherence to compliance.

Sweden’s Collaborative Inspection Model
Following a reform in 2008, Sweden’s school inspection model (The Swedish Schools Inspectorate; ‘Statens Skolinspektionen’ in Swedish) has aimed to reduce centralised educational governance and reform the inspection process (Hult & Segerholm, 2013). Unlike in England, where Ofsted’s standards are often enforced through strict penalties, the Swedish system emphasises training inspectors and school leaders in a collaborative dialogue (Ehren et al., 2015; Wieland Wermke et al., 2023). This dialogue-based approach allows inspections to focus on identifying areas for school development and new opportunities for growth, rather than meeting accountability metrics. According to Hult and Segerholm (2017) and Kemethofer et al (2017), this shift promotes a culture of collaboration, where inspectors support schools, acting as facilitators of growth rather than merely evaluating compliance.’ The Swedish model empowers school leaders to engage in self-assessment, enabling schools to take ownership of their development and achieve more meaningful and sustained improvement.
Among the signature aspects of the Swedish inspection system is its focus on supporting school leaders, enabling them to put theory into practice through their continuous professional learning. Inspections are to judge performance and progress, not merely to offer conditional feedback, to help schools improve by changing their practice, playing the role of a ‘critical friend’ (Ehren et al, 2017; Waks & Blomgren, 2019). This supportive framework encourages school leaders to adopt reflective practices to better understand their school’s strengths and weaknesses, as suggested by Hult and Segerholm (2017). It also adds to school leaders' professional capacity in this ongoing discourse and creates a culture of shared responsibility among teachers to collectively be the best they can possibly be in striving to improve the school's practice.

The Developmental Feedback Approach of Norway
Norway's school inspection system shares many similar principles with Sweden’s, focusing on supporting school autonomy and developmental feedback for continued progress. School inspections in Norway began in 2006, with the aim to help schools identify their strengths and weaknesses, promoting consistent improvement rather than offering quick fixes (Hall & Sivesind, 2018; Waks & Blomgren, 2019). This model aligns with the broader philosophy of education in Scandinavia, which emphasises a student-centered approach to instruction and professional development.
However, maintaining a consistent approach to decentralised educational governance in Norway presents challenges (Hall, 2016). Each region has significant autonomy in educational matters, leading to varying inspection practices and perceptions (Hall & Sivesind, 2018). This inconsistency can weaken the inspection system, as schools in different areas may receive differing levels of support and guidance. Nonetheless, there remains a strong belief in the importance of inspections for promoting development within Norway’s educational landscape (Wallenius et al., 2018).
The Norwegian school inspection model recognises that inspections should focus on enabling professional learning and fostering school improvement rather than punishment for not meeting a rigid criterion. Literature shows that both school leaders and teachers are more receptive to this collaborative approach, leading to sustainable improvements over time (Hall, 2016; Hall & Sivesind, 2018). The emphasis is on developmental feedback, with inspectors acting as catalysts for ongoing professional dialogue and growth within schools. This creates a culture that is markedly different from inspections in England, where inspections increasingly prioritise compliance.

Comparative Analysis: England, Sweden and Norway
The examples of Sweden and Norway illustrate how countries can move away from a negative, inspection-based framework to a more positive, supportive one, serving as models for others. The results of these systems have led to higher teacher engagement, enhanced educational practices, and a stronger commitment to educational quality (Ehren et al, 2015). Both countries increasingly emphasise collaboration and professional development, which has yielded significant benefits. According to Hult and Segerholm (2013), the collaborative nature of the Swedish and Norwegian inspection systems has contributed to improved leadership effectiveness and teaching practices, a notion which is also supported by Gardezi (2023).
In stark contrast, England adopts an accountability-focused approach that often creates a culture of fear and anxiety, driving schools to prioritise meeting inspection criteria over enhancing educational quality. This distinction highlights the importance of developing inspection frameworks that are contextualised within the broader ideological philosophy they represent. While accountability is crucial for maintaining high standards, excessive emphasis on compliance can "hamper innovation and prevent the very improvements sought by inspections" (Jones & Tymms, 2014).
The insights gained from Sweden and Norway's collaborative and dialogic inspection models they adopt, are valuable for understanding how school inspections can facilitate educational improvement. These models prioritise discussion, professional learning, and developmental feedback for teachers and school leaders, fostering a culture of continuous improvement among educators. This approach contrasts with England’s trend towards a more punitive, compliance-driven inspection system and suggests that a shift towards collaboration and support could enhance the effectiveness of school inspections more broadly. As educational systems worldwide strive to find the right balance between accountability and genuine improvement, the experiences of Sweden and Norway are particularly worth noting.
Austria and Switzerland: Centralised vs. Decentralised 
Austria and Switzerland present two contrasting examples of centralised and decentralised school inspection systems, illustrating how national contexts can shape educational governance. Austria’s centralised approach reflects a top-down model where uniform standards are enforced nationwide, while Switzerland’s decentralised system, driven by its federal structure, allows for regional autonomy and flexibility. These contrasting models provide valuable insights into how different inspection frameworks influence school accountability, innovation, and the ability to address local needs within a broader national education system.

Austria’s Centralised Inspection System
Austria’s inspectorate, ‘Quality Management System for Schools’ (QMS), is characterised by a high degree of centralisation, which is aimed at ensuring uniform educational standards across the country. The centralised control mechanism, as noted by Kemethofer et al (2017), facilitates a consistent interpretation of national educational policies, thereby promoting educational consistency in schools. This system is designed to enforce compliance with established criteria, which is intended to provide similar educational experiences for all students, regardless of their geographical location within Austria. The focus on rigid adherence to these standards is seen as a means to maintain quality and equity in education.
However, this centralisation and standardisation can have unintended consequences. Kemethofer et al (2017) and Nusche et al (2016) argue that the rigid structure of the Austrian educational system may stifle innovation and limit the autonomy of schools to adapt their teaching methods and curricula to better meet the diverse needs of their students and local communities, similar to the English system. This culture of compliance can lead to a lack of creativity in educational practices, as schools may prioritise meeting inspection criteria over exploring new pedagogical approaches.

Switzerland’s Decentralised Inspection System
While Austria relies on a centralised inspection model, Switzerland has adopted a decentralised system in which regional governments hold significant authority over school inspections. This structure allows for greater flexibility and adaptability, as each region, or ‘canton’, can adjust inspection practices to suit its local context and priorities, enabling schools to tailor their practices to better need the needs of their students and local communities (Hangartner and Svaton, 2013; Jones et al., 2017). However, despite the benefits of this decentralised approach, it also introduces challenges. The variation in inspection rigour and criteria across regions can lead to inconsistencies in educational and accountability outcomes (Kemethofer et al., 2017), as we touched on previously when discussing Norway’s model. In areas where inspection demands are less stringent, schools may receive less support or oversight, potentially slowing progress and perpetuating educational inequalities across the country.

Challenges and Comparative Effectiveness
In recent decades, education outcomes in both Austria and Switzerland have steadily improved. According to Jones et al. (2017) and Kemethofer et al. (2017), this is largely because both systems manage to balance accountability with support for school improvement and school leaders. In Austria, the centralised inspection system helps maintain uniform education standards, contributing to overall improvements in quality. Whilst Switzerland’s decentralised model allows inspections to be tailored to local community needs, fostering understanding, responsiveness and innovation in evaluation practices relevant to their specific context. 
However, both approaches face challenges. Austria's centralised model may stifle innovation and limit schools' autonomy, while Switzerland’s decentralised system risks inconsistency and inequality in education quality from one region to another. Jones et al. (2017) and Kemethofer et al. (2017) also emphasise the importance of continued research to fully understand how these inspection systems impact educational equity and overall effectiveness.
While both models have strengths and weaknesses, shaping an optimal educational governance system requires considering the specific constraints of each context. The Austrian example, in particular, raises important questions about how a system with strong central control can still achieve educational equity, a lesson that may benefit other educational systems around the world and deserved further study.

China’s Educational Supervision System: Reforms and Criticism
In recent years, China has implemented reforms to its school inspection system (known as the ‘Educational Supervision System’, governed by the Ministry of Education), responding to both domestic needs and international criticism. The central government aims to improve educational quality and align its practices with global standards. China's inspection framework remains highly centralised, with inspectors appointed by regional education authorities (Zheng, 2020). However, the primary focus of inspections continues to be on compliance with national educational standards, particularly around achieving high test scores. This aligns with the long-standing emphasis on academic performance deeply rooted in Chinese culture and education policy (Yang & Fan, 2019; Zheng & Thomas, 2022).

Compliance vs. Improvement
One of the key issues within China’s school inspection system is the current focus on compliance rather than more holistic school improvement. Similar to teachers’ consensus of the English system, Zheng and Thomas (2022) found that many Chinese school leaders and teachers view inspections as punitive rather than constructive. This has contributed to a culture of fear, where schools concentrate on meeting inspection criteria and achieving high test scores at the expense of broader student development. As a result, the high-stakes inspection system predominantly focuses on summative assessments and accountability pressure, which standardises school practices but undermines both innovative teaching and the independence of inspectors (Hong & Thomas, 2022; Tian, 2021).
Despite these challenges, there are indications that China is gradually moving toward a more balanced and development-oriented inspection model (Zhou et al., 2018). Furthermore, Zheng (2020) highlights reforms that could encourage professional development for teachers and promote school self-assessment, fostering genuine improvements in educational practices. The government's new policies are designed to make inspections less punitive and more supportive, providing space for teachers, school leaders, and learners to grow. For instance, inspectors may now focus on providing constructive feedback rather than simply ticking off checklists. However, the effectiveness of these reforms remains to be seen. While the intention is to prioritise teacher development and school improvement, it is unclear how these changes will be implemented and whether school stakeholders will embrace them.

Looking to the Future: Balancing Compliance with Growth
Traditionally, China’s inspection system has centered on compliance and high test scores, creating a challenging environment for both teachers and students. This narrow focus has led educators to perceive inspections as punitive, which fosters a culture where meeting inspection criteria takes precedence over genuine educational improvement (Hong & Thomas, 2022). Consequently, the emphasis on compliance often stifles innovation and hampers professional growth (Zheng & Thomas, 2022; Tian, 2021).

However, recent reforms that aim to shift towards a more supportive, development-focused approach show promise. These changes prioritise professional growth and self-assessment, which could lead to real improvements in educational practices (Xu et al., 2018; Xing-guo et al., 2018). While it is still uncertain whether these reforms will yield meaningful change, they represent a critical step toward establishing a system that balances accountability with authentic school improvement (Tian, 2021). Future research will be vital in evaluating the impact of these changes and guiding further developments in China’s school inspection framework (Yang & Fan, 2019).

Key Themes and Trends
This comparative analysis of school inspection systems reveals several key themes. A prominent theme is the tension between accountability and school improvement across the countries examined. In England, Ofsted's strong focus on accountability has led to significant improvements in certain areas; however, it has also entrenched a compliance-driven culture that can stifle innovation (Baxter & Colman, 2021). In contrast, Sweden and Norway have adopted more collaborative approaches centered on school improvement, though they face challenges in ensuring consistency and equity (Hult & Segerholm, 2013).
Equity is another crucial aspect of many school inspection systems. In countries like the UK, inspections often exacerbate existing inequalities by disproportionately penalising schools in disadvantaged areas (Cushing & Snell, 2023). These findings underscore the need for inspection systems to address the specific challenges faced by underprivileged schools and to provide targeted support to promote equity.
Additionally, stakeholder perceptions play a significant role in shaping the effectiveness of school inspection systems. In environments where inspections are perceived as punitive, a culture of fear and compliance can develop, limiting the potential for meaningful improvement. Conversely, the more collaborative inspection systems in Sweden and Norway are often viewed positively, as they foster professional learning and focus on school improvement (Hult & Segerholm, 2017).

Conclusions and Recommendations
In conclusion, this literature review has highlighted various types of school inspection systems across different countries, each presenting unique challenges and opportunities for development internationally. While England’s Ofsted inspection system has been effective in raising standards, it has been the target of attacks for fostering a culture of compliance and increasing inequality (Baxter & Colman, 2021; Cushing & Snell, 2023). In contrast, while school improvement is promoted as part of Sweden and Norway's more supportive and collaborative models of policy implementation (Hult & Segerholm 2013; Hall & Sivesind 2018), their ability to ensure consistency across regions remains a challenge. Two contrasting centralised and decentralised models exist between Austria and Switzerland, each with strengths and weaknesses (Kemethofer et al., 2017). Moreover, the literature indicates how overly-compliance focused systems, such as China’s model, can create unintended consequences regarding equity and stakeholder perceptions (Hong & Thomas, 2022; Zheng 2020).

Recommendations for Policy and Practice
Based on the findings of this review, the following recommendations are made for policymakers and educational leaders.
1. Adopt a more collaborative approach to inspections: Countries like England and China could benefit from implementing more collaborative inspection models, as seen in Sweden and Norway. This shift could help alleviate the stress associated with compliance-driven inspections and facilitate more meaningful school improvement focused on fostering innovation, enhancing professional development, and supporting the holistic growth of students (Hult & Segerholm, 2013). By prioritising collaboration among teachers, school leaders, and inspectors, these countries can create an environment conducive to continuous improvement and shared accountability, ultimately leading to better educational outcomes.
2. Address issues of equity and bias: Inspection systems must reform to avoid perpetuating racial, socioeconomic, and regional inequalities. This is particularly crucial in countries like England, where disparities in educational outcomes are often linked to socioeconomic status and geographic location. For example, Ofsted could review its inspection criteria and improve its inclusive practices when evaluating schools in economically disadvantaged communities (Cushing & Snell, 2023). This could include an assessment of the language used in inspection reports, engaging with local communities to understand their unique challenges, and evaluating benchmarks of success.

Areas for Further Research 
This review has uncovered several aspects that could require further research to determine how the school inspection systems operate successfully. More cross-national studies of the long-term effect of different inspection models on school improvement and student outcomes are called for. While this review has identified the differences between the countries, further research should determine whether inspections effectively support educators and leaders, in order to aid schools to improve.  Furthermore, schools in underprivileged areas could benefit from additional support linked to inspection systems, such as increased access to professional development resources and the promotion of school-to-school collaboration (Armstrong et al., 2021). Moreover, to further enhance school inspection systems, it is crucial to involve various stakeholders (teachers, school leaders, parents, community members) in the inspection process. This inclusion and addition of perspectives can add a sense of ownership to inspection and even transform inspection into tool for improvement rather than a punishment (Hall & Sivesind, 2018; Hult & Segerholm, 2013).
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