
Introduction

The purpose of this publication is to outline the nature and purpose of the main 
inspection activities, undertaken by the Education and Training Inspectorate 
(Inspectorate), and of procedures to support organisations’ self-evaluation and 
improvement planning.

Part A outlines the arrangements for inspection, and for self-evaluation and 
improvement planning, and describes the processes involved. Part B provides the key 
questions and quality indicators that will be used by the Inspectorate when carrying 
out inspections and related activities, and by organisations when implementing 
self-evaluation and improvement planning procedures.

Improving Quality:  Raising Standards (IQ:RS) is the Inspectorate’s quality assurance 
framework for further education, training and employment programmes, and is linked 
to the Department for Employment and Learning’s (the Department) strategy for quality 
improvement “Success Through Excellence:  A Quality Improvement Strategy for the 
Further Education and Training System in Northern Ireland”.

The key objectives of the strategy are to:

 develop and embed a culture of self-improvement that will ensure all 
providers of further education and training are responsive fully to the 
needs of learners, employers and the wider community and commit to, 
and achieve, continuous self-improvement and excellence;

 assist in the development of clear and coherent systems of support to 
ensure that inspection fi ndings are addressed effectively and effi ciently, 
and that innovative and good practice is identifi ed and shared; and

 develop strong and innovative leadership and management at all levels 
of the further education and training system.
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1. Quality Assurance

1.1 Quality assurance procedures in further education and training should be 
designed to serve three purposes:

 to ensure that each organisation monitors and evaluates its 
performance continually and systematically in order to improve the 
quality of its provision and the levels of achievement in all courses and 
programmes;

 to inform the process of organisations’ self-evaluation and 
improvement planning; and

 to provide essential information, both qualitative and quantitative, to 
government, industry, learners and the public to enable them to have 
confi dence in the further education and training system, and to inform 
decision making and choice at a variety of levels.

1.2 To serve these purposes, it will be necessary for the quality assurance 
procedures to have an internal dimension and an external dimension, and to establish 
an appropriate balance between the use of qualitative and quantitative indicators.

1.3 The internal dimension will be the responsibility of the management, at all 
levels of each organisation, as illustrated in Figure 1.

FIGURE 1
Internal quality cycle
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1.4 The external dimension will be monitored and evaluated through a range 
of inspection models articulated in the annual Service Level Agreement (SLA) agreed 
between the Department and the Inspectorate.
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2. Self-Evaluation and Improvement Planning

2.1 Self-evaluation and improvement planning are key elements in the achievement 
of continuous improvement. They should be an integral part of an organisation’s quality 
assurance and management arrangements. 

2.2 Self-evaluation:

 identifi es and builds on the strengths of an organisation;

 identifi es and addresses areas for improvement;

 results in an improvement plan with time bound actions and targets for 
continuous quality improvement; and

 provides a sound basis for improving the quality of provision for 
learning, and raising standards.

2.3 The success of self-evaluation and improvement planning is refl ected to 
a considerable degree by the high priority given to it by the organisation’s senior 
management. It is essential that organisations identify clearly strengths and areas for 
improvement (AFIs), and have an appropriate improvement plan to bring about the 
required improvements with regular reviews of progress. It is important that staff at all 
levels, and relevant stakeholders are fully involved, and are committed to the process as 
illustrated in Figure 2.
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FIGURE 2
Organisational self-evaluation process

Organisation SER and 

Improvement Plan

Senior management SERs

Middle management

SERs

(where appropriate)

Learning programme

self-evaluation report

(SER)

Learning programme

Senior 

management 

feedback and 

improvement 

plan

Strengths, AFIs 

and actions 

for senior 

management

Strengths, AFIs 

and actions for 

next level of 

management

Self-evaluation 

of middle 

management 

and cross 

organisation 

functions

Middle 

management 

feedback and 

improvement 

plan

Self-evaluation 

of areas of 

responsibility

Improvement 

plan

Self-evaluation of 

current provision



Part A

2.4 The self-evaluation process should consider all cross-organisation functions that 
impact on the area being considered, and make good use of a wide range of internal 
and external evidence, and key performance indicators such as those illustrated in 
Figure 3.

FIGURE 3
Self–evaluation process
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2.6 It is important that the fi ndings of the self-evaluation process result in the 
production of an agreed succinct summary report detailing key course data, strengths, 
areas for improvement and an improvement plan as illustrated in Figure 4.

FIGURE 4
Management involvement in self-evaluation and improvement planning
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3. Inspection

3.1 The Offi ce of Public Services Reform’s 2003 publication, “The Government’s 
Policy on Inspection of Public Services”, expresses the Government’s view on the 
inspection of public services, based on best practice, and states that inspection should, 
for example, pursue the purpose of improvement, be proportionate to risk, and 
encourage self-evaluation.

3.2 In conducting its work, the Inspectorate works to the following principles and 
standards:

 recognition that the fi rst priority in all inspection reports must be 
the interests and well-being of the learners, in terms of the quality 
of education and training which they experience, and the outcomes 
which they achieve;

 objectivity and consistency in making judgements, honesty in 
communicating fi ndings, and openness and courtesy;

 concern for accuracy, and reliance, predominately, on fi rst-hand 
evidence based on observation;

 fairness in dealing with individuals or groups;

 sensitivity to the circumstances of the organisation, tact and courtesy 
towards all with whom the Inspector/s come into professional contact;

 confi dentiality in handling information relevant to the inspection 
activity; and

 sensitivity to the impact on others of evaluations and reports, but 
without compromising the fi rst two principles above.

The Nature and Purpose of Inspection

3.3 The purpose of inspection is to promote the highest possible standards of 
learning, teaching and training, and achievement throughout the education and 
training sectors.
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In all inspections, the fundamental task of the inspection team is to:

 make, and communicate, an objective professional evaluation of the 
quality of learning and teaching and training, including the standards 
achieved by learners;

 evaluate the quality and effectiveness of the leadership and 
management of the organisation being inspected; and

 support this professional evaluation with evidence, in the main based 
on observation.

The report of the fi ndings of the inspection should acknowledge good practice and 
outcomes and, where appropriate, provide a clear basis for improvement.

Models of Inspection

3.4 A range of models are used to inspect organisations, including focused 
inspections, extended inspections, longitudinal inspections, short inspections, follow-up 
inspections, and scrutiny inspections. Further information on the inspection models can 
be found in the on-line document: Models of inspection.

Proportionate Based Inspections

3.5 Under normal circumstances, after discussions with the Department, the model 
of external inspection selected will be proportionate to risk and characterised as high, 
medium or low. Risk will be determined by the: 

 fi ndings from previous inspection, including any that have been 
changed as a result of a follow-up inspection;

 recent and relevant performance data; and

 information from district monitoring visits, scrutiny inspections, and 
from survey inspections.

Further information on proportionality and risk based inspections can be found in the 
on-line document:  How the inspection model is determined.
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Improvement Plans

3.6 As a result of inspection, if an organisation receives a grade 4, 5 or 6 overall, 
or for any aspect of its provision there is a requirement for them to submit an 
improvement plan. Support is provided by the appropriate improvement agency. Further 
information on post inspection can be found in the on-line document:  Flowchart for 
post inspection activity.

3.7 An effective improvement plan will address all the main areas for improvement 
raised in the report, illustrating how shortcomings are to be addressed, identifying 
priorities for action, how practice can be improved further and how it can be extended 
throughout the organisation

3.8 The improvement plan should:

 identify specifi c and attainable targets, with associated and measurable 
success criteria, which have been developed in consultation with 
relevant members of staff;

 have a timetable for the implementation and completion of the agreed 
targets;

 specify the resources required for the implementation of the 
improvement plan; and

 identify clear procedures for monitoring and reviewing progress made 
in implementing the activities identifi ed in the improvement plan.
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4. Roles and Responsibilities

The Inspectorate

4.1 Inspections of individual organisations are normally undertaken by an 
inspection team of two or more inspectors under the leadership of the Reporting 
Inspector (RI), assisted by a Deputy Reporting Inspector (DRI). Identifi cation of innovative 
and good practice is a key outcome of the inspection process.

Further details of roles and responsibilities can be found in the on-line document:  Roles 
and responsibilities - Inspectorate.

Others

4.2 The Inspectorate has sought to be increasingly open in making public its 
procedures and believes that others have an important contribution to make to 
the inspection process. Associate assessors, professional associates, nominees and 
Department representatives can be included in the inspection process.

Further details of roles and responsibilities can be found in the on-line document: Roles 
and responsibilities - others.
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5. Grading

5.1 Grading terms used for self evaluation and inspections (under review).

Grade Descriptor
1 Outstanding characterised by excellence

2 Consistently good

3 Many good features but some areas for improvement which the organisation 
has the capacity to address.

4 Overall sound/satisfactory but with some areas for improvement  which need 
to be addressed

5 Signifi cant weaknesses which outweigh strengths 

6 Poor

Further information can be found in the on-line document:  Terms used in inspection 
reports.
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6. Weblinks

Education and Training Inspectorate:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/

IQRS Part A:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/iq_rs_part_a-3.pdf

IQRS Part B:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/iq_rs_part_b.pdf

IQRS Essential Skills Supplement:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/appendixb4.pdf

IQRS Information Learning Technology Supplement:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/iqrsfurtheediltsupp.pdf

IQRS Pastoral Care Supplement:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/pastoral_care.pdf

Other Useful Links

The charter for inspection and other useful links:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/index/inspection/quality-of-service/improvement-charter-
document.htm

How to make a complaint:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/index/inspection/making_a_complaint_about_inspection.htm

The refl ective teacher:
http://www.etini.gov.uk/refl ectiveteachers.pdf

LSDA (NI):
http://www.lsdani.org.uk/index.aspx

The government’s policy on inspection of public services:
http://archive.cabinetoffi ce.gov.uk/opsr/documents/pdf/policy.pdf




