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Inspection for Clients 
A reflection on quality of inspection and client-needs

By Hans F. van Aalst

OECD/CERI
1. Introduction

The international inspectorates of education workshop: ‘Report on the state of education’ of December 1996 stated that the significance of the national report is difficult to measure. The significance depends on audiences in relation to functions.
The workshop was rather clear about the functions (mirror for schools, preparation of decision-making, highlight education as part of social debate). Participants were less confident about the “audiences”. It was assumed that the mirror-function was addressed to the school, the preparation of decision-making to the (central) government while the last function was expected to address the general public. Van Wieringen offers more extensive lists of functions and of potential stakeholders (this conference).

The workshop also made it clear that inspectorates take more and more an evaluative role.
The concept of evaluation is bound to concepts as “audience”, “client” or “stakeholder”. It was already in the late 70’s that Stufflebeam stated that evaluation could not be valid if the effects of evaluation in terms of client’s actions are not part of the design. And clients’ willingness to do anything with the results is related to their involvement in the planning and in the style of reporting. The concept of “illuminative evaluation” (Hamilton & Parlett) marked the attempts to relate the gathering of information to meanings for and contexts of relevant players.

Evaluation includes the choice of standards and norms. These are less often derived from statutory regulations (compliance monitoring) and more often have to be formulated by other procedures (as is noted in the report of the workshop of the English and Dutch inspectorates, p. 20). There is no doubt that stakeholders will play a role in such procedures.

In this paper I will develop a few notions about the inspectorate and its clients. Some of the conclusions include:

1. Validity of observation requires that the inspection concentrates on information in context and with meaning, and not  in the first place on “objective” information;

2. The product of inspection can not only be a written report. Building of contact, trust, and channels of communication with clients are as important as a nice report. 

3. To produce a report first and then “sell” it to different clients is ineffective. Clients should be involved from the very beginning of product-development. Discussion of intermediate- and end-results are as important.

4. Easy access to information is crucial. ICT and social networks are the main carriers of accessibility, not books or reports.

5. The organisation of the inspectorate will have to move from centrally planned, to self-organising units, networked with several client-groups.

2. The “clients”- perspective

Levels

The very concept of “client” includes several levels. I use the metaphor of a shopkeeper who is selling tomatoes to illustrate these levels:

level 1: the client who buys a product, but does not use it (the client might throw the tomatoes away);

level 2: the client who buys a product and uses it only once, and does not come back;

level 3: the client who buys the product and comes back for a new one, based on satisfaction with the use (even if the use is different from the use intended: the client may have used the tomato to throw it to a politician);

level 4: the client who asks for a product, giving its own specifications, on an incidental basis (the client might for example ask for very small tomatoes);

level 5: the client who asks for products on a more continuous, contractual basis (client and producers are said to be part of a “chain”) (the client wants small tomatoes every Friday, for use in a restaurant; and wants to be sure that the tomatoes are delivered in time);

level 6: the one asking for products on a flexible basis (the client will phone on Thursday how much small tomatoes he wants)

level 7: The one dealing with other producers as well and bringing that in the contract (For example: the client and the shop-holder agree about the small tomatoes on Friday, but they also agree with another shopkeeper that big tomatoes are delivered by the other shop at a lower price); client and producer are said to be part of a “network”.

What can we learn from this list? At least two things:

· Thinking about clients is thinking about relations,

· You have to “find out” about clients, you cannot define them.

Relations 

Relationships take different forms and may change during the course of time. Relevant dimensions are: 

· from implicit conditions to explicit ones to contract (An example of an implicit condition is: if you buy tomatoes, and quality is not as expected, you are statutory entitled to get new ones);

· from incidental to continuous;

· form open to chain to network, (both chain and network require contracting);

· from fixed to flexible.

Finding out about clients

Clients cannot be “invented” on logical grounds; they have to be researched by empirical means. The reason is that a person decides her- or himself whether she or he is going to be your client. Even if you have “found” your clients you want to “find out” about them. After that, you may arrange contracts, which specify what they expect from you and what you can and will deliver. Marketing is the word here.

In marketing terms: the client-potential is expressed in three dimensions: (1) the number of clients, (2) the durability of existing relationships and (3) the productivity. Productivity is increased by “1-1 marketing”, which means that you give each client only what he needs. (Marnix Bügel, 1997).

The conclusion is that the attributes of “clients” are based on empirical knowledge of the client and gradual development of mutual relations.

Is information a product that you can sell?

I would not say that you could sell information as you sell tomatoes. Information differs from tomatoes in the sense that information cannot only be used in different ways, but is also “transformed” in some way by the client, so that it becomes “knowledge”. Knowledge has a personal and a contextual aspect and adds personal meanings to information. (For discussions of the differences between “information” and “knowledge” see for example Sveiby, 1997). The ‘product’ used is different from the ‘product’ offered.

This adds a special dimension to the relationship of the inspectorate with clients.

3. Quality

Quality is a dangerous concept, because it tends to be defined in terms of internal attributes and processes only, and less in terms of client-needs and client-use. This can already be observed in this conference. Definition of indicators, validity and reliability of measurement, organisation of school-visits are core items of discussions. Producers are often very good in stating what the quality of their products is and how they can be made productive in a given context. However, they are often less good in matching their competencies to clients needs.

There is a real danger here: the higher the “professionality” of knowledge production, the more internal the criteria for quality and the more difficult it is to use this knowledge in real settings. For example: Increased “objectivity” of measurement may go along with decreased usefulness.

The concept of clients requires that a considerable amount of time, effort, management and money be devoted to marketing and to relations with clients. Product-quality and quality of relations are sides of one coin. From this perspective, it is not very productive to phase the production of a report and its dissemination in time. Rather it is advisable to create one team where “production” and “marketing” are integrated from the very beginning.

Quality can then be described as the match between the needs of the clients and specific core-competencies of the producer. You need to know what the client needs, but you have also to match that need to the specific qualities that you can offer: your core competencies. In the next chapter, I will try to specify some of the possible core-competencies of the inspectorate in the light of their evaluative role.  

4. Core competencies and quality

What might constitute the core competencies of the inspectorate? From the current perspective I guess that the following issues deserve attention.

1. Validity of scores

2. Fitness for use (significance)

3. Distinctiveness

4. Accessibility

4.1. Validity

One of the core-competencies of the inspectorate is observation in schools
. The notion of validity of scores is relevant here. Messick’s review gives an authoritative definition:

“Validity is an integrated evaluative judgement of the degree to which empirical evidence and theoretical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences and actions based on test
 scores or other modes of assessment”. (Messick, 1989).

A test, a questionnaire, an observation or a school-visit cannot be valid. Only the “scores” derived from it can. Messick:

“What is to be validated is not the (...) device as such, but the inferences derived from scores – inferences about score meaning or interpretation and about the implications for action that the interpretation entails”. 

“Thus the key issues of test validity are the interpretability, relevance, and utility of scores, the import or value implications of scores as a basis for action, and the functional worth of scores in terms of social consequences of their use.” (Bold by me)

Messick makes it clear that the concept of validity has two facets: One facet is the source of justification of the testing, being based on appraisal of either evidence or consequence. The other facet is the function or outcome of the testing, being either interpretation or use. The following table shows the consequent classification:



TEST INTERPRETATION
TEST USE

EVIDENTIAL BASIS
Construct validity
Construct validity + relevance/utility

CONSEQUENTIAL BASIS
Value implications
Social consequences

Table 1. Aspects of Validity of scores (Messick, 1998)

Inferences and actions

The issue of inferences and implications for actions has been highlighted in several studies on educational assessment. For example: a Dutch inspection-report shows that multiple choice tests for languages induce drilling for such tests. This lets less time for reading and discussion. (Inspectie college VO/AV, 1983). From this perspective: these multiple-choice tests are not valid.  Black (1993, p.62) concludes from similar evidence: 

“If an assessment could be judged to reinforce styles of learning which are inappropriate for the aims of education, (then) its validity could be prejudiced on these grounds alone”. 

The same reasoning can be applied to the evaluation by the inspectorate. The use being made of evaluative scores and the understandings people derive from it are part of the validity of inspection work. Instruments to deal with this aspect of inspectors' work include the gathering of empirical knowledge of such use and of the meanings people attach to the data as well as a way to discuss such data.

Context

Messick also argues that responses/”scores” are not only a function of the items, tasks or stimulus conditions but always very much of the persons responding and the context of measurement. He makes a strong plea to investigate the role of context in interpretation and use. 

“The validated interpretation gives meaning to the measure in the particular instance. One might seek and obtain generality of score meaning across different contexts, even though the attendant implications for action may be context-dependent by virtue of interactions operative in the particular group or setting. If the meaning of scores does change with group or setting, the scores might indeed lack validity for uniform use across the varied circumstances but not necessarily lack validity for differential use or even validity of meaning in specific contexts.”

As I will argue later in this essay, the meaning of scores (and thus its contextual interpretation) is an essential attribute of client-centred information. 

Objectivity: counterproductive?

We may infer from all this that “objectivity” should probably not be the main attribute of the inspectors' products. Perhaps objectivity might even be counterproductive in terms of interpretation and use. It is more generally known that people tend to ignore or even reject “objective” knowledge if it is not related to and derived from a specific context and does not carry a specific social-emotional meaning
. 

4.2. Fitness for use (significance)

Usefulness for the general public

People learn mainly as they participate in communities of practice, and practices differ. Knowledge in books, reports, lectures, etc. is – in general terms - not very useful for the general public. Only professional organisations use such knowledge. Factors that determine the use of information by the general public include the following
: 

· Added value (direct benefit, usefulness  and applicability): many practical problems can be solved without the knowledge offered; the meaning of the information must fit to the way in which people decide on a daily basis, the way they handle information and transform this to their own objectives and contexts; 

· Personal rejection: Knowledge may not be welcome, because it causes anxiety and insecurity; people may reject knowledge, because of negative personal experiences with handling certain styles of knowledge (e.g. in school);

· Social rejection: the knowledge may be associated with a particular group, to which one does not want to belong;

· Credibility: Information may not be credible; people distrust information from people who have power or a position to defend;

· Inconsistency: different information from different sources;

· Delegation: people often leave the knowing to others;

· Inclusion: people believe that certain information is already included in rules, appointed people etc., for example in safety rules. In such cases there is no need to acquire the underlying information oneself; 

· Misconception: often a matter of different cognitive style, earlier knowledge, contextual factors, social factors etc. (for example: information which includes NOT to do something have more weight than information which suggests to DO something);

One of the conclusions is that the product of inspection can never be a written report alone, and certainly not if the client is the general public, such as parents, and local business. Conscious interactive planning and discussion of intermediate- and end-results to place results in context and to construct meaning are as important. Building of contact, trust, and channels of communication are as important as a nice report.

Mode-2 knowledge production

Gibbons’ Book “The new production of knowledge” (1994) shows that we are on the way to develop new modes of knowledge-production
. The attributes of this new mode – Gibbons et al calls it “mode 2” - provide an interesting set of criteria for the "professionality" of the inspectorate.

Processes are multivariate: innovation starts from several sources, no prime role of science

Active participation of non-experts in definition of priorities, problems and solutions

Status comes from combination of experience with innovation and disciplinary expertise

Organisation is non hierarchical, knowledge production takes place in changing networks of contributors, not in fixed institutions

Organisation synoptic: management of the whole process (deconstruction of specialist knowledge)

Not protected by public policy



Table 2. Characteristics of "Mode 2" knowledge-production (c.f. Gibbons, 1994)

4.3. Distinctiveness

Distinctiveness points to the added value, in comparison with others. Typical questions to ask are:

· what does the Inspectorate do better than others, and

· how do its reports relate to information from others? For example: if the inspectorate uses indicators: how do they relate to the OECD international indicators? 

Clients explore alternatives. They will look for other suppliers of the information needed, as well as for other means to achieve the same purposes. For the client the inspectorate is just one of the potential partners. This is why you do not only compete with your product, but as well with intentions. For example: a request for information is often a hidden request for political support. How do you deal with such intentions? 

Given the increase of competitors on the evaluative market, distinctiveness needs careful reflection and clear answers. 

4.4.  Accessibility

Access to information is more and more important. ICT and social networks are the main carriers of accessibility, not books or reports.

5. Differentiated needs

Central government

Central government is the traditional client of the inspectorate. One of the basics of marketing tells us to invest in the clients you already have. Needs of governments are changing. Some of the underlying factors include the following (see also: Mark Frequin in OECD, 1996, pp. 90-94):

· Governments need often quick information about specific cases;

· There is an increase of competitive sources of knowledge;

· Policy-making consists of several debates and is part of a public debate; it is a dialogue and a complex one. Other actors than traditional educational actors will come to play a more dominant part in guiding schools;

· Accountability of schools to other actors than government is increasing;

· There is an increase in differences between schools. This puts pressure on the use of standardised norms.

· Although educational policies are mostly national debates, the international component becomes increasingly important.

Such changes will lead to different product-qualities of inspection-reports. Some of the interesting conclusions are that governments want to supply other actors with information, that the need for distinctiveness increases and that needs may differ for different circumstances. 

Differentiated needs

Differentiation between groups for specific circumstances, objectives and settings requires a differentiated output, for example specific information for specific groups. This poses a series of problems.

Standard organisations have three reactions to this phenomenon:

· Variety in offerings. This solutions carries several dangers: to much reports may mean that you loose sight on the whole, there is the danger of piles of unsold stock, and it is difficult to plan.

· “Batch-production”: one group after the other. This generally leads to long delivery-times.

· “Mass-customisation”, which means that you use standard products and change these at the end, for specific client-groups.

All these solutions are in a sense cosmetic. The best solution is parallel production of goods. The organisation is not longer centrally planned, but has self-organising units, networked with several client-groups.

6. Suggestions for action

The role of the inspection has shifted to a more evaluative one. But this role will shift further, in order to adapt to increasingly complex environments and a diversity of stakeholders. Changing an organisation to clients’ needs is difficult. It is not about doing better what we already do; it is really doing differently what we do now (“double-loop learning”).

The line of strategic thinking developed in this lecture might lead to several actions. A rough brainstorm leads me to the following list – which is certainly not exhaustive:

1. Evaluate current reports of the inspection in terms of use, added value in comparison with other data, satisfaction, etc;

2. Perform marketing exercises with different client-groups; analyse differences;

3. Define core competencies of school-inspectorate and how they relate tot client needs of several stakeholders; develop client-centred product quality,

4. Establish continuous relations with clients: mailing lists, response meetings, networks, etc.;

5. Commit clients to contribute or participate in design of a product; make them partner in specific problem oriented settings;

6. Conduct (international) workshops on client-centred roles of inspectorates.
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� We have to acknowledge however that there are other bodies who have that competency – or are developing it - such as accreditation bodies and visiting committees in the context of quality-control schemes.


� Messick gives a wide meaning to the word “test”: “any means of observing or documenting consistent behaviours or attributes”. “Inspection of schools” can be considered to be a “test” in this sense. 


� See for example Layton and others, 1993.


� This list is an abbreviated version of one that I developed earlier in a paper for the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs.


� An overview of the attributes of the more traditional “mode-1” and the emerging “mode-2” knowledge-production as Gibbons and others found them, can be obtained from the speaker.






