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Abstract
School peer reviews are increasingly part of the evaluation and school 
improvement landscape for school leaders and teachers in a number of countries. 
This article describes the growth of peer review, particularly in England, and its 
emergence elsewhere (for example, Australia, across Europe and in Chile). While 
these approaches provide a useful form of professional and moral accountability, 
this article identifies ways in which they could go further to empower practitioners 
through the use of an enquiry approach, combining formal academic knowledge 
with practitioner knowledge and school-based data. The term collaborative peer 
enquiry (CPE) is suggested as a way to explore this potential. The article sets out 
a typology of action research as a form of professional learning (type 1), practical 
philosophy (type 2) or as a form of critical social science (type 3). Four examples 
are given of different peer review models, two of them CPE approaches, and these 
are analysed using the above typology. A distinction is made between some peer 
review models that mimic external inspections and err towards self-policing, and 
others that encourage open enquiry and learning. In particular, the CPE models 
show the potential as forms of type 2 and type 3 action research. The role of 
peer review and CPE in the accountability system, in leadership development, and 
challenges for these models are explored in the discussion.

Keywords: action research, peer review, collaborative peer enquiry, research-
informed practice

Introduction
A report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 
2013: 469–70) has recommended greater use of peer learning among schools to develop 
capacity for self-evaluation and improvement, particularly in systems where schools have 
a high degree of autonomy, in order to prevent them from forming an introspective 
and defensive culture. School peer reviews are evaluations carried out by school leaders 
or other school practitioners, of whole schools, parts of schools (such as departments, 
curriculum areas or year groups) or aspects of practice, for example, mastery learning, 
feedback and assessment, use of technology, or helping students with special educational 
needs. Schools collaborate with other schools in networks (permanent organizational 
structures), partnerships (usually local collaborations around specific areas) and clusters 
(small groups for the purpose of conducting mutual reviews, sometimes subsets of 
networks or partnerships) to collect and analyse data in review visits. Visiting review 
teams provide feedback to the school (initially verbally) and often a report is produced for 
internal use, to summarize the findings and to give recommendations for improvement.
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School peer reviews can provide feedback, critical friendship, validation of the 
school’s self-evaluation or support fellow schools’ improvement efforts. Some peer 
review programmes are structured, facilitated and accredited by external agencies for 
a subscription fee, such as Challenge Partners or the Schools’ Partnership Programme 
in England; others by districts, states or local authorities, such as Queensland and 
New South Wales in Australia; and others in school networks who devise their own 
schemes for peer review (some multi-academy trusts in England do this: these are 
formal organizations with a central trust that coordinates a group of academies, that is, 
publicly funded independent schools). The peer review activity can be supported and 
structured within a school improvement programme and can sit within an evaluation 
cycle of a network of schools. External evaluation criteria may be used in the conduct of 
reviews, or the peer review may use its own unique framework. However, there is usually 
no obligation on schools to publish reports from peer reviews, as their purpose is to 
help in their improvement efforts, rather than being an outward-facing accountability 
measure. 

Peer reviews can empower school leaders and teaching professionals, giving 
them a voice that has diminished in many countries through de-professionalization 
and standardization (Sahlberg, 2011). Some authors have suggested that they 
can strengthen moral, professional and lateral accountability in a landscape often 
dominated by centralized, top-down and market-oriented accountability (Gilbert, 
2012). Peer review programmes are also said to link powerful professional development 
of school leaders directly to the school improvement process (Matthews and Headon, 
2015).

The rise of peer learning in some countries has also gone hand in hand with 
an ontology of research-to-practice that views teachers as technicians, divorced from 
the work of academics in the production of empirical evidence and the exploration 
of educational theory. This, accompanied by high-stakes accountability, means that 
such forms of collaborative peer work can become little more than a form of self-
policing (Greany, 2020). Therefore, the article argues for the use of the nomenclature 
collaborative peer enquiry (CPE) as a way of opening up thinking about how to use 
more empowering processes that provide opportunities for school leaders and 
teachers to transform their practices and curricula together.

This article begins by outlining some broad traditions of collaborative action 
research. Using the typology devised by Foreman-Peck and Murray (2008), the extent 
to which distinct peer review programmes exhibit forms of practical philosophy, 
professional learning or critical social science are explored. Using this framework and 
the work of other scholars, the potential for these programmes to display authentic 
features of CPE is explored. 

Background
The development of peer review programmes can be seen in the context of a perceived 
need to rebalance the ‘drivers of change’ towards lateral and professional accountability 
and away from (perceived to have failed) top-down forms of policy implementation 
(Munby and Fullan, 2016). In their think piece, Munby and Fullan (ibid.) argue that what 
is described as autonomy for schools is often no more than the power to choose how to 
operate more efficiently, rather than having the power to set their own criteria for what 
is considered high-quality education. Referring to the school improvement landscape 
in England, and in some other OECD countries, Barber (2004) suggested a shift from 
informed prescription in the 1990s to informed professional judgement in the 2000s. 
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He suggested that in a maturing system, the locus of responsibility would shift more on 
to teachers and school leaders to drive improvement. While not specifically promoting 
peer review, he said that this period would need to include sharper, more intelligent 
forms of accountability. 

Some systems, such as in England, Wales and Australia, are beginning to embed 
peer reviews to the extent that they have become a routine part of the internal evaluation 
process for many schools. Peer reviews have been operating for a longer period in 
the further education sector, including a programme of trans-European reviews using 
sector-wide protocols and standards (Gutknecht-Gmeiner, 2013). The growth of peer 
review in England has also led the National Association of Head Teachers to conduct 
an exercise with industry experts to set out standards for effective school-to-school 
peer review (NAHT, 2019). 

In England, Challenge Partners was a pioneering organization, emerging from 
the London Challenge programme from 2002–11. This includes a collaborative model 
where ‘stronger’ schools support ‘weaker’ ones within pre-existing networks, such as 
in Teaching Schools Alliances (TSAs) – specially designated teaching schools, based 
loosely on the teaching hospitals model, with a role in teacher training and school 
improvement, are the hub of a loose network of schools called a Teaching Schools 
Alliance. This model of collaboration has been shown to be effective in improving 
student attainment (Chapman and Muijs, 2014). Other big networks have subsequently 
formed in England, notably the Schools Partnership Programme (SPP), through which 
approximately 1,300 schools have been engaged since its birth in 2014 (Education 
Development Trust, 2020). Survey data from an ongoing evaluation by the Education 
Endowment Foundation (EEF) of the SPP (Anders et al., forthcoming, 2022), shows a 
trend towards growth in uptake of peer review in schools in England in the last decade. 
Of the 339 primary schools surveyed in June 2018, a third of the sample (111 schools) 
said that they had been involved in a peer review programme other than SPP over the 
two years prior to the survey. 

Despite often being referred to as ‘peer review’ programmes, Challenge Partners 
and the SPP are, in fact, multifaceted school improvement programmes, with a number 
of strands of activity. In the case of the SPP, help was enlisted from distinguished scholars 
such as Michael Fullan and Viviane Robinson to develop their model (for example, 
Ettinger et al., 2020). This programme exhibits many of the eight features of effective 
networks outlined by Rincón-Gallardo and Fullan (2016), particularly the development of 
strong relationships of trust and internal accountability; continuous improvement through 
cycles of collaborative enquiry; and schools connecting outwards to learn from others. 

What is action research?
Before making a closer analysis of peer review models and their ‘fit’ to more calibrated 
definitions of action research, a broad definition for action research can be taken as:

a form of practitioner research that is carried out by professionals into 
a practice problem that they themselves are in some way responsible 
for. Unlike other forms of practitioner research, which involve studying a 
situation in retrospect, action research involves a process part of which 
is carried out simultaneously with taking action with the intention of 
improving a situation. (Foreman-Peck and Murray, 2008: 146) 

While there is some debate within the field about what constitutes ‘proper’ action 
research, and this will be discussed further below, a core feature is the use of a cyclical 
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model involving stages of action and reflection on this action. Carr and Kemmis (1986), 
for instance, propose cycles of planning, action, observation, reflection, leading to a 
new cycle of action. Action research can involve a wide range of methods, including 
classroom observation, questionnaires, research logs and interviews (Foreman-Peck 
and Murray, 2008: 146). This lack of alignment to particular methods leads the same 
authors to state that action research is not a methodology, something that is strongly 
disputed by others (for example, Somekh, 2005).

If we look at peer review, it stands up well to the above general definition: reviews 
are usually cyclical, they evaluate actions in process, and they involve a focus of enquiry 
and a commitment to taking action in response to the learning taking place from the 
review. Peer reviews use multiple forms of enquiry and data collection, including 
classroom observation, interviews, analysis of policy documents and students’ work, 
interviews with staff, students and other stakeholders. They can also include analysis of 
quantitative data, such as student progress and achievement. 

Action research is a practice in itself, a ‘meta-practice’, that is, a practice-based 
practice (Kemmis, 2009). Specifically, it involves changing practices and people’s 
understanding of these practices, as well as the conditions under which they practice 
(ibid.: 464). By drawing on Habermas’s theory of knowledge constitutive interests – that 
social life is structured by language, work and power (ibid.) – Kemmis identifies three 
kinds of action research: ones guided by an interest in changing outcomes (technical 
action); ones guided by an interest in illuminating a problem of practice; and ones 
guided by the desire to emancipate people from injustice (ibid.: 469). Put in similar 
terms, Foreman-Peck and Murray (2008) define three major approaches to action 
research, using which this paper conducts an analysis of four peer review programmes: 
(1) action research as a form of professional learning; (2) action research as a practical 
philosophy; and (3) action research as a critical social science.

Type 1: Action research as a form of professional learning

In action research as a form of professional learning, the focus of research is on 
trialling solutions to practical problems, collecting data, analysing and evaluating. 
An example of this is the Best Practice Research Scholarship (BPRS) programme for 
‘teacher-scholars’, evaluated by Furlong et  al. (2014). The reports produced by the 
teachers were often seen as accounts of highly effective professional learning, rather 
than the publication of findings that could be generalized to other contexts. Furlong 
and colleagues’ (ibid.) evaluation stated that this research was an example of Mode 2 
knowledge production (Gibbons et al., 1994), that is, it was context- and time-based, 
with a problem-solving orientation. Unlike traditional academic (Mode 1) knowledge, 
these reports tended not to be written up in a formal manner suitable for publication 
in academic journals; instead, the knowledge generated from enquiries lived in the 
minds of those taking part in the research and in their approaches to practice. 

Type 2: Action research as a practical philosophy

Action research as a practical philosophy is aimed at researching practice in 
collaboration with others, with the aim of aligning it more acceptably with educational 
values and theories. Through self-evaluation, and reflection on evidence and 
educational aims, curriculum initiatives are developed, with the aim of realizing the 
educational goals and principles of the school community. The consideration of 
participants’ underlying educational values is as important as the evaluation of the 
relative success of particular interventions. 
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Type 3: Action research as a critical social science

In action research as a critical social science, critical theorizing has an emancipatory 
intent – to consciously identify power imbalances and surface them in order to reveal 
barriers to social change. All participants are researchers, and knowledge is seen to 
develop through the construction and reconstruction of theory and practice by those 
involved. This form of action research is less narrowly focused on local problem-solving, 
since it is viewed that an instrumentalist approach may perpetuate problems by failing 
to acknowledge their root causes, offering a ‘sticking plaster’ solution. Related to this is 
the concept of ‘double loop learning’ (Argyris, 1977). Unlike single loop learning, where 
new actions are refinements of previous strategies and based on the same fundamental 
understanding, in double loop learning, a new, revised (and deeper) conception of the 
problem is developed; successive cycles involve the transformation of the individuals 
involved through the generation of new knowledge and understanding. 

A role for collaborative peer enquiry in the research-
engaged school ecosystem
One of the perennial challenges of school improvement efforts has been to mobilize 
knowledge from evidence so that practices and policies can be modified accordingly 
and more effectively to achieve desired educational ends.

Broadly speaking, the kind of knowledge that can be brought to enhance practice 
is either school-based data or formal research conducted by academics or practitioners. 
School-based data is concerned with evidence about student outcomes at national, 
district and school level that can be broken down by gender, race, socio-economic 
status, students with additional learning needs, or those starting with non-native level 
in the first language of instruction and so on. The ability to analyse this deluge of data 
requires a high degree of evaluation literacy and analytical skill. Furthermore, many 
issues are ‘wicked problems’ (Rittel and Webber, 1974), that is, ones for which there is 
no shared idea for what the problem consists of or what a solution might look like. This 
means they require the consultation and engagement of a wide range of stakeholders 
and extensive evidence gathering. However, high-stakes accountability can suppress 
the type of enquiry and transparency of working needed to resolve such complex 
problems as reducing attainment gaps between richer and poorer students or tackling 
school exclusions. Instead, schools are motivated to emulate competitor schools that 
have achieved acclaim through good inspection results. Such isomorphism leads to 
less rather than more innovation, and it is often accompanied by game playing and a 
defensive desire to ‘prove’ they are at the level needed to be judged well in external 
evaluations (Ehren, 2019). Peer review models that more closely resemble approaches 
used for external accountability may compound these issues instead of providing an 
alternative. 

The second kind of knowledge that can be used in school improvement 
comes from formal educational research. Bringing this into the ambit of schools has 
long been the subject of policy- and academic-level discussion about how to make 
teaching a more evidence-based or evidence-informed profession (for example, 
Hargreaves, 2007). The advantages of bringing formal research closer to school 
practices and policies are multiple and have been widely discussed elsewhere (for 
example, Brown, 2013; Godfrey, 2016; Nutley et al., 2008; Stoll, 2015). These include 
the identification of teaching and leadership strategies more likely to lead to gains 
in student achievement; the understanding of the ‘science’ of implementation of 
such strategies; the illumination of problems so that they can be better understood 
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(and thus better addressed); the creation of a shared professional and academically 
underpinned language of practice; and breaking down – or breaking open – complex 
issues through the application of theoretical lenses derived from sociology, cognitive 
science, philosophy and economics (to name a few). 

The introduction of freely accessible evidence syntheses in recent years, 
notably in the USA, New Zealand and England, has given an additional source for 
practitioners on which to base their decision making. Innovative resources, such 
as the Education Endowment Foundation’s teaching and learning toolkit (EEF, 
2020), have equipped practitioners with a summary of international evidence about 
strategies that best enhance student attainment. The Campbell Collaboration in 
the USA (Campbell Collaboration, 2020) and the Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis 
in New Zealand (Education Counts, 2020) offer similar functions. However, in these  
two countries, the ‘research to practice’ narrative is dominated by a narrow ‘what 
works’ agenda, which focuses on the identification of best strategies for raising 
attainment but ignores many of the other advantages of illumination and application 
of theory mentioned above. The what works model tends to divide the research 
and teaching communities of practice (Farley-Ripple et al., 2018) and disempowers 
practitioners through prescriptive ‘evidence-based’ policymaking (Godfrey, 2017). 
In this professional technical rationalism (Schön, 2001), teachers and school leaders 
eschew their critical or active role in the development or interpretation of the 
evidence base. 

What is proposed here, then, is the encouragement of a more active role for 
practitioners in ‘research-informed practice’, that is:

An actively enquiring mode of professionalism that involves critical 
reflection and engagement in (‘doing’) and with (‘using’) academic and 
practitioner forms of research, taking into account both the findings and 
theories generated from them. (Godfrey, 2017: 438) 

While most peer review programmes focus extensively on the collection and 
analysis of school-based data, it is in the incorporation of academic knowledge that 
most are still lacking. They therefore do not fully promote the cultures for the kind 
of research-engaged schools that can contribute to an effective school ecosystem 
(Godfrey and Handscomb, 2019) (see Table 1). Research-engaged schools promote 
active engagement in and with research and base decisions on a wide array of 
knowledge and evidence; staff are connected with colleagues in other schools 
and institutions, including ones engaged in the production and dissemination of 
research.

Table 1: Key characteristics of research-engaged schools 

Features of research-engaged schools (Handscomb 
and MacBeath, 2003; Sharp et al., 2005; Wilkins, 2011)

Dimensions

1) Promotes practitioner research among its staff Research-informed 
professional practice2) Encourages its staff to access, read, use and 

engage critically with published research 

3) Uses research to inform its decision making at 
every level

The school as a learning 
organization

4) Welcomes being the subject of research by 
outside organizations 

Connectivity to the wider 
system

5) Has ‘an outward-looking orientation’ 

Source: adapted from Godfrey and Handscomb (2019: 9)
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It is within the above conception of a research-engaged school system that this article 
proposes collaborative peer enquiry (CPE) as a potentially powerful solution, defined 
as: 

A programme of mutual or reciprocal school review visits, agreed by a 
group of school leaders and involving a range of professionals and/
or other stakeholders in developing or using their own evaluation focus 
and criteria, and who are committed to transforming practice through 
the collection of school-based evidence, in a process informed by both 
practitioner and academic knowledge.

Analysis of peer review programmes according to the 
major approaches to action research
This section applies action research typology (Foreman-Peck and Murray, 2008) – as a 
form of professional learning (called here type 1), as a practical philosophy (type 2) or as 
a critical social science (type 3) – to four models that can be broadly described as ‘peer 
review programmes’. The first two fall only partially within the above definition of CPE, 
while the last two are clearer examples of collaborative enquiry. Details about these 
models have been derived primarily from existing publications (especially Matthews 
and Headon, 2015; Godfrey and Brown, 2019b), as well as from chapters in an edited 
collection on peer review (Godfrey, 2020).

Example 1: Challenge Partners quality assurance programme 

Like many peer review approaches, this involves phases of training for participants, 
scheduling of school visits, and analysis of pre-review data, followed by the school visit 
itself and then debriefing. The review visits take one-and-a-half days and include joint 
lesson observations and meetings with students and key staff. Visits are conducted 
by a review team of two to four senior leaders from other schools and are led by an 
inspector accredited by the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and 
Skills (Ofsted, which is the national schools inspectorate in England). The host school 
can choose to identify an area of excellence to be validated by the review team. The 
reviewers base their judgements on their own professional experience and with 
reference to the Ofsted inspection criteria. Depending on the outcome of the visit, the 
school may be offered a leadership development day or other support service through 
a national brokering service. The report produced from the review is a collaborative 
process between all involved. There is an expectation that the school will share the 
report both internally and externally. The reviewers receive feedback on their role, 
which they also share with their own school as part of their professional development. 
After the review, it is expected that the school will incorporate the findings within its 
school improvement action plan. The school shares the outcome with other schools in 
its local hub in order to seek local support to resolve its needs or to offer support to 
others where reviewers see outstanding practice (Berwick, 2020).

Aspects of the Challenge Partners model exemplify the type 1 approach 
to action research. An evaluation of Challenge Partners (Matthews and Headon, 
2015) highlighted the high-quality professional/leadership development gained by 
participants. This came about through leading and participating in reviews, and also 
through the training and interchange of professional dialogue. Of head teachers of 
reviewed schools, 84 per cent felt that reviews had been very useful to the professional 
development of their senior leaders, and over 90 per cent of head teachers felt that 
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they had helped in planning school improvement (ibid.). Challenge Partners also 
collects examples of excellent practice, which, once validated by peers, can be shared 
on its subject directory, thereby offering an appreciative enquiry approach (Stavros 
et al., 2015). The role of lead reviewers was also viewed as a form of critical friendship 
from external, trained and (to varying degrees) impartial or objective outsiders. 

However, this model gives limited explicit latitude for ‘open’ enquiry due to its 
reference to the inspection criteria, and it tends not to involve trialling out new ideas 
and evaluating them in the way that might be expected of the ‘professional learning’ 
category according to Foraman-Peck and Murray (2008). Where there is some wider 
learning gained by evaluating practice, this comes about to some extent as a (very 
useful) by-product of the review process and is not central to its focus. 

Example 2: ‘Instead’ reviews run by the National Association of Head 
Teachers in 2015–16 

In the context of high-stakes school inspections, ‘Instead’ reviews were designed by the 
National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) to offer an alternative to Ofsted, and to 
strengthen the voice of head teachers (see Godfrey and Ehren, 2020). The Instead matrix 
consists of four focal areas: learning and teaching; pupils; community; and leadership. 
These are reviewed against the quality of schools’: vision and strategy; analysis; and 
delivery. Schools work in self-formed clusters of three or four, and review each other 
in turn in one school year. No grades are given in the review, rather the framework 
and report addresses: ‘actions needed and priorities’ and ‘what should be prioritized, 
developed, maximized and sustained?’ Lead reviewers from outside the cluster join the 
other head teachers for two-day review visits at each school during one school year. All 
lead reviewers have some prior experience of inspection or peer review. 

Prior to each visit, the school to be reviewed completes the self-evaluation 
matrix, addressing ‘where they are at’ for each part of the grid, adding evidence and 
performance data that they send to the lead reviewer. They also decide on the focus 
of the visit. The report from each review is brought together by the lead reviewer in 
communication with the host school head teacher. The school has a right to reply 
after the reviewers have completed their report and given their findings. There is also 
a section in the report for the school to say what they have learned and to give their 
reactions to the review and how they felt about it. 

In Instead reviews, features of type 2 action research as a practical philosophy 
were evident. First among these is the strong sense of moral commitment and purpose 
behind their collaboration. Interviews with participants in one case study cluster showed 
much discussion about shared educational values, particularly in trying to provide 
better schooling to children from vulnerable and disadvantaged backgrounds. The 
process of aligning practices with values was aided by the explicit focus on educational 
values and vision in the Instead review matrix. The lack of grading gave the review 
reports more of a narrative and qualitative focus, and the inclusion of reflections by 
the host school about the process gave a sense of mutual learning. Host schools were 
also able to engage in sometimes lengthy debate about the judgements arrived at by 
visiting teams about aspects of their school. This strong professional dialogue about 
the interpretation of aspects of the review data distinguishes it sharply from Ofsted 
inspections, in which only factual inaccuracies of their draft reports can be challenged 
by inspected schools. 

However, while the NAHT model broadened discussion about educational 
values and ‘non-Ofsted’ criteria, one reviewer noted that head teachers sometimes 
reverted to inspection judgements based on their prior experience and training: 
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if I was an Ofsted inspector, the school would be at least ‘good’ with 
‘outstanding’ features, and you are so far from ‘outstanding’, and these 
are the things you would need to do. So, they were talking in those terms. 
(Deputy head at Greenleigh Primary school (pseudonym), Godfrey and 
Ehren, 2020) 

This internalization of Ofsted values, characteristic of the English education system, has 
been described elsewhere as the panoptic model of accountability, in which practitioners 
engage in surveillance on behalf of the system (Perryman et al., 2018). While, at times, 
head teachers found this policing role helpful – to put the host school senior leaders 
‘on their mettle’ in preparation for future inspections – other comments by interviewees 
made it clear that in an open climate of discussion between peers, this was inappropriate 
and subversive of genuine professional dialogue. Thus, the claim for this as a type 2 form 
of action research is weakened – less by design, but rather in its enactment. 

Example 3: Research-informed Peer Review 

Research-informed Peer Review (RiPR) has been developed at UCL Institute of Education 
by the author and exemplifies participatory evaluation (Cousins and Earl, 1992) in its 
collaboration between researchers from UCL and school leaders and teachers. The 
explicit combination of practitioner and academic knowledge to drive the peer visits 
also makes this (and the SILP model, below) a clear example of CPE. 

Designed to be an experimental form of peer review, RiPR consciously deviates 
from other models that use whole school general frameworks by having a specific focus 
for improving teaching and learning. Schools work in clusters of three in mutual school 
visits and attend workshops conducted at UCL Institute of Education. Working on a 
shared enquiry theme (in this case, feedback and assessment policies and practices), 
teams of three or four participants from each school read and discuss published 
academic work on the topic. In the second workshop, participants co-develop data-
collection tools based on research, such as about effective feedback for classroom 
observations (for example, Hattie and Timperley, 2007). 

Importantly, the model uses the principles of theory-engaged evaluation, in 
which the purpose of reviews is to make teachers’ theories of action visible (Robinson 
and Timperley, 2013). Using various learning approaches, including peer evaluations 
of school assessment policies and constructing a physical model to represent them, 
previously unstated values behind policies are made visible. In the review visits, data are 
collected on how teachers use feedback and their reasons behind this. Underpinning 
the approach is the recourse to the idea of policies as espoused theories of action (the 
‘talk’) and practices as theories-in-use (the ‘walk’) (Robinson, 2018). 

Through these learning experiences, in one primary school, their policies on 
feedback and assessment were revised. Having made visible the educational values 
behind their approaches, the review team shared these with their teaching staff, 
opening up the policy to debate and the joint construction of a new policy. The process 
of producing the revised policy was strongly indicative of type 2 action research; the 
new policy was more explicit about educational values and purposes, for instance, 
feedback was designed to: 

 • develop the self-regulation and independence of learners, taking ownership of 
their learning and making improvements

 • communicate effectively with all learners to enable them to make improvements, 
ensuring all learners understand their feedback in the context of the wider 
learning journey
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 • ensure all learners take pride in their work
 • ensure all feedback given is needs-driven and personalized
 • ensure that feedback is only given when useful – constant feedback is less 

effective than targeted feedback
 • raise self-esteem and motivate learners. (Extract from school feedback and 

assessment policy, adapted from Godfrey and Brown, 2019b: 103)

Once the new policy document was devised, teaching staff were able to adopt new 
approaches to assessment that were trialled and evaluated. The emergent feedback 
and assessment policies formed the focus for the review visit at this school. Reviewers 
were able to observe and discuss with teachers and pupils how they had understood 
and were enacting them in practice. 

Example 4: Schools Inquiring and Learning from Peers 

In Chile, the author worked closely with the host team from the Catholic University 
of Valparaiso to implement a model that followed RiPR principles in nine publicly 
funded primary schools, three each in Valparaiso, Concepción and Santiago. While 
the process was facilitated, it was also conducted as a process of formal educational 
research (Cortez et al., 2020; Montecinos et al., 2020).

 Compared to the previous RiPR experiences in England, in Chile, the reviews 
took on a more critical social science turn. Although, as in England, the initial focus was 
on feedback and assessment, this soon shifted to examining underlying issues that were 
historically embedded in the participating schools. Classroom observations showed 
that effective pupil feedback was often absent, due to the passive way that lessons 
positioned pupils in classes. Pupils were frequently referred to (by school leaders and 
teachers) as ‘vulnerable’, and some teachers worried that the kind of feedback that was 
aimed at challenging learners to progress further might not be received well. Interviews 
with both pupils and teachers showed a shared and somewhat impoverished view of 
learning, based on compliance – being on time, being quiet and doing the work. 

This illumination of embedded practices was discussed in the review process 
between the university facilitators and the practitioners, and it was used to open up 

Single loop learning: adjust feedback strategies

Double loop learning: new assumption: teachers and students need to view learning as a
more active process

Assumption 1

Feedback use by
teachers is

inconsistent  

Actions

Use of directive
teaching. Students
asked to 'comply'

and are then
praised for doing so

Results

Students receive
little feedback to

advance learning  

Figure 1: Double loop versus single loop learning – example from the SILP peer 
learning process



From peer review to collaborative peer enquiry 383

London Review of Education 18 (3) 2020

further discussion within the schools about the need to speak about learning differently. 
When interviewed at later professional learning sessions on site, some teachers said 
that to improve feedback they first needed to devise active lessons for students that 
gave opportunities for teacher–student and student–student dialogue (Montecinos 
et al., 2020). Similarly, school leaders confessed to insecurity about how to lead active 
professional learning of their teaching staff, so research teams from the university 
went in to schools to assist head teachers to devise richer learning experiences. The 
initial characterization of the problem in terms of feedback use by teachers became 
recognized as a deeper underlying problem, that is, in terms of how practitioners 
and students viewed themselves as ‘learners’. This clearly exemplifies type 3 action 
research and, in particular, double loop learning (see Figure 1).

Conclusions and discussion
By applying the typology of action research found in Foreman-Peck and Murray (2008), 
this article identifies variations in how peer review programmes are oriented towards 
either circumscribed or more open forms of enquiry. A summary of the findings is 
shown in Table 2.

The analysis above is designed to be illustrative, rather than to be a comprehensive 
analysis or comparison of each programme as a whole according to this typology; nor 
is each type necessarily mutually exclusive. Indeed, while the Challenge Partners model 
shows some signs of the ‘professional learning’ approach to action research, all the 
models described may to varying degrees evidence aspects of this type. The leadership 
development role of peer review is further discussed below, as this emerges as an 
especially salient finding in the research. Theoretical models also vary in implementation, 
influenced by how school leaders’ routines of practice have developed in response 

Table 2: Summary of analysis from four peer review programmes and their ‘fit’ to 
the action research typology found in Foreman-Peck and Murray (2008)

Example of programme Type 1 Type 2 Type 3

Challenge Partners 
Quality Assurance 
programme

Strong professional 
learning, although 
evaluation and 
trialling of new 
approaches partly 
as a by-product

‘Instead’ reviews run by 
NAHT in 2015–16

Discussion of 
values proposed 
by model, but not 
always enacted in 
the way intended

RiPR Explicit, structured 
focus on aligning 
practice with 
educational values 
and theories

SILP Evidence of double 
loop learning as initial 
focus is redefined in 
relation to embedded 
practices



384 David Godfrey

London Review of Education 18 (3) 2020

to the external accountability environment. The role of CPE in the accountability 
environment is also further examined below. The collaborative peer enquiry models 
above (RiPR and SILP) exhibit clear features of type 2 (practical philosophy) and type 
3 (critical social science) forms of action research, which are less evident in the other 
models. These points have implications for everyday practice, in particular the extent 
to which school leaders and teachers have a voice in the problematization and co-
creation of educational policy decisions and the development of school curricula. This 
may include a more activist stance, which at times may be, ‘adversarial to existing 
government policies’ (Foreman-Peck and Murray, 2008: 151). Further challenges and 
potential in the use of CPE are discussed at the end of this section. 

Leadership development

The description of peer review programmes by participants as ‘the best professional 
development I’ve ever done’ has been seen in evaluations of the Schools Partnership 
Programme (Anders et al., forthcoming, 2022), and these have been echoed in reports 
of other peer reviews in Australia, the Czech Republic and Chile (Godfrey, 2020). 
Indeed, a strong case can be made for peer review as a signature pedagogy for school 
leaders. Signature pedagogies have a surface structure of processes for teaching and 
learning about the profession (for example, demonstration, sharing practice); a deep 
structure that involves assumptions about the best ways to impart knowledge and 
the most appropriate forms of knowledge; and an implicit structure, particularly the 
beliefs, values and moral underpinnings of practice (Shulman, 2005: 55). The power 
of peer review is in the sharing, demonstrating and evaluation of practice, illustrative 
of the surface structure of a signature pedagogy. However, in CPE models, the deep 
structure is more evident through the combination of practitioner and academic 
knowledge relevant to professional practice. Furthermore, and as illustrated in the 
cases above, the implicit structure is seen through the discussions about beliefs, 
values and underpinnings of practice (type 2 action research). The difference with 
CPE models is that they allow greater latitude for transforming practice to align with 
these professional values, compared to peer review models where the use of external 
evaluation criteria mean that these are already implicitly unarguable. 

The debate here about external accountability – focused peer reviews versus CPE 
approaches – to some extent mirrors the one about what is considered ‘proper action 
research’ – in which concerns about narrow instrumental use are voiced, particularly 
from exponents of a critical social science approach (for example, Somekh, 2005; 
Kemmis, 2009). On the surface, many peer review programmes appear quite similar; 
most involve some form of training in how to conduct interviews and observations, 
to evaluate documentation and secondary data, and to write reports. These are all 
‘research’ activities. But when the peer review process mimics an external inspection, 
is used as an interim assessment (between inspections) or is conducted in preparation 
for an anticipated inspection visit, the sense in which these can be described as a form 
of ‘enquiry’ is lost. And while these ‘mocksteds’ (rehearsals for Ofsted inspections) may 
still lead to professional learning, they do not promote an open process of enquiry, 
freely chosen and socially constructed by professional peers in dialogue. 

The accountability dimension

In some countries, and notably in England, there has been a shift towards greater 
horizontal accountability, where school-to-school reviews exist in tandem with the 
vertical test-based and inspection accountability systems (Grayson, 2019: 25). Even in 
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the enquiry-oriented models, there is still an accountability dimension. Although these 
do not always require formal reports, there are usually written records of some kind, 
and these can be circulated as widely as each school leader wishes, for instance, within 
their internal network, with governors, or even with parents or students, if deemed 
appropriate. In the case of the RiPR programme (see example 3 above), school leaders 
have also reported sharing the findings of their reviews with inspection teams as a way 
of providing the evidence that is underpinning strategies that they have introduced. 

Schools are held accountable in a variety of ways, and the cases above provide 
examples of some of these. Earley and Weindling (2004) outline four accountability 
relationships in the school system:

 • moral accountability (to students, parents, the community)
 • professional accountability (to colleagues and others within the same profession)
 • contractual accountability (to employers or the government)
 • market accountability (to clients, to enable them to exercise choice).

Contractual and market forms of accountability tend to dominate in many school 
systems. The cases above, and others mentioned in an book edited by Godfrey 
(2020), provide further support for Gilbert (2012) who contents that peer reviews 
have the potential to increase professional and moral forms of accountability. The 
professional accountability dimension is particularly apparent, in which ‘teachers are 
accountable not so much to administrative authorities but primarily to their fellow 
teachers and school principals’ (Schleicher, 2018: 116). Many of the cases in the 
collection edited by Godfrey (2020) highlight how the moral dimension provides the 
overall rationale for school leaders’ decisions to work together with colleagues in peer 
review. However, in CPE models, this element may be stronger still, in that, the ability 
to select or construct one’s own evaluation criteria means that participants’ values 
are built into the process a priori, and not just in the analysis of a predetermined 
external framework.

Collaborative peer enquiry: Challenges and potential

While the CPE model does not necessitate the involvement of academic staff, the 
unique form of ‘critical friendship’ from those with a different perspective can add 
considerable value to school improvement initiatives (Swaffield and MacBeath, 2005). 
Academic staff may be best positioned to provide an overall framework and process for 
the enquiry. In the RiPR model, for instance, UCL Institute of Education staff provided a 
review of the literature on effective feedback, ran the workshops that gave the overall 
rationale for the evaluations, and explained how the concept of theories of action 
would underpin data collection and analysis. It may be possible to use targeted school 
staff who have been through the process to lead future reviews, but it would not be 
feasible to undertake this approach without the facilitation and structure provided by 
academics to begin with. The academics were able to provide an outsiders’ perspective 
to ‘force the local educator out of conventional roles and daily habits to assume new 
roles as inquiring investigators expected to raise probing questions that go beyond the 
taken-for-granted routines of school life’ (Sappington et al., 2010: 253). Additionally, a 
new language was introduced from academia and used among the school staff to 
talk about school evaluation, learning, feedback, theories of action and so on. On 
re-visit over a year later to participating schools (both in England and in Chile), this 
new terminology has been used by school leaders to describe their reflections on the 
process, and in their ongoing progress in implementing the changes that they had 
introduced in their school policies and practices. 
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It is noteworthy that in the SILP model in Chile, the close involvement of 
academics in the implementation and analysis of reviews may have been a factor in 
steering the learning towards a more overtly critical social science approach. The team 
from the Catholic University of Valparaiso added additional post-review discussions, 
led by their academics, and they visited the school later to help model and structure 
professional learning activities with teachers. Some additional research funding 
allowed them to justify devoting academics’ time to this. The payback was not only 
a series of publications, but also the creation of a test bed for a school improvement 
process that could, and has been, scaled up and adapted to the Chilean context. 
Without the incentive structures for both academics and school teams, it is harder to 
see how CPE models could be sustained over a longer time period, and their scale-up 
may have been limited compared to other approaches. 

There is untapped potential to extend the community of ‘peers’ in the CPE 
process to other stakeholders, such as district-level advisers, parental representatives 
or student bodies. It may be a radical step too far for some schools to train up parents 
in school review, but the closer and more active involvement of key stakeholders could 
democratize the education process in some potentially interesting ways. Giving an 
active role to students as reviewers/researchers working alongside teachers would 
add another interesting dimension, and would provide the kind of participation in 
education often missing when schools claim to be acting on ‘student voice’ (Godfrey, 
2011). These are challenging ideas for future work in CPE models. However, the rewards 
will exceed the costs if they succeed in providing a process that empowers participants 
in achieving agreed and sustained educational improvements. 
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