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External evaluation in Aotearoa New Zealand is an important accountability mechanism
in education. In 2019 the Tomorrow’s Schools Independent Taskforce recommended that
the Education Review Office (ERO) develop and implement an improvement-oriented
approach to external evaluation in schools. This approach requires fundamental shifts in
evaluation practice. In implementing an improvement-oriented approach, while
maintaining accountability functions in a public sector context, evaluators need to balance
key tensions: relational, epistemological, pedagogical, contextual, political,
methodological, and organisational. The role of the evaluator in implementing ERO’s new
approach, and managing the shifts required, is key to the approach’s success. Building
evaluation capability and capacity and strengthening the evaluation evidence base are
critical areas for further development.

Background

The Education Review Office (ERO) was established in 1989 under the structural reforms
of the New Zealand education system. Under those reforms, individual schools became
the unit of education administration — “autonomous and self-managing organisations run
by boards of trustees under the terms of a charter between the school and the
government” (French, 2000, p. 1). The education system became one of the most
devolved in the world.

Tomorrow’s Schools (Department of Education, 1988) stated that the Review and
Audit Agency would be an independent body, accountable through a chief executive
officer, to the Minister. Its role was to ensure that institutions were accountable for
government funds spent and for meeting the objectives set out in their charter. The
agency would also comment on the performance of other elements in the system such as
the supply of general advisory services to institutions and the Ministry of Education’s
provision of policy advice and overseeing of policy implementation. The agency would
review institutions using multi-disciplinary teams, ensuring that regular reviews helped
boards to meet their objectives and review their own performance. The cycle of review
visits was envisaged as two-yearly. The review team would produce a report that
identified strengths and weaknesses and made recommendations for improvement. The
institution could then make changes in practice, receive a second visit one term later and
a final report would be published (Section 2.3).
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Both Administering for Excellence (Taskforce to Review Education Administration,
1988) and Tomorrow’s Schools (Department of Education, 1988) stated that review
reports on the performance of institutions would be public documents. Under Tomorrow’s
Schools those conducting reviews would “not take a responsibility for advice and guidance
to institutions, apart from any recommendations they wish to make in their reports and
through their review process” (1988, p. 22). Thrupp and Smith (1999) point to early
changes in ERO’s name from the Review and Audit Agency (Department of Education,
1988) to the Education Review and Audit Agency in May 1989 and then the Education
Review Office in October 1989, as evidence of the organisation’s contested beginnings.

The role and function of the Education Review Office
The role and function of ERO has not changed significantly since the Review and Audit
Agency was established. Most changes have related to the focus of, and approach to,
aspects of its evaluation role (for example, the increased emphasis on equity and
excellence) and how functions are operationalised (for example, the composition of
review teams, the timing of the review cycle and the nature of reporting).

Under Part 5 of the Education and Training Act 2020, the Chief Review Officer has
the power to:

administer reviews, either general or relating to particular matters, of the performance of
applicable organisations in relation to the applicable services® they provide when directed
by the Minister to do so; or on the Chief Review Officer’s own motion; and administer the
preparation of reports to the Minister on the undertaking and results of the reviews; and
give the Minister any other assistance and advice on the performance of the applicable
organisations that the Minister requires. (Subpart 3, section 463)

The Chief Review Officer may designate any suitably qualified person a review officer; and
must ensure that every person for the time being so designated has a certificate to that
effect, in a form approved by the Chief Review Officer (section 465). Review officers have
powers of entry and inspection (Part 6, Subpart 6, section 622) and must provide proof of
identity before acting under section 622. ERO has an important accountability function in
the education system.

Tensions in ERO’s role and function
Tensions in ERO’s role as an external evaluation agency with a range of evaluation
functions have been evident since its establishment. The purposes of evaluation can be
described in terms of three general perspectives: evaluation for accountability (the
measurement of results or efficiency); evaluation for development (the provision of
evaluative help to strengthen institutions); and evaluation for knowledge (the acquisition
of a more profound understanding in some specific area or field) (Chelimsky, 1997). These
perspectives parallel the three primary uses of evaluation identified by Patton (2008):
judging merit or worth, improving programmes, and generating knowledge. Mark, Henry
and Julnes (2000) add a category, oversight and compliance, and emphasise the role of
evaluation in social betterment.

The core elements of the review agency proposed in Administering for Excellence
(Taskforce to Review Education Administration, 1988) and Tomorrow’s Schools

1 “applicable organisation” means an organisation that provides an applicable service; “applicable service” means an
education service to which any of sections 462(1), 463, 464, 465, 622 and 624 apply.
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(Department of Education, 1988) are evident in ERO’s current role and functions. Although
changes have occurred since the agency was established, ERO’s role and function in the
Aotearoa New Zealand schooling context encompasses both accountability (including
compliance with regulatory requirements) and improvement. The Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) review (Nusche et al., 2012) highlighted
the challenges for ERO in balancing the tensions inherent in this dual purpose. At a system
level ERO’s evaluation role includes a knowledge generation function (Patton, 2008)
through the work of Te lhuwaka, the Education Evaluation Centre within ERO.

Changes in ERO’s approach to external evaluation

Changes in ERO’s evaluation approach over time reflect the tensions in the agency’s role
and function. Government policy settings, specific reviews (Ministry of Education, 1990;
Austin et al., 1997; Rodger et al., 2000; Ministry of Education, 2019) and ERQ’s strategic
leadership have been important influences on changes in ERO’s evaluation focus and
approach. A significant impetus for change has been the demand to improve overall
system performance, the quality of education provision and learner outcomes, and
strengthen ERO’s role in driving that improvement. The following section illustrates that
from the outset, challenges associated with ERO’s relative emphasis on compliance,
accountability and improvement as mechanisms for lifting education quality and
effectiveness, as well as notions of differentiation and a flexible response to the
evaluation context, were evident.

Early development

ERQ’s initial approach focused on evaluating each education institution in terms of their
charter objectives. In 1991 a new Labour Government and Minister led to a greater
emphasis on educational achievement. ERO increased its focus on education outcomes
and the dimensions of practice that contributed to school effectiveness. The “Five
Headings” approach included: student achievement; learning and teaching; assessment
and evaluation; leadership and management; and community participation (French,
2000). During this time Discretionary Audits (follow up visits by ERO after one year) were
also undertaken to encourage schools to take action in responding to recommendations.

Assurance audits and effectiveness reviews

The focus on both compliance (through assurance audits) and education performance was
challenging and the relative emphasis on each function by review teams varied. From an
evaluation perspective, a compliance-oriented approach is relatively straightforward
while a focus on performance requires the evaluator to make a professional judgement
about quality and effectiveness. Education institutions were also at different points on the
development continuum, with some still having low levels of compliance with legislative
requirements. ERO separated the focus on compliance and education outcomes to
sharpen the value and usefulness of reviews. The focus on outcomes through
effectiveness reviews also highlighted the issues associated with the availability, validity
and reliability of student outcome data.

Accountability reviews

As understanding and practice related to meeting legal obligations increased across the
education sector, the focus of ERO’s evaluation approach shifted from compliance to the
quality of education provision. The accountability review, introduced in 1997, was
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designed to enable review teams to respond flexibly to the context of the education
institution and “span a continuum of accountability [from] input management (for
example, governance) through output delivery (for example, curriculum delivery) to
educational outcomes (for example, student achievement)” (Education Review Office,
1996, p. 18). The external evaluation process included the internal review of compliance
issues by institutions. Achieving Excellence: A Review of External Evaluation Services, the
report of the review set up by the National Government to “recommend ways of
increasing the effectiveness of the Education Review Office’s contribution to improving
the quality of education outcomes for students in schools and early childhood centres”
(Austin et al., 1997, p. 77) was largely supportive of ERO’s accountability orientation and
approach to evaluation.

Education reviews

In 2000, however, the new Labour Government initiated another review of ERO. The
review committee focused on the role of external evaluation, the relationship between
external and internal evaluation, and the link between external evaluation and follow up
action and proposed that reviews adopt an “assess and assist” approach. The
recommendations in A Review of the Roles and Responsibilities of the Education Review
Office represented a more deliberate shift from an accountability-oriented approach to
an improvement-oriented approach to external evaluation: “The focus of reviews is on
educational improvement although the Office maintains compliance functions” (Rodger
et al., 2000, p. 2):

ERQ’s approach is intended to maximise the impact [of reviews on educational
improvement] by focusing on evaluation for both improvement and accountability
purposes ... by implementing review processes that focus on improvement [and]
continuing to reach independent judgements about the quality of education provided to
young New Zealanders. (Education Review Office, 2003, p. C1:8)

A differentiated approach to education reviews

In 2008 the development of a differentiated approach to external evaluation was designed
to focus evaluation resources more deliberately on education institutions that were not
performing well, and to ensure that external evaluation was more responsive to context.
Political drivers included a requirement that compliance demands on schools that were
performing well were reduced, and the Government’s broader economic rationale that all
public agencies delivered their services smarter, better and for less.

Central features of the differentiated evaluation approach were the integration of
external and internal evaluation and a focus on working in partnership with the education
sector to build evaluation capability (Mutch, 2012). Where a school’s internal evaluation
was limited, ERO’s external evaluation role was proportionally greater and focused on
building school performance and evaluation capability. Where a school’s internal
evaluation was well developed, school accountabilities were met and there were positive
student outcomes, ERO’s external role was proportionally less.

Increasing the focus on equity and excellence

ERO’s introduction of the Accelerating Student Achievement approach in 2016 was a
response to the continuing challenge for the Aotearoa New Zealand education system —
achieving equity and excellence of education outcomes. The Accelerating Student
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Achievement approach focused more sharply on student outcomes — in particular Maori
learners, Pacific learners and those with learning support needs —and the acceleration of
progress. It reviewed the conditions in schools supporting ongoing improvement in
learner outcomes and the identification of priorities for improvement. ERO also increased
its evaluation capacity building activity through the provision of workshops and
publication of new evaluation resources.

The challenge: Evaluation influence

The need to strengthen the relationship between external evaluation and education
improvement has been articulated through external reviews (Rodger et al., 2000) and by
ERO as an agency since 2000. Despite the changes in ERO’s approach to external
evaluation over time, the influence of external and internal evaluation on school
improvement in the Aotearoa New Zealand setting, and evaluation capability and capacity
across the system, has remained variable.

The final report by the Tomorrow’s Schools Independent Taskforce, Our Schooling
Futures: Stronger Together Whiria Nga Kura Tudtinitini, (2019) identified limitations in
ERO’s capacity to influence improvement. While some schools found ERO reviews useful,
their event-based nature and infrequency limited effectiveness. The reviews were viewed
as high stakes because of the public nature of reporting. Schools were incentivised to put
on their ‘best face on’ rather than focus on improvement discussions. The time spent by
reviewers on site, as well as perceptions of their credibility in facilitating improvement
and learning opportunities, were also seen as limitations. Principals and teachers wanted
to see a stronger emphasis on an ongoing review and connected support process that was
relationship based.

Although the Taskforce recommended changes in ERO’s functions to focus on
system-wide evaluation, the Government did not progress this recommendation because
“individual school reviews provide important information for schools, whanau and
communities.” (Ministry of Education, 2019, p. 15). This decision recognised the
importance of ERO’s accountability role in the system. The position document Supporting
all schools to succeed (Ministry of Education, 2019) stated that ERO needed to further
develop its approach to external evaluation and “strengthen the capability of schools to
undertake self-evaluation and continuous improvement, including ensuring effective
engagement with whanau and communities” (p. 15).

The potential for influence: An improvement-oriented approach to external
evaluation

Internationally, the evidence-base related to the effects of external evaluation and
inspection approaches and explanatory features across different jurisdictions has
significant research gaps and the overall picture lacks coherence (Penninckx, 2017). Little
research has been undertaken in Aotearoa New Zealand related to school internal
evaluation, and the effect of ERO’s external evaluation, and impact on student outcomes.
Parsons (2006) identified that the extent to which ERO’s approach was perceived to assist,
and assisted, each school to improve was a complex interaction between the school’s
review history, evaluator practice, school conditions and participants’ responses during
the review process. From the perspective of promoting continuous improvement in
schools, the evaluation process was as important as the results generated by the
evaluation, and the relational dimension of evaluator practice was paramount:
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The influence of the review process is mediated by the reviewer. The influence of the
review results is mediated by members of the school community, individually and
collectively. In assisting schools to improve, ERO’s approach to external evaluation
therefore has a differential influence in each review context. (Parsons, 2006, p. 326)

ERQO’s improvement-oriented evaluation approach, Te Ara Huarau (Education Review
Office, 2022) is a response to the Tomorrow’s Schools Independent Taskforce review.
Principles of Practice: Education Evaluation for Improvement in Schools and Early
Childhood Services (Education Review Office, 2021) articulates the evaluation theory and
research related to the role of evaluation in supporting and promoting improvement that
underpins the approach. From this perspective, Te Ara Huarau has the potential to
strengthen the influence of external evaluation on continuous school improvement.

External evaluation is positioned as complementing the evaluation activities of
schools (MacBeath, 2012) and supporting them in their improvement journeys. The
evaluation process is framed as collaborative, dialogic and action oriented (Preskill &
Torres, 2000). At the heart of the external evaluation approach is the use of a common
set of evaluation indicators, School Evaluation Indicators: Effective Practice for
Improvement and Learner Success (Education Review Office, 2016), that articulate the
evidence base related to what matters most in improving learner outcomes. The process
involves participants in the co-construction of evaluation knowledge and understandings
so that the use of evaluation findings in decision-making is increased (Adams et al., 2014).
The collaborative process (Schulha et al., 2016) supports responsiveness to culture and
the context (La France et al., 2012; Cram et al., 2015). Evaluation that focuses on what will
make the most difference, is technically rigorous and supports evaluative thinking,
reasoning and decision-making strengthens organizational capacity for improvement
(Labin et al., 2012; Cousins et al., 2014). The evaluation process is designed to promote
both professional accountability and external accountability (Fullan et al., 2015).

The whakatauaki Ko te tamaiti te patake o te kaupapa: The child — the heart of the
matter articulates the focus of education evaluation in Aotearoa New Zealand. The
primary focus of evaluation is the learner, their learning and education outcomes.

Shifting the balance: A significant challenge

Te Ara Huarau (Education Review Office, 2022) is designed to strengthen the relationship
between evaluation and continuous improvement. Implementation of the approach
involves fundamental changes to how external evaluation is undertaken in the schooling
context. Instead of the external evaluation cycle being event-based and time-bound, with
the evaluation process carried out by evaluation teams, each external evaluator has
responsibility for a portfolio of schools, and the evaluation and administration activities
associated with that portfolio. The external evaluator must develop an ongoing evaluation
relationship with each school, differentiate the extent of their involvement depending on
the school’s capacity for ongoing improvement, and manage the tensions between an
accountability-oriented approach to external evaluation and an improvement-oriented
one.

Evaluation can both legitimate and respond to the system of performance
measurement and accountability evident in the public sector, and/or act as a mechanism
to broaden democracy by engaging those directly involved and including the voices of the
less powerful (Chouinard, 2013). In discussing the case for participatory evaluation in the
public sector, Chouinard reminds us of the challenges involved in implementing
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participatory approaches to evaluation in contexts where the culture of evaluation is
embedded in a culture of accountability. While acknowledging that there can be a mixing
of evaluation functions and purposes in the context of practice, as is the case with ERO,
Chouinard identifies seven areas of tension that can influence the implementation of
participatory approaches to evaluation in public sector contexts: relational,
epistemological, pedagogical, contextual, political, methodological, and organisational. It
is the evaluator who must navigate and balance these tensions in the context of practice.
In any school the evaluator will be operating on an accountability | improvement
continuum in relation to the areas of tension identified depending on what the evaluation
evidence indicates about the school’s improvement trajectory.

These areas of tension provide a useful framework for examining the potential
challenges for ERO in the shift from an accountability-oriented external evaluation
approach to an improvement-oriented one. Table 1 uses Chouinard’s (2013) framework

to illustrate the tensions between the two approaches.

Table 1

Tensions between accountability and improvement

Area of tension

Accountability orientation

Improvement orientation

Political

Limited participation of stakeholders
“One size fits all” approach
Mechanism for identifying and
responding to poor performance

Wider engagement and
participation of parents, family
and community

Differentiated response
Mechanism for improvement and
evaluation capacity building

Epistemological

Instrumental/technical knowledge
orientation

Definition of legitimate knowledge
external to context

External expert teams make objective
evaluation judgements, and identify
actions required and recommendations

Social constructivist knowledge
orientation

Recognition of social, historical
and political contexts

Giving effect to Treaty of Waitangi
partnership and valuing of
indigenous knowledges

Individual evaluators work with
schools to construct evaluation
understandings and improvement
actions

Organisational

Top-down approach

Teams of evaluators and centralised
scheduling

Evaluation relationships constrained by
time allocation, on-site process and
resource

Hierarchical, bureaucratic relationships

Bottom-up approach

Individual evaluators responsible
for portfolio of schools
Differentiated allocation of
evaluation time

Collaborative, learning-focused
relationships

Contextual

Narrow definition of context
Stakeholder engagement minimised
Focus on outcomes and centrally
determined standards of quality and
effectiveness

Responsive and specific to context
Sensitive to dynamics of local
community

Recognises diversity in student
and community needs in
evaluation process
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Methodological

Methodological decisions made by
evaluation team within scheduling and
resourcing constraints

Methodological decisions
differentiated and responsive to
contextual conditions

objective

Evaluator relationships are detached,
formal and time bound

Evaluation relationships focused on
meeting accountability requirements,
“pleasing ERO and getting a good report”

Pedagogical Evaluation is a technical process Evaluation is an educational
Focus on value: merit, worth and process
significance Focus on facilitating learning and
Evaluation product (the report) and capacity building
reporting to stakeholders is important The process of evaluation and use
Relationships of accountability and of findings is important
compliance Participatory, collaborative
Evaluation findings provide evidence of relationships
quality and effectiveness, and assist Evaluation process contributes to
programme decision making and resource | understanding and use of findings
allocation for improvement

Relational Evaluator role is independent and Evaluator has ongoing relationship

with school

Relational trust creates the
conditions that will enable
stakeholder participation and
dialogue

Evaluation relationships focused
on joint construction of evaluation

knowledge for improvement

Balancing the tensions: The role of the evaluator

The analysis of the tensions associated with ERO’s implementation of an improvement-
oriented approach to external evaluation (see Table 1) highlights some significant shifts in
terms of evaluation practice. An improvement-oriented approach requires contextual and
cultural responsiveness and sensitivity to the dynamics of the school community. The
evaluation process is critical, providing an opportunity to develop collaborative, learning-
focused relationships over time and to build evaluation capacity. Methodological
decisions need to be differentiated and fit for purpose. The relational dimension is central
in facilitating evaluation for improvement over time.

Evaluation of the early implementation of Te Ara Huarau (Education Review Office,
2022) emphasises the key role of the evaluator in the success of ERO’s improvement-
oriented approach (Goodrick, 2022). The evaluator works alone in the field. From an
external evaluation perspective, the approach expands, and increases the complexity and
demands of, the evaluator’s role in a range of dimensions of expertise.

Evaluation knowledge and expertise

The knowledge and understanding associated with ERQO’s accountability role in the
education system, and the legislative and regulatory context in which it operates, remain
important. Ultimately ERO evaluators must be able to identify poor performance and
recommend external intervention.

In enacting a more improvement-oriented approach to external evaluation, the
evaluator also requires deep disciplinary knowledge and understanding of education and
evaluation as well as expertise in evaluation practice and evaluation capacity building. An
improvement-oriented evaluation approach positions the evaluator as a professional
whose practice is characterised by adaptive expertise (Bransford et al., 2000; Mylopoulos
& Regehr, 2009). In an education context, adaptive expertise is characterised by self-
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efficacy and agency and enhanced by the opportunity to work collaboratively (Timperley,
2013).

Relational expertise

Evaluators need to establish relational trust through their engagement with key
participants in each school in a portfolio. The evaluator needs to be able to develop and
maintain professional relationships that are learner-focused and challenge the current
state. This relational expertise enables robust discussions about evaluation data and
information and facilitates openness to change and the development of effective
strategies to improve outcomes. A successful evaluation process must facilitate
participants’ engagement and contribution and promote evaluative thinking and learning
as the evaluation progresses. The evaluation process is an important mechanism for
building participants’ evaluation capability and confidence.

Cultural and contextual expertise

ERO expectations related to giving effect to Te Tiriti o Waitangi partnership (Education
Review Office, 2023) also increase the complexity of the role. Community engagement
and participation require a strengthened focus on the wider school context and
consideration of different cultural values, perspectives and voices. Evaluators need to
develop their cultural knowledge and understandings to be able to participate and
respond appropriately and confidently in different contexts. An understanding of, and
flexible response to, the school context supports the identification of the evaluation focus
and the selection of an evaluation approach and methods that are fit for purpose. The
evaluator’s credibility, interpersonal skills, and ability to effectively engage in dialogue
influence stakeholders’ receptiveness to evaluation findings and use for improvement
(Hofstetter & Alkin, 2003).

Organisational expertise

The professional and organisational responsibilities and demands associated with a
portfolio of thirty to forty schools are significant. From an operational perspective, the
evaluator must differentiate the allocation of time, depending on where each school is at
on the improvement continuum, and maintain ERO’s internal quality assurance and
reporting procedures for each school. From a professional perspective the evaluator
needs to remain engaged in each school’s evaluation for improvement process, maintain
effective working relationships, and facilitate focused and useful evaluation on-site
processes that build evaluation capability over time.

Increasing the influence of evaluation on improvement: What will it take?

External evaluation in Aotearoa New Zealand is an important mechanism for
accountability and improvement in education. Since ERO was established in 1989, a series
of organisational development initiatives have been designed to shift the focus and
implementation of external evaluation to an improvement orientation. ERO’s response to
the recommendations of the Tomorrow’s Schools Independent Taskforce (2019)
represents another opportunity to increase the influence of evaluation on school and
system improvement. The organisational, operational and resourcing changes being
implemented are intended to better support a continuous improvement approach.
Increasing the influence of evaluation on improvement requires a sharpened focus on
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evaluator knowledge and expertise, and a systematic approach to building evaluation
capability and capacity and strengthening the evaluation evidence base.

A focus on evaluator knowledge and expertise

The success of an improvement-oriented evaluation approach is dependent on the
external evaluators who work with schools, and the opportunities available to schools to
build capacity to do and use evaluation for improvement (Cousins et al.,, 2014). ERO
evaluators must not only have the knowledge and expertise to be able to enact an
improvement-oriented approach to evaluation in a range of contexts and facilitate the
building of evaluation capability and capacity. They must also have knowledge and
expertise related to school effectiveness and improvement and the evidence base about
what makes the most difference in improving outcomes in the context of education
practice.

Bryk (2015) has highlighted the complexity inherent in schools, especially the
increasing heterogeneity of classrooms, the density of organisational activity and its lack
of coherence, and the increasing demands in terms of professional knowledge: “Task and
organisational complexity beget wide variation in performance” (p. 471). Addressing the
wide variability in performance, especially within schools, is the challenge for the
Aotearoa New Zealand education system (Schmidt et al., 2015). External professionals
who work in school evaluation and improvement, reflect this variability in the knowledge
and expertise they bring to their roles and often lack access to high quality professional
development opportunities.

Building evaluation capability and capacity

Building evaluation capability and capacity is essential to ensure the future of evaluation
“as a professional practice committed to promoting the public good” (Schwandt, 2015, p.
148). There is currently a lack of coherent provision (and associated resourcing) related to
education pathways in evaluation, including for example, high quality preparation through
university programmes, access to specialist post-graduate qualifications and ongoing
professional learning and development opportunities.

It is also important that such provision ensures a balance between evaluation as a
technical activity and evaluation as professional practice. Schwandt (2015) articulates a
concern that professional learning programmes increasingly focus on developing highly
skilled technicians through, for example, training in models, techniques and methods of
evaluation. While technical expertise is important it is insufficient in an improvement-
oriented evaluation approach where judgements about quality and effectiveness are
important in decision-making about action that will make the most difference for equity
of education opportunity and outcomes.

Increasing the influence of external evaluation on education improvement, as well
as building expertise in internal evaluation (Earl, 2014) and accelerating improvement
(Bryk, 2015) in schools will require a coherent, systematic approach to the provision of
evidence-based learning and development opportunities for members of the education
workforce engaged in capability and capacity building roles.

Strengthening the evaluation evidence base

There is a critical need to strengthen the evaluation evidence base in Aotearoa New
Zealand. The research base related to evaluation practice is limited. Internationally,
situational awareness and strong interpersonal skills have been identified as features of
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the practice of effective and experienced evaluators (Garcia & Stevahn, 2020). There is
little research on evaluator competency and training, particularly evaluators’ perceptions
of their professional learning and development needs. Galport and Azzam (2017) found
that practising evaluators identified professional practice and systematic inquiry as the
most important competencies for conducting successful evaluations. The relationship
between the competencies required in ERO’s improvement-oriented evaluation approach
and evaluators’ training needs requires further investigation.

There have also been calls for more research focused on evaluation capacity building
and measuring evaluation capacity within organisations and the intended outcomes.
Current findings highlight the potential to under- or over-estimate evaluation capacity
depending on who provides the organisational assessment (Preskill, 2014; Fierro &
Christie, 2017). Given the emphasis on evaluation capacity building envisaged by the
Tomorrow’s Schools Independent Taskforce (2019), the relationship between on-site
evaluation practice and education improvement in the context of ERO’s new approach is
an important research focus.

There is no research in Aotearoa New Zealand that compares the effectiveness of
individual and team approaches to external evaluation, and the consequent impact on
organisational improvement and outcomes. In discussing the training needs for evaluation
site visitors, Haynes and Johnson (2017) point out that “one is the loneliest number” (p.
79). Working in pairs or teams increases the quality of evidence gathering and follow-up
action, provides powerful learning opportunities, and increases the likelihood of site visit
success. The effectiveness and impact of a portfolio-based approach to external
evaluation needs investigation.

Finally, Goodrick’s (2022) evaluation case studies of schools in the early phase of Te
Ara Huarau process identified some key questions and recommendations related to
generating a fuller understanding of the approach during implementation: managing
school expectation within resourcing constraints; extending evaluative capability across
schools and within classrooms; aligning ERO’s work with other partners; building and
maintaining internal capability in evaluation; and supporting schools in internal evaluation
and external accountability. As well as generating an understanding of what is working
(and what is not) and opportunities for further improvement, future external evaluation(s)
should focus on the effectiveness of the approach and its impact on outcomes at school
and system level.

The challenge of system change

ERO’s implementation of an improvement-oriented approach to external evaluation is
only one component of a suite of education policy initiatives and change programmes
aimed at addressing the decline in education performance and improving the equity and
excellence of student outcomes. Since the introduction of Tomorrow’s Schools in 1989 the
roles and functions of education agencies have shifted so that there is currently overlap
in their evaluation, research and improvement functions. There is also fragmentation and
variability in the approach to system change and the design and implementation of
improvement activities.

The synthesis and articulation of evidence linked to outcomes has been undertaken
through initiatives such as the Ministry of Education’s Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis Hei
Kete Raukura programme and ERO’s development of School Evaluation Indicators:
Effective Practice for Improvement and Learner Success (Education Review Office, 2016).
However, there is no coherent, systematic approach to using and further developing what


https://doi.org/10.26686/nzaroe.v28.8359

New Zealand Annual Review of Education (2022) 28: 116-131 127
DOI: https://doi.org/10.26686/nzaroe.v28.8359

we know about what works and evaluating impact. We have examples of successful
interventions such as the Learning Schools Model (Lai & McNaughton, 2016) that draw on
design-based research (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012) and improvement science, but we
have yet to use this evidence in a systematic way to design and resource system
implementation approaches.

Our success will depend on our ability to work together and accelerate how we learn
to improve. If the system is to achieve its ambition of improving the equity and excellence
in outcomes for all learners, agencies need to work collaboratively to increase the
consistency of evidence informed practice and systematically build capability at every
level of the system.
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