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FOREWORD

How can you accurately judge any school in two days?

School leader

Midway through writing this book, I got ‘the call’. I’ve had the call before, but this time felt different, as I was acutely aware of how I was beginning to feel about the current inspection model. I had been pulling together my thoughts based on my experiences and those of others, and had conducted research into accountability models in other sectors and other nations. I had interviewed people who had written inspection frameworks and leaders who had been through different ones. Now here I was, my own living case study. There was a reason this inspection was so different. I am a secondary school leader, but while writing this book I was offered the opportunity to be the Headteacher of a primary school. I felt this would be a brilliant experience; it would help me understand inspection more broadly across different phases, and I would learn a lot. The school was a ‘non-association independent school’ – I hadn’t heard of that – and the inspection handbook, while similar to the usual one, was different. The inspection would be carried out using the Independent School Standards – of which I had no experience – as well as those of Ofsted. So, on my eighth day in post, I answered the phone…

Well, I learned a lot in a very short time. The principles are the same: how well do you know the school? What are its strengths and weaknesses? What are you doing to address the latter? The school was very small and I became increasingly aware of the many hats each of us wore as staff members and how the level of ‘interrogation’ was at times seemingly overwhelming. You only do really appreciate other people’s experiences when you live through them, and I clearly saw that the process of inspection is no different in a small setting than in a large secondary school, and that in some cases it may even be harder as there is so much focus on a relatively small group of people.

In the afternoon of the final day of the inspection I picked up a copy of Headteacher Update and put it in my bag. When I got home I opened it and saw 12 pages dedicated to Ofsted preparation!

The dilemma is this: Ofsted is often seen as good or outstanding by people who get good or outstanding in their school inspection, and Ofsted is often seen as inadequate for people who don’t. It is of course not as straightforward as this. Many leaders and school staff don’t feel happy with Ofsted, either the institution, the framework, or the process. This can be true even if they get one of the two ‘top’ grades. Some who do well with the grade judgement may feel the experience has been an overly bureaucratic and exhausting process and might think it could be refined or adapted in some way. Some school leaders who get ‘downgraded’, though disappointed, may actually feel the process and outcome was fair. I call this the Ofsted Paradox.

The number of comments I read about Ofsted on social media, in educational magazines and in news articles is increasing exponentially. Surely this is telling us something, especially when the vast majority of comments are negative in some way. I’ve read and heard that ‘Ofsted is broken’, and ‘our accountability system is broken’. Most educators and stakeholders would agree we need some form of accountability in our schools, and while there is some common discourse about an ‘other way’, we are not in agreement just yet. Some of the unions have made useful comments and there has been a lot written about what Ofsted should not be. But what could it be?

We are a public sector profession using public money to serve the nation’s children, families and communities. In my last book, School self-review – a sensible approach, I wrote about the purpose of accountability in English schools.1 I stated that it is of course right that we are held to account: we operate in the public sector, we are responsible for the education and prospects of young people, and we spend public money. We must demonstrate that we are worthy of the trust we are given and the resources allocated to us. I also suggested that my ideal accountability model would be one where we are trusted as professionals to carry out our own internal self-evaluation and peer review practices, with these then being validated by an external body such as Ofsted.

So is there a better way? A way that more people in education will feel they can support?

We hear that inspection regimes are different in other countries, but are they? What about accountability frameworks in other public services in the UK? What can we learn from being more outward looking?

This book aims to reflect on these issues and offer some suggestions as to how schools should or could be held to account in this country. It examines what a meaningful accountability system of school inspection could look like, and I hope it leads to some fruitful discussions. There may be a few disagreements but hopefully it might be agreed that as a body of professionals some account might be taken of what we feel is best for ourselves and the children in our care.

I recognise that Ofsted is not just applicable to state schools, but this book solely relates to the school inspection arm of their work. It is not strictly an academic work, rather it draws on the wide range of views and opinions available about the current state of inspection in this country, and the gathering and growing volume of voices from different quarters that are dissatisfied with Ofsted and the intense ‘make or break’ pressures it involves. I could have spent more time looking at academic research (though as we will see there isn’t much out there about the impact of Ofsted), but there is a pressing need to address the issues involved, and I don’t believe we can wait any longer to implement substantive and lasting change.



1 O’Brien, T. (2022) School self-review – a sensible approach. Woodbridge: John Catt.
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