How actors shape the perceived quality of outsourced education: Evidence from Hong Kong

Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk173061514]Design/methodology/approach – We surveyed 287 school leaders and teachers from 18% of publicly-funded Hong Kong secondary schools (n=67) about school-level educational outsourcing (EO) practices. Specifically, we examined decision-making across the partnership cycle from the identification of providers to post-service evaluation of the outsourced programs (OPs) via multilevel ordered Logit analysis. 
Purpose - Globally, public schools are increasingly using EO to teach standard curriculum, with mixed results. We model the antecedents and mechanisms that might affect OPs’ perceived teaching quality.
Findings – Mid-leaders such as vice-principals perceived OPs as more effective, compared to staff overseeing/administering them. During the purchase stage, decision-making based on subjective data (e.g., opinion-gathering from colleagues) rather than objective data (e.g., student learning outcomes) yielded lower perceived OP quality. During OP implementation, staff collaboration with service providers resulted in lower perceived OP quality. Post-service evaluations involving teacher feedback also yielded lower perceived OP quality. When the actual costs for outsourcing were within its budget, staff perceive the OP as higher quality. Interactions among explanatory variables were linked to perceived OP quality.
Originality/value - Previous research only identified the factors that shape the perceived quality of OPs. This exploratory study illuminates mechanisms through which the policy actors and their interactions shape the EO practice at the school level and its perceived quality. By showing relationships among identified factors, and capturing related complexity, it provides a more nuanced understanding of EO.
Keywords educational outsourcing, education quality, policy enactment, actor roles, a multilevel-ordered Logit analysis
1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk194522092]Amid global neoliberalism, non-state actors have proliferated in school systems, blurring boundaries between public and private sectors—especially as schools contract out core educational services such as teaching or curricula design (Ball and Youdell, 2008). Reflecting neoliberal advocacy of efficiency and freedom of choice, some policymakers and educational practitioners argue that educational outsourcing (EO, aka commercialization or public-private partnerships) can address diverse education problems (e.g., school management, curriculum design, instruction), increase cost-effectiveness, diversify the curriculum, improve students’ learning, and even mitigate educational inequity (Choi, 2024; Mangione et al., 2022; Powell, 2015). Thus, many countries (e.g., New Zealand, the UK and China) have embraced EO[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  This study focuses on the effectiveness of the EO. However, the authors believe that any significant educational changes need to be investigated for their broader impact, e.g., how it reshapes the conceptualisastion of public schooling, which in turn may erode social justice (e.g., Hogan et al., 2025). For our critiques of current EO practice concerning educational equity and recommendations, please see Authors (Year 1) and Authors (Year 2).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk170936492]While EO may promise diverse benefits, exploratory, qualitative studies warn of potential pitfalls that can undermine the quality of student learning on EO programmes, such as a lack of teaching competence or inappropriate level of collaboration between schools and EO providers (e.g., Sperka et al., 2017), or negative impact on educational equity coming from unintended neglect of students with different needs, or fund allocation that favours large schools (e.g., Hogan et al., 2025). Though insightful, past studies have not statistically evidenced a systematic model of antecedents and mechanisms affecting EO quality. Such a model can inform superior design and management of EO programs to improve their quality and cost-effectiveness to enhance public school students' learning processes and outcomes. This exploratory, quantitative study helps fill this research gap by addressing two research questions (RQs):
1. How do school staff perceive EO program quality?
2. What mechanisms affect perceived EO program quality?
We examined the survey responses of 224 staff (senior leadership 21%, panel heads 54%, teachers 25%) from 67 public secondary schools (constituting 18% of the school group) via multilevel ordered Logit analysis. The results showed that school structures (e.g., job position, functional roles) and schools’ EO processes (e.g., EO programme selection, student needs analysis, programme content selection, external collaboration, budget) were linked to perceived EO quality. 
In the remainder of this paper, we summarize EO research and EO practices in Hong Kong. Then, we present this study's methodology, our findings, and their implications and limitations.
2. Educational outsourcing: Conceptualisation and actors’ contribution to its quality
[bookmark: _Hlk194522735]2.1 Outsourcing and its actors
Outsourcing refers to “the procurement of goods and services from external suppliers” (Mol, 2007, p. 5). EO started with peripheral services such as catering, and recently expanded to the heart of education (e.g., school management, curriculum delivery) (Choi, 2018). This study examines the latter outsourcing and focuses on the practices of state/public schools—those funded by taxpayers rather than tuition. Diverse actors are involved in EO. Some EO programmes are charities (e.g., Teach First schemes). Others involve educational businesses or freelancers (e.g., hiring sports coaches, subcontracting higher education to external providers, aka franchising; Department for Education, 2025). Beyond hiring specific services (e.g., privately organised events for students), some schools outsourced school management, such as decision making on hiring or other school matters (Bates et al., 2019; Oldham et al., 2019; Sperka and Enright, 2017).
International organizations (e.g., UN, UNESCO) have advocated partnerships with third parties to improve education quality (e.g., SDG 17), but past studies yielded mixed results (e.g., Adamson and Galloway, 2019; Ball and Youdell, 2008). Specifically, EO quality varies, hinging on EO personnel, their selection, and their management (e.g., Choi, 2018; Sperka et al., 2017). 
2.2 How actors shape EO quality
EO providers’ qualifications/credentials are linked to EO quality (Powell, 2015). For example, some outsourced sports coaches in Ireland lacked teaching knowledge/skills and knowledge of the school curriculum, which obstructed their teaching of it (Bowles and Pardalos, 2020). In England, schools managed by external providers rather than local authorities hired significantly more teachers without formal accreditation, which could de-professionalize the teaching workforce and threaten teaching quality (Martindale, 2019).
Also, poor EO implementation can worsen student learning outcomes. For example, schools in Australia received a lump sum of money for EO and external partnerships to support the diverse needs of students with limited English proficiency. Exacerbated by opacity, workload demands, and poor communication, some schools did not meet these students' needs—or even ignored them to divert the money for other purposes in their inadequate budgets (Anonymised references 1 and 2). In this paper, we will focus on EO quality. Some government agencies select EO providers and monitor their quality. For example, the United States [US] government contracted with private companies to implement the No Child Left Behind Act, and found that carefully selecting and monitoring them improved EO quality (Burch et al., 2007). 
As school leaders, like vice-principals, manage their school's daily operations (e.g., observing, guiding, and supporting teachers; Barnett et al., 2012), they often decide what (if anything) will be outsourced, often for organizational or educational reasons (Martindale, 2019). Organizationally, EO providers can provide human resources (e.g., expertise) or symbolic resources (e.g., school’s elevated status within the community). Educationally, EO providers can offer valuable, meaningful learning experiences or add subject-specific expertise that diversify and enhance student learning (Bates et al., 2019; Williams and Macdonald, 2014). 
School leaders', teachers', and EO providers' actions/processes (collaboration, decision-making, curriculum delivery, etc.) can affect EO quality. For example, when teachers share student and school information with providers, co-plan the curriculum, and address misbehaviours or other discipline issues, EO quality rises (Mangione et al., 2022; Williams and Macdonald, 2014). By contrast, when school leaders or teachers did not discuss curriculum or instruction with EO providers, students missed their learning targets (Mangione et al., 2022). When teachers only indirectly supervised EO providers (e.g., check student attendance or lessons delivered) rather than actively engage with them, EO effectiveness hinged on the conscientiousness of EO providers (Choi, 2018), rarely yielding fruitful learning or professional growth (Powell, 2015).  
These explorative studies paint a useful but fragmented picture of how school staff’s (in)effective collaboration with EO providers affected their effectiveness (Mangione et al., 2022). However, no study has statistically evidenced such links or their mechanisms. As EO programmes are both numerous and diverse, neither ethnographies nor fixed-criteria assessments can reliably evaluate them. Moreover, scholars have highlighted the importance of stakeholders' perceptions of education quality. For instance, Cheng and Tam (1997) argued that education quality depends on “the extent to which the performance of an education institution can satisfy the needs and expectations of its powerful constituencies” (p. 25). Studies showed that perceived teaching quality accompanies satisfaction with learning (e.g., Osman and Saputra, 2019; Xiao and Wilkins, 2015). Complementing past studies of student ratings of teaching quality (Christ et al., 2022), we examine school staff's views of EO quality, aligning with policy enactment theory.
3. Hong Kong context
[bookmark: _Hlk194526378] The Hong Kong government believes that EO boosts quality and efficiency (Efficiency Unit, 2008), so since Hong Kong's colonial period, EO has flourished and become institutionalized (Choi, 2018). Thus, the government partners with third parties to deliver public services, including education. Specifically, it created over 20 education funds for publicly funded schools (government, aided, and direct subsidy scheme [DSS] schools)1 to buy EO services and curriculum packages. These help teachers implement educational reforms or improve education equity (EDB, 2017). Schools can flexibly buy learning/teaching materials or instruction (a) at on‑site or outside, and (b) during or outside school hours. Some funds are handed out per student to all schools, while others target the disadvantaged, expanding education access to those with special needs (EDB, 2017). Though prevalent, EO operates with little government regulation or oversight. Instead, each school is left to watch over the quality of its EO programmes. Hence, many schools asked their teachers to monitor/supervise EO providers, but most teachers were not trained for this. So, they spent many days learning how to do it. Hence, some EO programmes meant to ease teachers’ burden only added to it (Chan and Ng, 2015; Lau et al., 2022).
4. Data and Methods
4.1 Data Collection
[bookmark: _Hlk194527239]We surveyed 287 staff (senior leadership 21%, department heads 54%, and teachers 25%) from 67 publicly funded secondary schools in Hong Kong (18% of such schools), who were involved in EO progrmames. Then, we analysed their responses with multilevel ordered Logit analysis (Hox et al., 2017; Martinez et al., 2017) to determine links between explanatory variables and participant perceptions of EO quality.
4.2 Participants and Procedure
[bookmark: _Hlk194527374][bookmark: _Hlk170935076]To recruit participants, we faxed invitations to all publicly funded schools and promoted our study during a mandatory teacher development program. In the end, 287 participants from 67 schools (18% of the total) responded, with 224 completing the survey. The participating schools proportionately mirrored the attributes of school groups that affect EO practices and impact: socioeconomic background, school prestige, and neighborhood.  Following the ethical requirements of the funder, the research grant council, participants gave their signed consent before completing the survey. As the EO is widely practiced and the information sought was not personal, it was considered low-risk research, and participants were willing to share their experiences and views. 
Statistical power differed across levels. For α = .05 and a medium effect size of 0.3, the statistical power for 67 schools was .71 and for 224 participants exceeded .99 (Konstantopoulos, 2008). For school-level results, the likelihood that a non-significant student-level result was a false negative was higher, but we retained our usual confidence in our significant results (Cohen, 2013). 
4.3 Instrument
[bookmark: _Hlk170936550]Grounded in policy enactment theory (e.g., Ball et al., 2012) and studies of EO quality (e.g., Bates et al., 2019; Choi, 2018; Donoso, 2008; Honigsfeld and Dove, 2010; Mickan, 2013; Richards, 2001), we devised a survey instrument (click this link to the Supplementary Materials, and see I. Survey tool for the instrument) and collected exploratory data to determine whether actor-related or contextual factors were linked to perceived EO programme quality. The tool underwent content validity checks by three experts—two academic scholars and one teacher—and was piloted with two additional teachers, with revisions made based on their feedback.
Two EO experts and a statistician validated this survey. It consists of five sections: (a) current EO practices in the participant’s school (e.g., source of funding, outsourced subjects, etc.), (b) program selection processes, (c) program implementation and management, (d) program evaluation, and (e) demographics (e.g., age, gender, school district). By placing our target outcome of EO quality near the end of the survey (in [d]), we reduced the Hawthorne effect on participants’ responses (Merrett, 2006). Most of the survey items are multiple-choice questions, with a handful of open-ended ones. 
4.4 Variables
This exploratory study considers many possible relevant influences on education outsourcing, from government monitoring (Burch et al., 2007) through school leaders' decision-making (Martindale, 2019) to the work of frontline teachers (Mangione et al., 2022). Hence, we cast a wide net of single measures to capture them (rather than a smaller set of multiple measures of each construct, which can miss important influences). (After identifying the key factors, a follow-up study will use multiple measures for each construct to reduce measurement error via factor analysis; Joreskog and Sorbom, 2022).Outcome variable. The outcome variable, which measures the impact from EO, was participants’ perceived outsourced programme quality. They responded to the item “Outsourcing is effective for improving the quality of education” on a Likert-type scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
[bookmark: _Hlk172117055]Explanatory variables. We devised the survey based on research on EO and privatization of education at both the state and the school levels. Ensuring the quality of outsourced programs requires integration of the outsourced programs with the existing curriculum via collaboration between outsourced and in-school staff, appropriate leadership, and support from relevant professional development and government policies (Burch, 2009; Honigsfeld and Dove, 2010; Patrinos et al., 2009). Accordingly, we included survey items about government guidance and monitoring, and actor awareness of them. “More control over service provided, greater accountability, less cost, [and] better co-ordination” (Davies and Hentschke, 2002, p. 141). So, we unpacked some school practices that shape EO quality: program management, monitoring, evaluation, budget planning, and communication between in-house and outsourced staff (Donoso, 2008). Hence, our explanatory model includes the following vectors of explanatory variables: (a) Demographics, (b) academic Subject, (c) Role(s) in the EO process, (d) procedures to Select services, (e) procedures for identifying student Needs, (f) criteria for choosing Programme Content, (g), Collaboration with service providers, (h) procedures for programme Evaluation, and (i) Budget plan. Where relevant, the respondents could choose multiple options.
4.5 Data Analyses and their rationales
[bookmark: _Hlk170828295]To answer our research questions, we addressed the following eight analytic issues with specific statistics strategies: (a) missing data with Markov Chain Monte Carlo multiple imputation (Peugh and Enders, 2004), (b) ordered outcomes with ordered Logit / Probit and odds ratios (Martinez et al., 2017), (c) similarities versus differences of teachers across schools with multilevel (ML) analysis (Hox et al., 2017), (d) indirect, ML mediation with multilevel M-tests (MacKinnon et al., 2004), (e) cross-level interactions (school x teacher) with random parameters in random effects models (Hox et al., 2017), (f) many explanatory variables’ possible false positives with the two-stage linear step-up procedure for sufficient statistical power (Benjamini et al., 2006), (g) comparing sizes of regression coefficients with Lagrange multiplier tests (Bertsekas, 2014), and (h) consistency of results across data sets (robustness) with analyses of data subsets and of the original data (Kennedy, 2008; click this link to the Supplementary Materials, and see II-IV for details of the statistics strategies and rationale for using them, descriptive statistics of the findings, and the multilevel ordered Logit analysis outcome). 
[bookmark: _Hlk170935212]Missing data can bias results, reduce estimation efficiency, or complicate data analyses, so we estimate such data (3% in this data set) with Markov Chain Monte Carlo multiple imputation (via LISREL 10.1 with single-chain, EM Posterior mode initial estimates, Jeffreys priors, 500 imputations, 200 burn-in iterations, and 100 iterations [Joreskog and Sorbom, 2018]). Computer simulations show that it outperforms listwise deletion, pairwise deletion, mean substitution, and simple imputation (Peugh and Enders, 2004).
[bookmark: _Hlk170931923]The outcome perceived EO quality consists of Likert-type scale responses (ordinal variable; Kennedy, 2008). To determine the relationship between the outcome and explanatory variables, we used a regression analysis. For this ordinal outcome, ordinary least squares regressions can bias the standard errors, so we use an ordered logistic regression (ordered logit/probit, Hansen, 2022). For each category boundary of the ordinal outcome variable, the model estimates a single coefficient (Kennedy, 2008). To aid understanding of these results, we report the odds ratio (OR) of the regression coefficient (Hansen, 2022). For example, when modelling perceived EO quality, (a) an OR of 3.1 for vice-principal indicates that s/he is 3.1 times more likely than others to perceive EO to be effective, but (b) an OR of 0.3 for mathematics indicates that a teacher who teaches mathematics is less likely than others (only 0.3 times as likely) to perceive EO to be effective.
[bookmark: _Hlk170932442][bookmark: _Hlk170935388]As staff in the same school likely resemble one another more than those in different schools (nested data), an ordinary least squares regression underestimates the standard errors, so we use a multilevel analysis (Hox et al., 2017). Furthermore, this multilevel analysis aids in understanding the links of explanatory variables to the outcome at various levels. Combined with ordered logit/probit for the ordinal outcome, we use a multilevel ordered logit/probit analysis. Single-level tests of indirect mediation on nested data can bias results, so we test for multi-level mediation with a multilevel M-test (MacKinnon et al., 2004). With nested data, modelling interaction effects across levels (e.g., school x teacher) can bias the results, so we use a random effects model (Hox et al., 2017). If an explanatory variable's regression coefficient (e.g., yvj = yv0 + gyvj) differs across levels (gyvj   0?), then we model the possible cross-level moderation with structural variables at the school level (e.g., principal).
[bookmark: _Hlk171006354][bookmark: _Hlk170935120][bookmark: _Hlk170933790][bookmark: _Hlk170935644]As testing many explanatory variables can cause false positives, we reduce them via the two-stage linear step-up procedure; it outperformed 13 other methods in computer simulations (Benjamini et al., 2006). A nested hypothesis test (chi-squared log-likelihood, Δχ2LL) determines the significance of each set of explanatory variables (Kennedy, 2008). We also compute the variance inflation factor (VIF) to test for multicollinearity (Hansen, 2022). For greater precision and less multicollinearity, we omit non-significant variables (which do not cause omitted variable bias, Cinelli and Hazlett, 2020). When testing whether regression coefficients of these explanatory variables differ, Wald and likelihood ratio tests do not apply at boundary points. Hence, we use Lagrange multiplier tests, which also have more statistical power for small deviations from the null hypothesis (Bertsekas, 2014). 
[bookmark: _Hlk170935426]We examine whether the residuals follow a normal distribution via a Q-Q plot (Kennedy, 2008). We also test for differences in variance in the residuals (heteroskedastic errors, Hox et al., 2017). If they exist, we model explanatory variable links to these variances via the random effects component of the multilevel analysis (Hox et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Hlk170933663]Lastly, we test whether the results remain stable (robust) despite small differences in the data or analysis specification (Kennedy, 2008). We separately run these analyses on (a) subsets of the data, and (b) on the original data. Our sensitivity analysis includes a multilevel dominance analysis (Luo and Azen, 2013). 
4.6 Explanatory model
[bookmark: _Hlk170934580][bookmark: _Hlk170937221]We modelled school staff's perceptions of EO outcomes with multilevel ordered logit analysis (via MLwiN statistics software, Charlton et al., 2020), starting with a variance components model to test for significant differences at each level (person at level 1 and school at level 2; see equation 1; Hox et al., 2017).
Outsource_outcomeij =  + eij + fj  + mjDemographicsij + ojSubjectij + pjRoleij 
+ qjSelectij + rjNeedsij + tjProgramme_Contentij + ujCollaborationij
+ vjEvaluationij + xjBudget_planij + zjInteractionsij		(1)
In the vector of Outsource_outcome, perceived EO effectiveness of person i in school j has a grand mean intercept , with unexplained components (residuals) at the person- and school-levels (eij, fj).
[bookmark: _Hlk170938169][bookmark: _Hlk170938153][bookmark: _Hlk170937689][bookmark: _Hlk170936285][bookmark: _Hlk170936326]We entered explanatory variables in sequential sets (vectors) to (a) estimate each set's explained variance, and (b) test for mediation links (Kennedy, 2008). First, we enter a person's structural variables, Demographics. For each vector, a nested hypothesis test determines the significance of a newly added set of explanatory variables (chi-squared log-likelihood, Δχ2LL; its degrees of freedom is the number of variables in the newly added vector [vs. model without the new vector of variables] Kennedy, 2008). Then, we enter variables derived from the above survey responses (see above variables section): academic Subject taught, Role(s) in the EO process, procedures to Select services, procedures for identifying student Needs, criteria for selecting the Programme Content, Collaboration with service providers, procedures for programme Evaluation, and Budget Plan. We also test for Interaction (moderation) and mediation links. The path analysis combines all results from all the regression models and mediation tests.
Note how the inclusion of this variety of factors helps detect confounding ones that influence perceptions of EO quality. For example, a person whose role is to oversee EO or choose its evaluation method might be more personally invested in the EO, want to think highly of oneself, and hence view it as higher quality than others. Also, an administrator might view an EO that is within budget as higher quality than one that exceeds it.
Outsource_outcomeij =  + eij + fj  + mjDemographicsij + ojSubjectij + pjRoleij 
+ qjSelectij + rjNeedsij + tjProgramme_Contentij + ujCollaborationij
+ vjEvaluationij + xjBudget_planij + zjInteractionsij		(1)
[bookmark: _Hlk170937040][bookmark: _Hlk170938674][bookmark: _Hlk170938877][bookmark: _Hlk170932246]We used an alpha level of .05 and analyzed residuals for influential outliers. The explained variance at each level (total, school, person) estimates the proportion of variance in the outcome accounted by the explanatory variable(s) at each level. To test whether these results were robust to distribution assumptions (Kennedy, 2008), we repeated the above analyses with multilevel ordered Probit rather than multilevel ordered Logit.
To better understand the statistics results, we conducted an inductive/deductive hybrid thematic analysis of the open responses (Proudfoot, 2023). Before the thematic analysis, the responses were translated from Chinese into English. Next, we generated themes through an inductive analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step approach. On the other hand, codes in the deductive analysis were derived from policy enactment theory and preliminary findings of the statistical analyses, and then applied to the open responses. While comparing and synthesizing the inductive and deductive themes, we identified similarities and differences to reinforce, illuminate, and complement the statistical findings.
5. Results
5.1 Prevalence of Outsourcing and its Practice
In this study, all 67 schools used EO in the past five years, and the participants identified 20 different purposes, from hiring staff to subject-specific programs’ purchase. These schools most often used EO funds to hire temporary staff, including 178 teaching assistants and 155 contracted teachers. These schools purchased educational services that spanned all subjects, including the core subjects of English, Chinese, math, and science.
These schools purchased 14 types of EO programs, most commonly the 138 courses for students with special learning needs, 128 remedial tutorials for low-achieving students, and 112 cultural exchange/study tours2.
Most participants (89%) indicated their involvement in EO programs through multiple roles. Of these functional roles, the most frequent ones are recruiting student participants (n = 85), overseeing the programs (n = 74), and program administration (n = 78). By contrast, fewer participants (n = 24) were involved in revising the program or teaching.
EO program evaluation often relies on student feedback (n = 159), in-class observation (n = 138), and teachers’ feedback (n = 131). Similarly, EO contract renewal was often based on feedback from students (n = 144) or teachers (n = 149). 
5.2 Perceived program quality
[bookmark: _Hlk170939651]Among the respondents, 49% agreed that the quality of the EO programs was effective and similar to the teaching of the schools' teachers (click this link to the Supplementary Materials and see III Descriptive Statistics). By contrast, 15% disagreed, evaluating the EO programs as inferior to school teaching. Meanwhile, 36% felt uncertain about making such a judgment.
[bookmark: _Hlk170936913]5.3 Explanatory Model
[bookmark: _Hlk171002759]The outcome variable mostly differed across people within a school rather than across schools (perceived EO program quality: person-level variance = 96%, school-level variance = 4%; see Table III, bottom). All results discussed below are significant and describe the first entry into the multilevel ordered Logit regression, controlling for all previously included variables. Ancillary statistics are available upon request. 
[bookmark: _Hlk171005481][bookmark: _Hlk170939694]School structure variables. School structure variables (i.e., job title, Role) were linked to perceived EO program quality. Vice-principals were 3.1 times more likely than others to perceive their EO programs to be effective (3.1 = OR of multilevel ordered logit regression coefficient 1.147, see click this link to the Supplementary Materials, and see IV. Table III, model 1, top; click this link to see also the Figure), accounting for the most variance according to the multilevel dominance analysis (Luo and Azen, 2013). Also, staff with the roles of overseeing or administering EO programs were half as likely as others to perceive EO effectiveness.
School process variables. School processes (i.e., Select, Needs, Program Content, Collaboration, Evaluation, Budget) were also linked to perceived EO effectiveness. 
Selection and needs. Participants whose EO selection procedures involved gathering subjective views (without using actual student assessment outcomes or student survey)—informal chat with colleagues or subjective opinion gathering from staff meetings—were about half as likely as others to perceive EO effectiveness (respective ORs: 0.5 or 0.6). Likewise, contracting staff who relied on their own view of student needs (without student learning data) were far less likely to perceive EO effectiveness (OR = 0.28). Teacher views regarding student needs mediated perceived EO effectiveness link with service selection procedures involving (a) colleagues by 23% (z = ‑2.157, p = .031) and (b) staff meetings by 24% (z = -2.14, p = .031). These variables accounted for 2% of the variance in perceived EO effectiveness (2% ≈ .127 – .110, click this link to see Table III [Supplementary Material IV], models 2 and 3, bottom).
Program content and collaboration. Program content criteria and collaboration were also linked to perceived EO effectiveness. When selecting the EO provider, participants who considered whether it included student learning evaluation tools were 2.6 times more likely than others to perceive EO effectiveness. Meanwhile, participants who collaborated with EO providers during implementation of their program were only half as likely as others to perceive EO effectiveness. External collaboration during the EO program mediated the link between the administering role and perceived EO effectiveness by 26% (z =‑2.011, p = .044). 
Evaluation and budget. Evaluation and budget plan assessment were also linked to perceived EO effectiveness. When EO program evaluation relied on teachers’ views (rather than other measures such as student opinions or learning outcomes), participants perceived lower EO program quality (OR = .73). Participants who reported that actual EO costs were within their budget were 2.62 times more likely than others to perceive EO effectiveness. Staying within budget also mediated the link between teachers' views adopted for student needs analysis and perceived EO effectiveness by 20% (z = -2.362, p =.018).
5.4 Interactions
Four interactions were significant. When a participant had math subject expertise and the program evaluation referred to a report provided by the service provider, the staff was ten times more likely to perceive it as effective. When selecting a program, if learning assessment tools were considered, participants were 6.83 times more likely than others to perceive EO effectiveness. For participants who oversaw the EO program, evaluation procedures that included a staff meeting made them only 0.26 times as likely as others to perceive EO effectiveness. With evaluations with teacher feedback, EOs that stayed within budget were 3.85 times more likely than others to be viewed as effective. These variables accounted for about 5% of the variance in perceived EO effectiveness (5% ≈ .260 – .209, click this link to Supplementary Materials, and see IV. Table III, models 4 and 5, bottom).
[bookmark: _Hlk171003045]All random effects slopes of the above explanatory variables were not significant, indicating that the following results did not differ across levels. None of the VIFs indicated multicollinearity. Also, a Q-Q plot of residuals showed a normal distribution and no substantial outliers. Robustness tests yielded similar results for the original (unestimated) data and across data subsets, showing no evidence of sample bias. Also, multilevel ordered probit yielded similar results.
5.5 Thematic Analysis of Open Items
Many participants (n = 41) mentioned EO difficulties rather than successful experiences (n = 2). The difficulties are mainly ensuring EO program/service quality (n = 22; e.g., “the provided service fell short of school’s expectation”), program/provider selection (n = 11; e.g., “limited quantity of qualified providers”), and collaboration (n = 8; e.g., “conflicting expectations between school and external providers”). The participants also reported on the factors affecting the success of EO programs: providers’ quality/qualification (n = 22), thorough consideration of student needs in purchasing the services (n = 8), the practice of internal and external collaboration (n = 5) and program monitoring (n = 5). Finally, they suggested several areas that required more support for successful EO: access to information on quality service providers (n = 8; e.g., “need more channels to find qualified providers”), manpower resources (n = 6; e.g., “need support for administrative work”), and funding (n = 5; e.g., “need more funds”).
6. Discussion
This study's participants had mixed views of EO program quality in Hong Kong, cohering with earlier findings on public-private partnerships in education (e.g., Nivanaho et al., 2024). Some studies documented improvements in student learning outcomes (e.g., Patrinos et al., 2009), but others did not (e.g., Adamson and Galloway, 2019). Grappling with the complex nature of education quality, this study evidences how school staff's enactment of EO programs (via their job positions, functional roles, and involvement in EO processes) shape their perceived quality.
Within schools, vice principals were more likely than others to perceive EO effectiveness. This finding aligns with past studies showing that administrative duties overwhelm many principals, so they have scant time for curriculum management (e.g., Dube-Xaba and Makae, 2021; Lau et al., 2022). By contrast, assistant principals often manage their school's daily operations and instructional leadership (Barnett et al., 2012), so they likely have more information to make such judgments. 
However, job titles did not dictate participants’ EO roles. Indeed, most study participants (89%) played multiple roles during EO, and teachers made some key EO decisions (Choi, 2018), blurring lines of duty. Thus, researchers should involve school staff with diverse duties when assessing EO quality. 
Several EO roles were linked to lower perceived EO quality: overseeing an EO program, administering it, or collaborating with EO providers. Such negative views might stem from effective EO monitoring or heavier workloads. Closer monitoring of the EO processes might highlight major limitations or problems. Or, these roles might have burdened school staff with heavy workloads and difficult challenges (Chan and Ng, 2015). Specifically, some participants identified these difficulties: few qualified providers, liaising with service providers, assessing their work, writing grant reports, etc. Moreover, some lacked adequate support from their schools to address these difficulties (Macdonald, 2015), which can downgrade their perception of EO quality. Future studies can determine the mechanism(s) driving this result.
Internal school EO processes (e.g., program/service selection, needs analysis, program evaluation) were linked to educators’ perceptions of EO program quality. Specifically, educators perceived worse EO program quality if program selection procedures relied on informal chats with colleagues, staff meetings, or teachers’ views in identifying students’ needs—rather than actual student assessment results. Likewise, EO program evaluation based on teachers’ views rather than student assessment yielded lower perceived EO program quality. Teachers' expectations exceeded EO performance. Some teachers criticized EO providers’ inadequate teaching experience and classroom management skills. Other teachers might have underestimated their student needs. These results suggest testing whether getting diverse stakeholders' (students, teachers, parents, school management) input for program selection improves EO results (Christie et al., 2004), as part of a proper needs analysis.
Further, collaboration between schools and EO providers mediated the impact of a program administration role on perceived EO quality. School staff argued that the low quality of external providers hindered such collaboration. For instance, an EO provider missing some teaching skills or knowledge of students’ needs (Powell, 2015) requires school staff's guide. Some participants challenged government regulations that required schools to hire the cheapest service providers (e.g., EDB, 2013) at the cost of EO quality. 
7. Implications
7.1 Practical implications
 	In this study, diverse factors affected perceived EO quality. Some support past findings that leaders can help teachers improve their students' learning (e.g., more class instruction time; Leithwood et al., 2019). Also, staff roles, not job titles, affect perceived EO quality. Thus, it will help to create an arena for teachers of diverse EO related roles to share their evaluations and suggestions to improve the partnership may contribute to improving the EO practice.
Procedurally, our study suggests that needs analyses, explicit contractual terms, and collaboration between school staff and EO providers can improve EO quality. First, a needs analysis can identify expertise gaps that hinder the attainment of key learning goals, which helps school staff choose suitable EO providers. For example, some schools lacked teachers for ‘non-core’ curriculum areas (physical education, drama, AI), so they hired teachers with these complementary skills to help their students learn more (e.g., Cowan et al., 2025). By contrast, some government agencies appointed private managers for struggling schools (e.g., Phillips and Hamann, 2021; Romero and Sandefur, 2021), who hired unsuitable teachers, yielding inadequate student learning. 
Second, school staff and EO providers can meet to specify contracts with explicit learning goals and assessments measures. Such contracts can reduce miscommunication and disputes during implementation. Also, these contracts can boost stakeholder confidence in EO quality (Choi, 2024). 
Third, these teachers reported moderate collaboration with EO providers, mostly before and during EO provision (56% and 61%, respectively), but purposefully structured collaborations can improve program quality(Marsh et al., 2017). Also, teachers’ support and assistance aided effective classroom management by EO providers, especially for those with limited instructional skills or knowledge of their students (Mangione et al., 2022). Finally, school staff and EO providers' joint evaluations of EO processes and outcomes can guide future improvements and strengthen their partnership (Rodríguez-Campos, 2012). When post-EO evaluation included teachers’ views, EO was perceived to be less effective, suggesting teachers' awareness of EO problems—a prerequisite for improving quality. 
Notably, the government did not adequately monitor EO practices. They typically monitored spending, but not EO provider selection or learning quality. This calls for better systematic regulation and monitoring standards for quality and equity (Choi, 2024; UNESCO, 2021). For example, the UK government recognized quality issues in its franchised provision of Higher Education programmes and is trying to improve their regulations (Department for Education, 2025). Like some other governments (e.g., Australia; Hogan et al., 2025), the Hong Kong government seeks to use EO to increase education equity. For such programmes to achieve the intended aims, effective deployment of EO programmes and their quality control are required. Without careful monitoring, devolving the state’s role to the private sector may result in unintended educational inequity, as was the case for English education for its users as an additional language in Australia (Hogan et al., 2025). In addition, recommendations for regulatory frameworks and close monitoring of learning, as well as financial transparency, are a prerequisite to maintain the quality of public schooling in this new context where new players such as EO providers increasingly contribute to curriculum delivery (Choi, 2024). 
7.2  Theoretical implications
The study evidences mechanisms through which diverse actors shaped policy outcomes, thereby substantiating the heuristic model of policy enactment theory (Ball et al., 2012). In addition, it shows that a comprehensive theory must capture its complex effects. If wealthier schools buy more better education services, EO raises social inequality (Belfield and Levin, 2002; Choi, 2022, 2024). However, our findings show this is not always true. Unqualified EO providers can yield inadequate student learning. Inadequate needs analysis drives poor EO program choices. Poor communication between schools and providers before, during and after EO harms its quality. Hence, our results suggest incorporating school staff’s EO roles, enacted procurement, and management processes into a comprehensive theorisation of EO process and outcomes. It should also include dynamics among actors inside and outside schools (Mangione et al., 2022) and antecedents of after-school learning experiences (Chan and Ng, 2015). By examining many different types of possible antecedents of EO quality, this study takes a step towards a comprehensive model of EO actors, processes, and outcomes.
8. Limitations and Future Research
This study has limitations regarding the participants, sample, perceptions, cross-sectional data, and measures. First, our sample only included school leaders and teachers who were willing to participate, a possible self-selection bias. Future studies can draw on stakeholder theory and examine other EO actors (e.g., students, school staff, and EO providers) and their interactions to more comprehensively model factors that affect EO program quality. Also, future studies can collect views of staff other than teachers to capture factors that may affect EO quality (e.g., school budgets). Second, our study only included participants in Hong Kong, where EO thrives with little opposition or government oversight. Hence, future studies can include participants and schools in other regions with different regulatory environments. Third, this study only collected data on participant perceptions without hard evidence of student learning outcomes. Hence, further studies can use students' pre- and post-test scores in experimental designs or studies that document evidence of causal mechanisms (e.g., reduced [increased] teacher workload, external providers’ qualifications). Fourth, this study only provides a cross-sectional snapshot of perceived EO quality. Hence, future longitudinal studies can trace the interplay among past EO experiences, current EO quality, identification of EO problems, and implementation of their solutions. Finally, the limited options for each survey question and single measures of most constructs can cause measurement error. Future studies can use multiple measures of each construct to create an index with greater precision via factor analysis (Joreskog and Sorbom, 2018) or item response models (Embretson and Reise, 2013). 
9. Conclusion
Across the globe, governments and schools are turning to EO with high hopes of improving education, but its quality is not guaranteed. While past studies pointed to some factors that affect EO quality, no study systematically delineated their relations. In this exploratory study, we unearthed possible mechanisms by which the actors and their interactions shaped EO practice and its perceived quality. Future studies can scrutinize their true impact on EO quality via pre- and post-tests of targeted student knowledge or skills, to uncover these mechanisms. 
Practically, this study sheds light on how EO operates in schools, offering fresh insights into fostering better collaborations between schools and EO providers. These insights can guide policymakers and leaders to give suitable, systemic support to bolster EO quality. This can include conducting thorough, evidence-based needs analysis; allocating financial and time resources to induce and nurture collaborations; embedding evaluation within contracts; and sharing the results with both schools and service providers. 
These insights can improve EO quality, whose demand is growing after the pandemic.
These findings suggest the need to integrate our understanding of real EO practices (school processes) into a theory of EO, especially regarding its quality. A comprehensive theory of EO can include (a) monitoring to ensure EO quality (e.g., whether a needs analysis is required), (b) how school staff or EO staff play pivotal roles at each stage and (c) key EO processes (e.g., school discretion to draw contracts or monitor quality). 
Notes
1. The government fully funds government schools, while, non-profit organizations run aided schools, and receive over 90% of their budget from the government. DSS schools can charge more and receive government funding inversely proportional to their tuition, thus enjoying greater freedom to select students, hire staff, design their curriculum, etc. 
2. This high frequency partly reflects the subject called Other Learning Experience. This funds help new migrants settle.
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