THE TROUBLE WITH OFSTED
PROPOSALS FOR THE REFORM OF SCHOOL INSPECTIONS BY THE NATIONAL UNION OF TEACHERS
Ofsted has failed.  The purpose of a school evaluation system should be to enable schools to ‘know themselves’ honestly in order to support their development and effectiveness.  The current inspection system creates precisely the opposite set of conditions.  Openness and confidence about owning the processes of school evaluation have been replaced by the paramount need to put on a performance for the inspectors.  Ownership of institutional evaluation has been replaced by fear of it.  Trust must replace fear.
While teachers understand the need for accountability, school evaluation is at its most effective when school communities understand its purpose and relevance.  Overwhelming evidence from research and practice demonstrates that evaluation by schools themselves must be at the centre of school inspection and support.

The importance of involving teachers in the development and refinement of self-evaluation and external evaluation cannot be overstated.  Such an approach is critical to its widespread acceptance and to ensuring that the approach is not prescriptive but able to be customised by schools.  The evidence from countries which have adopted a ‘bottom-up’ self-evaluation is that such approaches have contributed to high levels of achievement for the vast majority of pupils.  Where teachers ‘own’ assessment and evaluation, standards go up, not down.

The NUT has led the way in seeking to secure school evaluation which supports, not punishes, schools.

The NUT’s work on an alternative to the current inspection system is longstanding.  Its initial commissioned study, ‘Schools Speak for Themselves – Towards a Framework for Self-Evaluation’ in 1994, had an enormous impact.  The study was based on the Scottish guidelines on school self-evaluation, published by the then Scottish Office Education Department in 1992.
At its heart were two themes.  The first was the entirely refreshing motion that a rigorous approach to school self-evaluation by schools themselves would gather invaluable information on which the school community could act to improve its life and learning.

Within the original study pupils, teachers, parents, governors and members of senior management teams contributed their views on what worked within their schools and what needed to improve using an easy to use and understand set of indicators.
One of the most notable pictures of life in school came from a class of seven year olds who defined the characteristics of a good teacher.

The Good Teacher:

· is very clever;

· doesn’t shout;

· helps you every day;

· is not bossy;

· has faith in you;

· is funny;

· is patient;

· is good at work;

· tells you clearly what to do;

· helps you with mistakes;

· marks your work;

· helps you to read;

· helps you with spelling;

· has got courage.

When the NUT originally published ‘Schools Speak for Themselves’ it was concerned that teachers would feel that the Union had written something which children could use to undermine teachers.  Nothing could have been further from the truth.  Schools which have used their own school self-evaluation instruments have found that their understanding of school life substantially enhanced.

A follow-up study by Professor John MacBeath, ‘Schools Must Speak for Themselves’, listed the impact of the original study in other countries.  Cities in Italy, Germany, Denmark, Thailand, United States, Canada, Argentina, alongside countries including Singapore and Hong Kong, had adopted the approaches of the original study.  ‘Schools Speak for Themselves’ also provided the backdrop to the European Commission funded ‘Evaluating Quality in School Education’ project which involved 101 schools in 18 countries.  

From the Historical Background to the Present Day

The NUT believes that developments in the inspection process in Scotland need to be examined by the coalition Government.  In Scotland, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Education (HMIe) make it absolutely clear that:
“The purposes of HMIe inspections are to provide assurance to stakeholders and to promote improvement, successful innovation that enhances learners’ experiences and leads to better outcomes for them… Inspections are independent, rigorous, open and fair… They meet parental expectations and focus on how children’s needs and entitlements are being met…”
One of the most crucial passages in an HMIe briefing note for schools contains the following statement:
“Inspection is founded on professional engagement between staff and inspectors.  Inspections allocate time appropriate to circumstances, to first-hand observation of learning and teaching, interacting with staff and their stakeholders.  In the proportion of schools where significant support is needed to encourage and promote change and improvement, HMIe engagement continues after the initial inspection through additional follow-through activities.  All inspections take full account of the stakeholder perspective through analysis of questionaires that gather the views of pupils, parents and staff and through face-to-face meetings with a range of stakeholders.”

A number of key features stand out in relation to the Scottish inspection system.

· Inspections in Scotland are not only independent, rigorous, open and fair, they are also accepted as such by school communities and the authorities responsible for the education service.

· Self-evaluation is not imposed.  It is up to schools to present evidence to HMIe in ways that they feel confident, so that they can feel that they are presenting the most accurate picture to inspectors.  Inspectors therefore know that they are receiving a 360° picture of the school’s strengths and weaknesses.  

· Inspection in Scotland is not just about observing and commenting.  It is about inspectors having the responsibility of following through with their recommendations by providing additional support after inspections.  

· Above all, inspection in Scotland has, by and large, achieved a balance of challenge and support which means that the inspection process is embedded in the day-to-day lives of schools.

What Then Should Happen to the Current Inspection Arrangements?
The NUT believes that the coalition Government should commission an independent review, accompanied by widespread consultation on the effects of the current school accountability system on children and young people, on teaching and learning and on schools as communities.  The review should cover all the systems of accountability which schools are currently subject to, in particular the Ofsted inspection system and the use of National Curriculum assessment results for accountability purposes.  The review should focus on securing a single system of institutional accountability which supports and challenges school communities and which fosters schools’ ownership of evaluation.  
The NUT believes that such a review should be conducted prior to any legislative reforms to the inspection system.  There is overwhelming evidence that the approach set out below is the most effective.
School Self-Evaluation

· Schools should have primary responsibility for their evaluation.

· Each school’s approach to self-evaluation and its resulting development plan would provide the basis for external evaluation.  Schools should not be expected to engage in the production of any new or additional materials in preparing for external evaluation.

· The views of stakeholder groups, representing teaching and support staff, senior management, pupils, parents and governors should be fully reflected in each school’s self-evaluation.
Schools in Need of Additional Support

· The category of ‘special measures’ and ‘significant improvement’ should be replaced by the designation ‘schools needing additional support’.
· Head teachers of schools needing additional support should be offered a range of support including, where appropriate, from head teachers or local authority advisors.

· There should be no ‘one size fits all’ deadline for improvement.

· Local authorities should have a key school improvement responsibility for supporting such schools, including the provision of additional targeted resources such as advisors and seconded teachers based in those schools.  

School Evaluation – National and Local Accountability
The NUT believes that the following national framework should be established.

· Ofsted should be abolished and replaced by an independent Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI).

· The current system of contracted inspections should be abolished.  Instead, HMI would carry out the external part of school evaluation.

· Each external school evaluation team should be carried out by HMI, accompanied by a small number of trained advisors drawn from head teachers, teachers, local authority advisors, parents and school communities.

· The role of external evaluators or inspectors should be to assess the information provided by each school’s evaluation procedures alongside its own inspections.  The information arising from the inspection would be used to provide advice to schools.

· Discussions with staff should be an integral part of external evaluations.  External evaluation would be seen as a dialogue between professionals from the outset.  A fundamental underpinning of that dialogue should be based on the principles of respect and trust.

· Each school’s head teacher and staff should be involved in the inspection team’s discussion and judgement processes, to enable the school to contribute to a professional dialogue about the school’s strengths and weaknesses.  Training for head teachers on the external validation process would address their roles in both their own and other schools.

· HMI should be required to inspect the impact of national and local initiatives on both head teachers and teachers and the contributions of head teachers to achieving a reasonable work-life balance for staff.
· The evaluation framework should be flexible enough to cover both individual schools and the collaborative arrangements between schools, including federations.  All schools within a federation would be inspected together and treated as a coherent unit when evaluating the federation’s overall effectiveness.

Where There is Disagreement

It is quite clear from the current arrangements that, to ensure that schools are confident about the institutional evaluation system, they need a fair and independent appeals procedure.  It believes that a genuinely independent inspection adjudicator on inspections should be established who is appointed by the Government through normal Nolan procedures.  The NUT also believes that the adjudicator’s investigations and judgements should not be limited.  If the inspections adjudicator believed that the evaluation conducted by HMI was unfair, the adjudicator would be able to change HMI judgements.

The Role of a New HMI

The current use of blanket National Curriculum assessment and tests to act as a proxy for evaluating the effectiveness of schools is excessive, punitive and ineffective.  The NUT has consistently argued for the establishment of a national Assessment of Performance Unit with a responsibility for sampling the effectiveness of the education system.  A new HMI would work with a new APU. 

The appointment of the Chief Inspector would take place through Nolan procedures.  The Chief Inspector would have responsibility for reporting annually to Parliament.  He or she would be accountable to Parliament through the House of Commons’ Children, Schools and Families Select Committee.  In addition, the Chief Inspector’s Annual Report should be presented to Parliament by the Secretary of State.

IN SUMMARY
Ofsted claims that its self-evaluation form encapsulates the principles of school self-evaluation.  It doesn’t.  In Scotland, evidence-gathering is subordinate to the establishment of a relationship between the Scottish HMIe and school communities.  The key difference between England and Scotland is that the Scottish HMIe has an ongoing and positive relationship with schools through follow-through activity which involves advice and support.  In contrast in England, schools greet the prospect of inspections with both fear and weariness.

All the evidence is that many staff, including school leaders who could have continued making a valuable contribution to their schools, decide prematurely that they cannot experience further inspections.  Many of England’s most experienced head teachers retire early because they believe that their last inspection reports are as good as they get.  The attrition on dedicated and committed staff of the current Ofsted approach has to stop.  The NUT believes that the principles outlined in this statement provide the basis for reform and it urges strongly the new coalition Government to conduct an independent review of the school inspection system prior to considering any legislative change.
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