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A note on the text

This book is a repost to the snake-oil salesmen who’ll tell you what to do to impress inspectors. Don’t be fooled by the title – which is tongue-in-cheek; the subtitle is doing the heavy-lifting here. It’s a book about doing what’s right for your pupils every day, not what’s right for inspectors during their two-day visit.


Yes, it unpacks the 2025 inspection framework in a way that makes sense to busy school leaders and teachers, and yes, it offers lots of practical tools that will help you evidence what you do when you get the call, but it is about the long-haul of genuine and sustainable school improvement, not quick fixes. 



Do not attempt to tick off every suggested action in this book. Instead, use them to help you sense-check what you do now and to help you consider what you could do differently (note: not more, just differently) in the future. Use them to help you frame conversations with colleagues and to provide a starting point for those new to their leadership roles so that they’re not faced with a blank page and a tight deadline when tasked with producing a policy or strategy but, instead, they have something on which to hang their hats.


In short, use it as you will but please use it pragmatically and sensibly. And use your professional judgment throughout: take what works for you and ignore what doesn’t.

eBook readers

If you're reading this on a small ebook, please note that the tables have been optimised for scrolling. Click on a table and you should be able to swipe left and right and up and down. Alternatively, you can download all the tables from bit.ly/HowToAceOfsted 


Introduction

Winston Churchill is purported to have said that “Democracy is the worst form of government except for all those other forms that have been tried”. The same might be said of Ofsted – the Office for Standards in Education, a government quango that inspects state-funded schools in England.

Ofsted divide opinion. Either they’re a force for good, ensuring educational standards are improved, children are kept safe, and parents are able to make informed decisions about where to educate their children. Or they’re responsible for untold stress and suffering among school leaders and staff, putting hard-working educationalists through torture and ruining reputations.

I have my view, but I won’t share it within these pages. I will say this, though: Ofsted are not perfect and nor is their latest inspection framework. But it exists and schools can’t escape it. And so, in this book, I want to focus on what schools can do to ensure an inspection is as pain-free as possible – and ends in success. Not by doing lots of things solely for the purposes of inspection, or by producing lots of documents only for inspectors’ eyes. But by understanding the inspection process and developing a shared language so that all staff know what inspectors are looking for, and by ensuring that what they do every day is in the best interests of children and communities.

This book is packed with practical tools and tangible tips – all of which constitute perennial good practice advice about how to make school improvement your routine not your rescue plan. In short, this is a book not about faking inspection readiness but about making inspection-readiness your everyday reality.


We don’t do it for Ofsted. As educators, we do what we do for the children and communities we serve. And if we do what’s in their best interests and act with integrity at all times, then we should have nothing to fear from Ofsted. So, this book is about that: doing what’s right for our children and communities and making that work within the inspection process.



When you get ‘the call’, don’t panic! Your school is amazing and so are you. Besides – and let me whisper this – even if it’s not quite where it needs to be yet, it’s too late to do anything about it by the time inspectors turn up at your door. So don’t try! If you attempt to make changes after you’ve had ‘the call’ then it will backfire. So, as I say, don’t panic.


It is what it is. Be honest, be confident, be you. And as a school leader, your colleagues are looking to you to model how to feel. You are their weathervane; you tell them which way the wind’s blowing. If you panic, so too will they. If you project apprehension, they’ll become nervous. So be the 3Cs: calm, collected, and confident. Even if that means you have to fake it before you make it.


Next, put wellbeing ahead of everything else. That means your pupils, your staff, and you! Take time to switch off. Stay fed and hydrated. Promote a healthy work-life balance, even the night before the inspection starts. No, especially the night before the inspection starts. Don’t commit to keeping the school open till midnight and encourage colleagues to stay late preparing – doing displays, marking books, writing lesson plans. All you’ll achieve is heightened stress levels and exhaustion. The best preparation is to go home at a reasonable hour and relax. Tell colleagues this is the expectation then model it: leave the car park early and your colleagues will follow.


The same rule applies during the two-day visit by Ofsted. Keep wellbeing top of the agenda. Walk the floor as often as possible, be visible. Check in with colleagues at lesson changeover and during social times. Smile. Be kind. Reassure. Compliment. Tell your colleagues they’re amazing – you know it, their pupils know it. Soon, so too will inspectors.

Remember that inspectors don’t know your school as well as you do. They don’t walk those corridors every day, speak to children and their parents, work with your staff. As such, they are liable to make mistakes about your school. Don’t get frustrated by their errors of judgment or by the misconceptions they bring with them. Challenge them. Diplomatically, politely, but firmly and robustly. And always with evidence.

And don’t just rely on dry data – stats have their uses, and I happen to love graphs, but they only show part of the picture. So, tell stories. Bring the data to life. Talk about the wonderful young people in your school – what they’re like, what they do and say, what they achieve, where they go next. Celebrate their successes. And not just their academic successes, either; but what they do beyond the curriculum and how they develop as people. And don’t just focus on the high-fliers, those to whom success seems to come easy. Talk about the children who face challenges and for whom success is an uphill struggle. Talk about how they overcome those challenges – with your help – and are determined to break the chains of their birth and define their own destinies.


In all you say, remember to focus on impact, impact, impact! What is the impact of your actions on the children and communities that you serve? Bring everything back to the ‘so what?’ – what does this mean for pupils and how does it help prepare them for future success?


Finally, rather than reinventing the wheel, adopt Ofsted’s three principles of inspection as your guiding star. Those principles are:


	Achieve 


	Belong 


	Thrive 





Inspectors are told to hold these principles close to their hearts (I paraphrase) during inspection and thus you’d be wise to adopt them as part of your shared language.

In practice, ask:

	What do we do as a school to ensure that every pupil, regardless of background and need, is helped to achieve good academic outcomes and develop as a person so that they are prepared for the next stage of their journey? What do our outcomes look like in their broadest sense and do those with differences and disadvantages achieve in line with their peers? 




	What do we do as a school to foster a sense of belonging for all, so that every pupil is seen and heard, and valued and respected? How do we ensure our school – its social and emotional environment, and its curriculum, teaching and assessment methods – reflects our pupils’ own lives and experiences? What impact does this have on pupil attendance, behaviour, and wellbeing? 




	What do we do as a school to ensure every pupil can flourish? From policies and procedures, and systems and structures, to staff attitudes and daily actions, how do we create a culture in which children develop the knowledge and skills needed to be successful citizens of the world? Here, think about your personal development programme, extra-curricular activities, and careers education. 




Top tips

Here are some more of my top tips for making a success of inspection…

	
Remember Ofsted are not why we do what we do! Operate your normal school day and don’t panic! Preparation is not about rehearsing a performance; it’s about making your day-to-day reality inspection ready. 




	
Make quality assurance your routine, not your rescue plan. Maintain a rolling SEF that is updated termly with fresh evidence; avoid the “midnight before” rewrite. Link quantitative data, qualitative feedback (pupil/staff voice), and first-hand observation to tell a coherent story. Ensure every subject lead has a concise curriculum narrative, key data trends and how they’ve been addressed, and examples of pupil work showing progression over time 




	
Align your narrative to impact, not activity. Ofsted will be less interested in what you are doing, and more in what difference it makes. When discussing interventions, talk about impact on pupil learning rather than simply listing strategies. For wellbeing initiatives, show how they improve attendance, engagement, or wellbeing. In SEND provision, evidence closing gaps over time, not just the provision offered. 




	
Embed cultural readiness. Inspection readiness is as much about mindset as it is about paperwork. Think: can all staff articulate the school’s vision and core pedagogical principles in plain language? Can all staff explain their role in safeguarding, curriculum delivery, and pupil wellbeing? Can all pupils describe their learning, how they know they are making progress, and how the school supports them? 





	
Keep safeguarding inspection ready. Conduct termly safeguarding audits against the latest KCSIE and anticipated 2025 safeguarding guidance. Train all staff on emerging priorities (AI safety, gender-questioning pupil protocols, online harms). Ensure case records are accurate, timely, and securely stored – inspectors often look for consistency here as an indicator of culture. 




	
And above all… protect staff wellbeing before, during, and after an inspection. Avoid “mock inspections” that mimic stress without improving practice – opt for coaching-based reviews instead. Keep paperwork requirements proportionate; don’t generate “for Ofsted” documents that have no day-to-day value. Reassure staff that preparation is about showcasing reality, not performing perfection. 




If inspection readiness is baked into your everyday systems, there’s no need to gear up when the call comes because the call won’t change what you do. The most confident schools are those where: Quality assurance is live, lean, and purposeful; everyone can tell the school’s story; and impact is clear, consistent, and compelling.

Talking of which…

Articulating impact

Here’s a useful rubric I’ve developed to help articulate to inspectors the impact of your actions since the last inspection. It will keep you focused and succinct.


Objective:


In order to… [e.g. improve the attendance of disadvantaged pupils]


Actions:


We did x, y, z… [detail the tangible steps taken: what, when, by whom]


Impact:


As a result of which, we… [use comparative data which shows the improvement not the outcome, e.g. the attendance of disadvantaged pupils improved from X% to Y% / by Z percentage points]


Evidence:


We know this because… [outline the data sources, aim for a weight of evidence which combines quantitative and qualitative data inc. staff/pupil voice]


Next:


Our next step is… [say what you’ll do now to further improve/sustain/embed your good practice]

Here it is in tabular form…











	Objective


	Actions


	Impact


	Evidence


	Next steps





	In order to…


	We…


	As a result of which…


	We know this because…


	Our next step is…





	

	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	

	










NOTE: This table, like every table in this book, is available to download from bit.ly/HowToAceOfsted


It would be helpful to have a line prepared for each of your areas for improvement from the last inspection and then to share it with all your staff so that everyone ‘sings from the same hymn sheet.’ In addition, I’d suggest you have a slimmed down version of your school improvement plan in which you articulate your top three strengths as a school and your top two areas for development. Again, share this with staff so everyone says the same things. For each aspect, explain:


	
The strength 


	
How we know it’s a strength 


	
How we’re maintaining / embedding this good practice 


	
The weakness 


	
How we know it’s a weakness 


	
What we’ve already done to address it 


	What more we plan to do 


	Our intended outcome 





Again, here it is in tabular form…












	Strengths


	How we know


	How we’re maintaining


	Weaknesses


	How we know


	What we’ve done


	What we plan to do





	1


	

	

	1


	

	

	




	2


	

	

	2


	

	

	




	3


	

	

	

	

	

	







Part One: Inspection-ready when the call comes
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Chapter 1: The 2025 Inspection Framework


As predicted, Ofsted have replaced one- or two-word judgments with a report card. There are now six evaluation areas, which is a significant reduction from the original proposal, each judged on a 5-point scale.


Six evaluation areas

The six areas are:


	
Inclusion 


	
Curriculum and teaching 


	
Achievement 


	
Attendance and behaviour 


	
Personal development and wellbeing 


	
Leadership and governance 





There is a separate section for ‘safeguarding’ which will be judged to have been ‘met’ or ‘not met’ and separate evaluation criteria for ‘early years’ and ‘post-16’ where applicable.

It’s worth noting that inclusion is not only a standalone evaluation area, but it also runs through the framework like the letters in a stick of Blackpool rock. Why? Because Ofsted believes that, from leadership to teaching to behaviour, all aspects of education should support children who are disadvantaged, those who have SEND, and those who are known to children’s social care.

Accordingly, the report card has a section detailing ‘what it’s like to be a pupil at this school’ and inspectors are told to focus on the experiences of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable in a school. In short, schools will be judged by the outcomes achieved by those who face the greatest challenges.

Inspectors will evaluate whether schools are identifying and offering high-quality support for all children. This will include how schools are using targeted funding (such as the Pupil Premium) to support children who are disadvantaged, and those who have SEND or are known to children’s social care.

Although Ofsted refer to those children who are disadvantaged, those with SEND, and those who are known to children’s social care, they acknowledge that it is for schools, not them, to ‘define’ inclusion. As such, schools would be wise to agree their own definition of ‘disadvantage’ and this, I would argue, should extend beyond funding formula. Ask: who are at risk of being excluded from school-life? Who are our most disadvantaged and vulnerable children? We’ll explore this further in Chapter 2.

Five-point scale

The 5-point grading system is as follows:


	
Urgent improvement 


	
Needs attention 


	
Expected standard 


	
Strong standard 


	
Exceptional 





The methodology inspectors use to grade schools has changed from a ‘best fit’ model, which allowed inspectors to award grades by determining a ‘best fit’ across a range of standards, to a ‘secure fit’ model which means that each standard within a grade must be met before it can be awarded.

The new methodology will start by gathering evidence at the ‘expected standard’ because this is what Ofsted say they’d typically expect to see on inspections. It covers the statutory, professional and non-statutory guidance that providers are already expected to follow. The ‘strong standard’, with its tighter definitions, looks for evidence of practice to be consistent, embedded and highly impactful. An evaluation area will be graded ‘needs attention’ when the ‘expected standard’ of the evaluation area is not met because weaknesses or inconsistencies in practice have a negative impact on children in general or on a particular group.

An area graded ‘needs attention’ will be accompanied by one or more recommendations, which will describe what needs to improve (but not how to do it).

Contrary to what was originally proposed, Ofsted will not ask providers to submit case studies of exemplary practice to the Ofsted Academy for approval. Instead, inspectors will evaluate ‘exceptional’ practice in the same way as other grades: using their evidence and applying the toolkit during inspection.

Ofsted will grade an area as ‘urgent improvement’ when they: evaluate it to be failing overall or failing a significant group of children, or when they identify serious, critical or systemic shortcomings in practice, policy or performance, against professional/ statutory or non-statutory guidance and requirements.

Context counts

As before, there will be a notification call between 9.30am and 10am on the Monday of the week in which a school is inspected, followed later that day by a 90-minute planning call. Inspectors will use the planning call to understand a school’s context. This includes the children’s needs and leaders’ evaluation of their school’s strengths and areas for improvement.

Ofsted will also share data about the school’s context alongside the report card. This will include demographic and outcome information. Published summary data – the latest data available at the point when the inspection took place – will sit alongside report cards and complement the qualitative findings from inspections: this will show the profile of pupils, as well as performance and attendance data.

As such, schools will not be judged using a ‘one size fits all’ approach, but, instead, their unique circumstances and challenges will be considered when reaching judgments.

Preparing for inspection

Later in this book, I will dissect the six evaluation areas. In this chapter, however, I’d like to focus on the logistics of an inspection.

As I said above, there are two calls: the notification call and the planning call.

The notification call

On the notification call, inspectors will ask to speak with the headteacher or, if they are unavailable, the most senior member of school staff who is available. They will inform the school that an inspection is taking place and explain the type and length of the inspection. They will then schedule the planning call and explain that this is normally a video conference, unless technology does not allow this.


I would encourage headteachers to have at least one other senior leader present on the planning call to assist, ideally more. A new role of nominee has been created to support with planning, communication and ongoing engagement throughout the inspection, helping to streamline the workload. This nominee should also be on the call.



Talking of the nominee…


Ofsted will invite providers to nominate an individual working within the setting/provision to act as a nominee. The nominee will support planning, communication and ongoing engagement throughout the inspection, helping to streamline the workload. They will:

- Attend the planning call


- Inform stakeholders about the inspection


- Make sure pupils, parents and staff are informed about how they can give their views


- Brief staff about inspection arrangements


- Provide information for the lead inspector to support inspection planning


- Provide insight into the school’s context


- Liaise with the lead inspector and make sure documents and information are available, and staff can attend meetings


- Attend regularly planned meetings with inspectors to review evidence and discuss emerging findings and grades


- Act as the link between the lead inspector and the school leader if the school wants to raise any issues and concerns


- Keep other leaders up to date on the progress of the inspection


- Join the lead inspector for inspection activities


- Suggest to the inspection team where additional evidence could be gathered


- Coordinate feedback arrangements, in particular at the end of the inspection


Between the notification and planning calls, I would advise headteachers to:


	Notify their chair of governors, academy trust leaders, local authority, and any other relevant stakeholders such as a school improvement advisor or diocese. 


	Meet with SLT to gather information for the planning call (see below) and agree who will attend that call – and who will take notes. 


	Take a break, get some fresh air, and gather their thoughts. 





The planning call

The planning call is in 3 parts:


	Introduction and discussing practicalities 


	Understanding the school’s context 


	
Planning the timetable for the first inspection day 





The first part will explore leaders’ wellbeing, reasonable adjustments and adaptations, and information gathering. Inspectors will want to know about:


	
the scheme of delegation 


	
the school’s religious character 


	
any nursery provision 


	
any before- and/or after-school care and holiday clubs managed directly by school 


	which decisions are made centrally by trust leaders, and which are delegated to the headteacher 





The second part focuses on the school’s context, including any changes since the previous inspection. Specifically, inspectors will want to know about:


	leaders’ recent and ongoing priorities and challenges, the actions they have taken to maintain or improve standards, and how they have assessed the impact of their actions 


	
leaders’ evaluation of the school’s strengths and successes, and their priorities for improvement, including where they believe they currently sit in terms of the 5-point grading scale for each evaluation area (on which, more in a moment) 



	
any recent tensions in, or pressures from, the community 


	any relevant safeguarding matters, as identified by leaders, including any safeguarding concerns, or allegations made about adults 


	leaders’ approach to inclusion 


	
leaders’ approach to ensuring that staff can identify disadvantaged pupils, those with SEND, those known (or previously known) to social care, as well as those who face other barriers to their learning and/or wellbeing, for example young carers 


	the school’s timetable, how the curriculum is organised, and how leaders work with external professionals to meet pupils’ needs 


	any current use of part-time timetables and whether the school is currently making any use of alternative provision 





And the final part is about scheduling. Inspectors will want to organise meetings with the designated safeguarding lead and those responsible for governance. They will also want a list of pupils for ‘case sampling’. Schools should be ready to:


	
select approximately six pupils 


	

select a representative sample, including: 


	
a child with EHCP and, where possible, a disabled child 


	
a looked-after child 


	
a child known, or previously known, to social care 


	
a child who receives Pupil Premium funding 


	
a child from any other group identified as significant to the school’s context 









Inspectors will also want to know the following:


	The school’s designated religious character (where applicable) 


	The number of pupils on roll (and separately, where applicable, the number of pupils in the post-16 provision), and their sex and age range 


	Whether there is any specially resourced provision for pupils with SEND or other pupils, or any other alternative or designated units for pupils 


	
Whether any pupils attend off-site AP 


	Whether any pupils attend a pupil support unit under the school’s URN 


	Whether the school has any pupils on roll whose places have been commissioned by a local authority 


	
Whether any pupils are currently on a part-time timetable, receiving flexi-schooling or being educated remotely 


	
Whether the school directly leads and manages any nursery provision, before- and/or after-school care or holiday clubs 





Further, they’ll want to know:


	Whether the school operates from more than one site, for example whether it offers early years or post-16 provision on separate premises 


	What early career framework the school is using for early career teachers (ECTs), if any 


	Any reason the inspection should not take place (for example, if the school is within 6 months of confirmed closure and this can be evidenced in a funding agreement) 


	Details of (and response to) any recent tensions in, or pressures from, the community 


	The start and end date for the next school holiday any other dates when the school will be closed within the next 2 months, for example for a religious festival 


	Details (though not personal information) of who lives on the school premises 


	Information about any other factors the school considers relevant to its current context, including: any concerns, such as perceived conflicts of interest 


	Details of the nominee (where applicable) 





In addition, inspectors will ask:


	If there are any pupils with SEND: the number of pupils, what their needs are, the type(s) of language and/or communication systems used (for example British Sign Language), and the staffing support they receive 


	If any pupils are in off-site AP: information about the AP’s name, address, registration status, URN (if registered), number of pupils that attend and for what reason, their start dates, and the hours they attend 


	If any pupils are in any pupil support unit under the school’s URN: information about its purpose, size, location, number of pupils attending, whether it provides for pupils from other schools or pupils whose place is commissioned by a local authority, and the timetables of the pupils attending 


	If the school is an academy: information about any pupils who have been transferred to one of the trust’s other academies acting as an AP and who may now be on roll there 


	
Information about the number of pupils on a part-time timetable, being flexi-schooled or being educated remotely, and any elective home-education arrangements for pupils registered at the school 






The following set of strategic documents will be required:



	
Anything that sets out school improvement priorities or the longer-term vision 


	
For maintained schools, minutes from the meetings of the governing body 


	
For academies, minutes of the board of trustees’ meetings 


	Reports from any external evaluation of the school 


	Records and analysis about behaviour and attendance, 


	Any pupils taken off roll, including the reasons why 


	Suspensions and permanent exclusions, incidents of poor behaviour and any use of internal isolation 


	
Information about the school’s use of AP 


	
Information about any pupils directed off-site and/or pupils on managed moves 


	
Any bullying, harassment, or directly or indirectly discriminatory or prejudiced behaviour 


	Any sexual harassment and/or sexual violence 


	Any restrictive physical intervention 


	
Inclusion information for case sampling 






And they will want the following operational documents:



	Wi-Fi details, if the school has it, so that inspectors can connect to the internet 


	Map of the school buildings and other practical information 


	The school timetable 


	The current staff list (indicating ECTs, mentors and induction tutors) 


	Details of any staff absence 


	
Times for the school day, including any planned interruptions to normal school routines 





You may find this simple document inventory useful:









	Document


	Location


	Owner


	Last updated





	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	






Throughout these calls and the early stages of a visit, I would advise that SLT remember that inspectors do not know your school the way you do. You walk those corridors day in day out, greet pupils and their families every morning, and know your staff. As such, do not be afraid to correct inspectors’ misconceptions or mistakes, and to – robustly but diplomatically – disagree with inspectors’ perceptions and judgments. Just make sure you have supporting evidence!

Remember, too, that the planning call isn’t a test. The inspector will be looking to triangulate everything you tell them with staff and pupils when they visit your school. So, be as honest and as clear as you can. If you don’t know an answer, say so, and promise to find out. And be realistic: don’t massage data or stretch the truth; if something isn’t yet good enough, say so and explain what you’re doing about it.

While being a headteacher or senior leader can feel lonely at times, remember you are far from alone and your staff are going to be pivotal as you navigate the inspection process. So, keep them in the loop and keep them positive. Walk the floor, smile, check in, reassure.

After the planning call, I’d suggest you:


	Call your chair of governors to provide an update and ask them to share information with the governing body when organising those who will meet the inspector. 


	
Notify all staff quickly, via email if necessary, about the inspection. 


	Meet with staff in person at the end of the school day to answer any questions and provide reassurance. 


	Discuss with senior colleagues any timetable arrangements and amendments necessary to the usual running of the school day. 


	Arrange to meet with the middle leaders who are likely to be involved in learning walks and meetings. 


	Arrange food for any staff members staying late to finish preparations – but try to avoid this! Better to encourage everyone to go home and switch off! 


	
Send survey links to parents/carers. 


	
Check the school environment before you leave. Is everything where it should be? 





More than anything, instead of thinking ‘oh no, here we go’ when that call comes, try thinking ‘let’s go, we’re ready to show off our wonderful school’.

Earlier, I said that, during the planning call, inspectors will expect you to share your assessment of the six evaluation areas using their 5-point scale. As such, you might find this table useful…










	Evaluation area


	Grade


	Strengths


	Weaknesses





	Inclusion


	

	

	




	Curriculum and teaching


	

	

	




	Achievement


	

	

	




	Attendance and behaviour


	

	

	




	Personal development and wellbeing


	

	

	




	Leadership and governance


	

	

	




	Early years / post-16


	

	

	






Key: 1=exceptional | 2 = strong standard | 3=expected standard | 4=needs attention | 5=urgent improvement

Busting some myths

Here’s a useful reminder of what not to do!

Your school does not need to provide:


	
any information beyond what Ofsted specifically ask for 


	information in any specific format (as long as it is easily accessible for inspectors) 


	written evidence of oral feedback to pupils 


	predictions of attainment and progress scores 


	performance and pupil-tracking information 


	
any specific document or plan in relation to the pupil premium 





In terms of curriculum, Ofsted say they evaluate schools that take radically different approaches to the curriculum fairly and evaluate a school’s curriculum favourably if they have built or adopted a curriculum with appropriate coverage, content, structure and sequencing, and implemented it effectively.

Inspectors will consider the extent to which the curriculum reflects the breadth and ambition of the national curriculum, and how inclusive the curriculum, culture and practices are. This is the case whether the school has devised its own curriculum or uses, for example, commercial or local schemes. It is up to school leaders to determine the school’s practices and to justify these on their own merits.

Likewise, Ofsted do not prefer any particular method of planning (including lesson or curriculum planning), teaching or assessment. They do not expect a specific format for curriculum planning. They do not require schools to show individual lesson plans or previous lesson plans. 

As was the case under the previous framework, Ofsted do not grade individual teachers or lessons, and they do not evaluate individual pupil workbooks or expect workbooks to be compiled solely to provide evidence for inspection. They do not use work scrutiny to evaluate teachers’ marking.

Talking of marking, as before, Ofsted do not specify the frequency, type or volume of marking and feedback. They do not require schools to make sure that work in pupils’ books or folders is of a specific quantity or done at a particular frequency.

The inspection visit

After the notification and planning calls on Monday, inspectors will spend Tuesday and Wednesday on site.

The first day is in two halves as follows…

Firstly, having looked at your single central record, inspectors will carry out learning walks with leaders, and this will include looking at pupils’ work. They will engage in discussions with pupils at the start of the day and social times. And they will meet with school leaders and the nominee.

Secondly, there will be more focused leadership meetings with those responsible for particular areas of school including the SENDCo and Pupil Premium Coordinator. There will be further lesson visits or other learning walk activities (e.g. with leaders responsible for curriculum and teaching, or leaders responsible for behaviour), and further informal or planned discussions with pupils including the case sample. Inspectors will meet other staff and there will be discussions with parents/carers, and with leaders of any alternative provision that pupils attend.

Throughout, there will be regular reflection meetings with leaders and the inspection team.

In academies, inspectors will also meet the CEO and anyone else from the trust as agreed and have at least one meeting with the chair of the board of trustees (or their delegate) and as many trustees as are available, to cover governance oversight and arrangements for areas such as safeguarding, behaviour and curriculum.

During the visit, inspectors will make sure there is a clear and accurate evaluative record of relevant evidence (rather than a verbatim record of discussions or inspection activities) and that this evidence base explains how inspectors arrived at their decisions and findings, including how they weighed the evidence in reaching these.

Learning walks

Learning walks will have different foci. There will be a learning walk focused on inclusion that will be used to help inspectors gather evidence about the outcomes and experiences of disadvantaged pupils, those with SEND, those known (or previously known) to children’s social care, and those who face other barriers to their learning and/or wellbeing. This learning walk will typically include a leader, such as the SENDCo and/or the inclusion leader.

There will be a learning walk with a focus on curriculum, teaching and achievement which will be used to evaluate how well pupils are learning the intended curriculum.

A further learning walk will focus on leadership, giving leaders the opportunity to demonstrate how their priorities and actions are being realised. The headteacher or a relevant leader will usually accompany inspectors on this kind of learning walk, and it should involve visits to a broad sample of lessons to discuss and understand the impact of leaders’ work.

In secondary schools, the curriculum, teaching and achievement learning walks will focus on these three aspects across an agreed group of subjects. Inspectors will select the subjects during the planning call, accounting for leaders’ views and what they have told inspectors about areas that are strong and those where there is more to do. These walks should usually include a senior leader or relevant subject leaders, who may accompany inspectors for specific parts of the learning walk that relate to an area which they lead.

Where possible, inspectors will review pupils’ work as part of learning walks and use this to support discussions with pupils about their learning. Reviewing pupils’ work will provide further evidence about the curriculum pupils have been taught, how this has been taught, and the knowledge and skills they have developed.

Ofsted say that pupils’ work is an important part of how they inspect the curriculum and teaching, and of their evaluation of pupils’ knowledge and skills, but that it will always be considered in the light of wider evidence.

Inspectors will review the work of disadvantaged pupils, those with SEND, those known (or previously known) to children’s social care, and those who face other barriers to their learning and/or wellbeing.

Meetings

Throughout the two-day visit there will be reflection meetings. Their purpose is to:


	
Confirm everyone’s wellbeing 


	
Record any new reflections or unexpected events 


	Agree whether the timetable needs fine-tuning. 


	Allow leaders to share additional evidence. 





There will be a grading meeting on day two to which leaders and the nominee are invited to attend. And at the end of the second day there will be the final feedback meeting to which leaders and governors are invited.

There will be meetings with various school leaders including the SENDCo and/or inclusion leader, as well as with those responsible for governance. With regards the latter meetings, inspectors will consider the school’s context and, where applicable, the scheme of delegation when deciding who to speak with. Meetings with governors will explore:


	How governors/trustees carry out their functions – particularly in shaping and supporting the school’s vision, ethos, and strategic direction – and the impact this has on day-to-day decisions. 


	Whether the way governors support and challenge leaders helps the school to provide a high-quality education for pupils. 


	How effective processes and policies are. 


	
How governors/trustees assure themselves that these are understood and effectively implemented across the school. 





When planning meetings and other inspection activities, you may find the following table useful:










	Activity


	Who?


	What?


	When/where?





	Eg Inclusion learning walk


	PP Coordinator / SENDCo


	Observe class X / pupil Y


	Tuesday lesson 3 / Room 4B





	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	






The outcomes of inspection

Ofsted have implemented a ‘suspend and return’ policy. This means that inspectors can suspend an inspection to allow a school to resolve minor issues with safeguarding within three months, as long as that is the only issue.

Schools graded as ‘urgent improvement’, and therefore in a category of concern, will receive a monitoring inspection each term following the publication of the report card. The monitoring inspections will focus on the areas for improvement identified at the full inspection.

Schools that require significant improvement will receive up to five inspections within 18 months of the last full inspection. Schools that require special measures will receive up to six inspections within 24 months of the last full inspection. There will be one inspection per school term. The end of each monitoring inspection will include checking the readiness for the removal of a category of concern. This will determine whether monitoring will continue or whether the school has improved enough to have a full inspection, in which the category of concern can be removed. Ofsted will set out the findings of each monitoring inspection and publish these in the report card.

Schools with any evaluation area that is graded as ‘needs attention’ will also receive monitoring. Their monitoring programme will start with an initial call to the headteacher to discuss the progress the school has made towards reaching the ‘expected standard’ since their full inspection. These monitoring inspections will only look at the evaluation areas that were graded below the ‘expected standard’.

A monitoring inspection can move a grade up to at least ‘expected standard’ and Ofsted will update the report card. Once the school is graded ‘expected standard’ or above in all areas, the monitoring programme will end. A monitoring inspection can also move a grade down to ‘urgent improvement’. This is likely to lead to the inspection being deemed a full inspection, after which Ofsted will publish a new report card with a full suite of new grades.

Ofsted will no longer be carrying out ungraded inspections. All routine inspections will be full inspections.

Ofsted will continue with full inspections every four years as part of the school inspection cycle.

Schools that are being monitored and do not improve by the end of the monitoring programme may receive a full inspection sooner.


Chapter 2: Defining disadvantage


It’s worth noting that, as well as being an evaluation area in its own right, inclusion is at the heart of the entire framework. For example, the report card has a section detailing ‘what it’s like to be a pupil at this school’ and inspectors are being told to focus on the experiences of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable children in a school. In short, schools will now be judged by the outcomes they achieve for the children whose backgrounds or additional and different needs pose the greatest challenges to them.


As I said earlier, inspectors will use the 90-minute planning call on the Monday afternoon to understand children’s needs and leaders’ evaluation of their school’s strengths and areas for improvement, so that their findings can be put into context. This includes your definition of disadvantage.

Ofsted will also share data about the school’s context alongside the report card. This will include demographic and outcome information. Published summary data – the latest data available at the point when the inspection took place – will sit alongside report cards and complement the qualitative findings from inspections: this will show the profile of pupils, as well as performance and attendance data.

As such, schools will not be judged using a ‘one size fits all’ approach, but, instead, their unique circumstances and challenges will be considered when reaching judgments.

Evaluating inclusion

Inspectors will evaluate whether education providers are identifying and offering high-quality support for all children and pupils, especially those who are disadvantaged, those with SEND, and those who are known to children’s social care.

This will include how providers are using targeted funding (such as the pupil premium or high-needs funding) to support children and learners who are disadvantaged, and those who have SEND or are known to children’s social care.

As I say above, Ofsted have made inclusion both a specific evaluation area and a key theme across other evaluation areas. From leadership to teaching to behaviour, all aspects of education provision should support children and learners who are disadvantaged, those who have SEND, and those are known to children’s social care.

Defining disadvantage

It is not for Ofsted to define disadvantage. In the documentation, they refer to those children and learners who are disadvantaged, those with SEND, and those who are known to children’s social care. And they say they’ll always consider where those with protected characteristics are negatively impacted by barriers in a provider’s context.

But this need not be your definition of disadvantage. Indeed, I would suggest you agree a shared definition for your school, and I would encourage you to look beyond the funding formula when doing so because that is not a perfect science. Take, for example, the pupil premium which targets funding at pupils claiming free school meals, those with are or have previously been looked after by a local authority, and the children of service families. But this is a narrow definition of disadvantage that excludes many of our most impoverished and ‘at risk’ children.

Your school’s shared definition will be central to your argument about your context and how you’re supporting disadvantaged pupils and closing the attainment gap between your disadvantaged pupils and their peers. So, let’s do a deeper dive on it…

The pupil premium is flawed on the following grounds:

Firstly, free school meals are only available to families on certain income-related benefits. Low-income families who fall just above the threshold, or those with insecure work patterns, may experience significant financial hardship but are not entitled to FSM.

Secondly, some families who are eligible do not apply for FSM due to stigma, lack of awareness, language barriers, or difficulties navigating the application process. This under-registration reduces the number of children attracting funding.

Thirdly, children from families with “No Recourse to Public Funds” (NRPF) are often not eligible for FSM, even though many live in deep poverty. This group is therefore systematically excluded from pupil premium support.

Finally, FSM eligibility reflects a “snapshot” of income linked to benefits at a given point in time. It may not capture families experiencing temporary but acute financial crises, or those whose circumstances fluctuate.

And the situation has worsened recently because, although the government has expanded FSM entitlement to all families receiving Universal Credit, which they claim will benefit 1.7 million children in Years 3 to 11, the change is not being extended to pupil premium funding nor home-to-school transport extended rights, funding which will continue to be “based on the existing FSMs threshold”.

As a consequence, many disadvantaged pupils are “invisible” to the system, meaning schools do not receive the resources intended to support them. Schools serving areas with widespread hidden poverty may have high need but relatively low PP allocations. Universal FSM policies have reduced the incentive for parents to apply for means-tested FSM, further weakening the link between disadvantage and PP funding.

In short: the pupil premium fails to capture many of the most disadvantaged children because it relies on an imperfect proxy for poverty. And thus schools need to look beyond the funding to identify those children most in need of additional support in their context.

Here’s one approach you could take to more accurately identify the most disadvantaged children in your setting. Instead of relying solely on funding, you could build a multi-criterion “vulnerability profile” of pupils, drawing on different data sources. These sources could include:

1. Measures of economic hardship, such as:


	
FSM eligibility (means-tested, “Ever 6” FSM) 


	
Families with No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) or ineligible for FSM despite low income 


	
Pupil premium eligibility gaps (children not registered for FSM but known to be struggling) 


	
Household income banding (where available via local authority data) 


	
Eligibility for local hardship grants / discretionary housing payments 





2. Family and home circumstances, such as:


	
Looked after children (LAC) and previously looked after (PLAC) 


	
Young carers 


	
Children subject to a Child Protection Plan or Child in Need Plan 


	
Children living in temporary accommodation or known housing insecurity 


	
Families using food banks or referred to early help/social services 


	
Parental factors: long-term unemployment, substance misuse, imprisonment, domestic abuse 





3. Educational indicators, such as:


	
Persistent absence or lateness (often linked to socio-economic stress) 


	
Low prior attainment or delayed language development 


	
Limited access to digital devices or internet at home 


	
Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) without adequate family resources 





4. Contextual deprivation, such as:


	
Indices of Multiple Deprivation (IMD): linking pupil postcodes to local area deprivation scores 


	
Neighbourhood free school meal take-up rates (school-level benchmarking) 


	
Rural/isolated households with limited access to services 





In practice, you might then…


Gather data from: school records including FSM registration, attendance, attainment, SEND status, safeguarding logs; local authority data including children’s services, housing, NRPF teams, discretionary funding records; national datasets including IDACI (Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index) linked to pupil postcodes and IMD rankings for local areas; community intelligence including food bank referrals, voluntary sector partners, early help services; and parent/carer surveys including self-reported barriers (digital poverty, childcare costs, food insecurity).



Use this data to: create a “disadvantage dashboard” combining multiple indicators; develop a tiered support model (e.g. FSM+PP pupils, wider economic hardship pupils, vulnerable context pupils); and direct interventions (academic tutoring, pastoral care, wellbeing support) more accurately than FSM alone.


You are helped in that the pupil premium is flexible funding. Whilst you must monitor and evaluate the impact of pupil premium spending on eligible pupils, and report on this in your strategy for audit purposes, your spending is not limited to eligible pupils. Indeed, you can use the funding in any way you wish, so long as it’s evidence-informed and you can justify it. I would suggest you identify your disadvantaged cohort in your strategy and also monitor and evaluate the impact of your actions on this broader group.


Chapter 3: Inclusion

Under the evaluation area of ‘inclusion’, inspectors will gather evidence relating to the following factors:


	
setting high expectations for all pupils, including disadvantaged pupils, those with SEND, those who are known (or previously known) to children’s social care, and those who may face other barriers to their learning and/or wellbeing 


	
embedding a culture in which early and accurate assessment of pupils’ needs is prioritised 


	
using the information from the assessment of pupils’ needs to implement a continuous cycle of planning, actions and review in order to reduce barriers to pupils’ learning and/or wellbeing 


	
involving specialists when necessary to support pupils’ development 


	
putting in place a pupil premium strategy that is well thought through, is based on evidence of what works well to support the achievement of eligible pupils, and accounts for any challenges pupils face that may negatively affect their education and their readiness to engage with school 


	
working closely and effectively with pupils, parents, professionals and staff, and ensuring that pupils’ and parents’ views and aspirations are included in decision-making about support for pupils 





So, what might this look like in practice? Let’s explore each factor in turn…

1. Setting high expectations

In practice this might look like:


	
Articulating a clear curriculum ambition for every child (e.g. all pupils study the full breadth of subjects unless there is a clear evidence-based reason otherwise) 


	
Ensuring all teachers use scaffolding rather than lowering the bar (e.g. visual prompts, sentence starters, pre-teaching key vocabulary) 


	
Applying behaviour and attendance expectations consistently, with appropriate support for those who struggle 





How to prepare:


	
Review curriculum pathways: ensure no group is disproportionately excluded from subjects 


	
Gather evidence of how staff adapt teaching (not “dumbing down”) to ensure access 


	
Train staff to challenge unconscious bias and deficit thinking 





2. Embedding a culture of early and accurate assessment

In practice this might look like:


	
Conducting baseline assessments (academic, speech/language, social/emotional) when pupils join 


	
Using systematic screening tools (phonics checks, reading age tests, attendance/behaviour trackers) 


	
Training staff to spot early warning signs of need (speech delay, trauma indicators, hidden disadvantage) 





How to prepare:


	
Map assessment processes across phases: what is checked, when, and how information is recorded 


	
Provide CPD for teachers and support staff on noticing early indicators 


	
Ensure SENDCo and pastoral teams regularly share insights with teaching staff 





3. Using assessment information in a continuous cycle

In practice this might look like:


	
Making individual pupil support plans live documents (updated regularly, not filed away) 


	
Conducting termly reviews of interventions (e.g. literacy catch-up, mentoring) with data showing impact 


	
Ensuring leaders stop ineffective strategies and replace them with stronger approaches 





How to prepare:


	
Audit current interventions: which ones are evidence-based (e.g. EEF Toolkit)? 


	
Build systems for reviewing progress (meetings, pupil progress boards, dashboards) 


	
Keep case studies of pupils showing how the cycle has worked to reduce barriers 





4. Involving specialists when necessary

In practice this might look like:


	
Putting in place swift referral pathways to external professionals (educational psychologists, CAMHS, speech & language therapists, youth workers) 


	
Scheduling joint planning meetings with specialists and school staff 


	
Ensuring staff act on specialist recommendations consistently in the classroom 





How to prepare:


	
Keep logs of referrals and follow-ups 


	
Train staff to interpret and implement specialist advice 


	
Build relationships with local agencies and keep evidence of collaborative working 





5. Pupil Premium strategy

In practice this might look like:


	
Publishing your PP strategy on the school website showing links to EEF evidence, but tailored to local challenges (e.g. high mobility, NRPF families, digital poverty) 


	
Allocating funding to both academic and pastoral barriers (e.g. tutoring, but also breakfast clubs and attendance support) 


	
Ensuring leaders can explain why certain decisions were made and what outcomes are being tracked 





How to prepare:


	
Write a clear PP statement (3-year plan with annual review) that goes beyond FSM tick-boxes 


	
Monitor and evaluate impact: show data, but also pupil voice and case studies 


	
Ensure governors/trustees are engaged and can articulate the rationale 





6. Working closely with pupils, parents, professionals, and staff

In practice this might look like:


	
Holding regular structured conversations with parents of disadvantaged/SEND pupils (not just at parents’ evenings) 


	
Ensuring pupil voice forums feed into decisions about curriculum, wellbeing, and provision 


	
Scheduling multidisciplinary meetings where staff, parents, and professionals co-create plans 





How to prepare:


	
Set up systems for recording pupil and parent feedback and how it has been acted upon 


	
Train staff in relational practice and effective communication with families 


	
Develop examples of co-produced plans (e.g. Education, Health & Care Plans, pastoral support plans) 





Pupils not policies


Note that Ofsted will want to see not only policies and strategies but also the lived experience of pupils. As such, you should be ready to:



	
Provide case studies of individual pupils (anonymised) showing how barriers were identified and reduced. 


	
Show evidence that inclusion is everyone’s responsibility, not just the SENDCo or PP lead. 


	
Demonstrate impact with both data (attendance, attainment, progress) and stories (pupil/parent voice). 





When considering the factors above, inspectors will take account of how they apply to different ages and stages of learning, and the needs of different groups of pupils. So be ready to talk about your context and show an understanding of the community you serve and of the pupils on your roll.

You may find this action plan useful when auditing your school’s current position against the above factors…











	Focus Area


	Actions


	Evidence


	RAG


	Next Steps





	1. Setting high expectations


	
Articulate a clear curriculum ambition for every child

Ensure teachers use scaffolding not lowering expectations

Apply behaviour/attendance expectations consistently



	
Reviewed curriculum pathways show no disproportionate exclusions

Lesson observations/work scrutiny evidence scaffolding

Consistency in behaviour/attendance logs



	

	




	2. Embedding a culture of early and accurate assessment


	
Conduct baseline assessments (academic, speech/language, social/emotional)

Use systematic screening tools

Train staff to spot early warning signs



	
Assessment maps across phases

Screening results stored consistently

Records of CPD on early indicators



	

	




	3. Using assessment information in a continuous cycle


	
Make pupil support plans live and updated

Conduct termly reviews of interventions with impact data

Stop ineffective strategies and replace with stronger ones



	
Intervention audit with EEF evidence base

Progress review systems in place (dashboards/boards)

Case studies of pupil progress



	

	




	4. Involving specialists when necessary


	
Establish swift referral pathways

Schedule joint planning with specialists

Ensure staff act consistently on recommendations



	
Logs of referrals/follow-ups

Meeting notes/action plans from joint planning

Evidence of classroom practice aligned to advice



	

	




	5. Pupil Premium strategy


	
Publish strategy linking to EEF evidence and local challenges

Allocate funding to academic and pastoral barriers

Leaders explain rationale and tracked outcomes



	
Published 3-year PP plan

Monitoring reports with data, pupil voice, case studies

Governor/trustee meeting minutes showing engagement



	

	




	6. Working closely with pupils, parents, professionals, and staff


	
Hold structured conversations with parents of disadvantaged/SEND pupils

Ensure pupil voice informs decisions• Schedule multidisciplinary meetings for co-created plans



	
Logs of structured conversations

Records of pupil voice forums and responses

Co-produced plans (EHCPs, pastoral support plans)



	

	






Gathering evidence of ‘inclusion’


The toolkit says that, in gathering evidence about how schools identify, assess and meet needs, and reduce barriers, inspectors will consider the extent to which:



	
leaders understand that the most effective inclusion strategy begins with everyday high- quality inclusive teaching, which has most benefit for the pupils who find learning hardest and reduces the need for individual adaptations 


	
leaders have established a culture in which staff understand the range of barriers that pupils may face to their learning and/or wellbeing, including those specific to their community and the school’s context; they quickly and accurately identify pupils facing these barriers 


	
leaders make sure pupils receive effective support, consult with external specialists and implement their advice as necessary, and ensure that appropriate reasonable adjustments are made in accordance with the Equality Act 2010 and the SEND Code of Practice 


	
leaders work closely with parents, taking their views into account and making best use of their knowledge of their children 


	
leaders make sure that any alternative provision the school uses is suitable and safe, and the decisions to place pupils in it are made in pupils’ best interests 


	
the published school accessibility plan meets the requirements of the Equality Act 2010, is implemented effectively and is reviewed regularly 





In practice, I’d suggest schools focus on the following:

1. High-quality inclusive teaching as the foundation

What it looks like in practice:


	
Teachers use adaptive teaching (e.g. scaffolds, modelling, retrieval practice) that benefits all pupils but particularly those who struggle 


	
Teaching plans account for varied starting points, rather than relying heavily on 1:1 interventions 


	
Staff see “quality first teaching” as the default strategy for inclusion 





How to prepare:


	
Provide CPD on adaptive teaching strategies (EEF guidance) 


	
Monitor lessons to check for inclusivity in day-to-day classroom practice, not just interventions 


	
Gather pupil voice from disadvantaged/SEND pupils on how teaching helps them access the curriculum 





2. Culture of staff understanding the barriers pupils face

What it looks like in practice:


	
Staff know the specific challenges in their context (e.g. high mobility, digital poverty, rural isolation, language barriers) 


	
Inclusion is part of whole-school ethos, not siloed to SEND or pastoral staff 


	
Teachers show awareness of trauma, social care involvement, or community-level disadvantage 





How to prepare:


	
Run whole staff training on contextual barriers (using local data, IMD indices, safeguarding reports) 


	
Share anonymised pupil case studies in staff meetings to build collective understanding 


	
Ensure policies (behaviour, attendance, curriculum) reflect local context, not generic templates 





3. Quick and accurate identification of pupils facing barriers

What it looks like in practice:


	
Clear systems for flagging concerns (academic, attendance, behaviour, wellbeing) 


	
Early screening tools: phonics, speech and language, literacy/numeracy baseline, wellbeing surveys 


	
A joined-up approach where concerns raised by teachers reach pastoral and SEND teams promptly 





How to prepare:


	
Audit how quickly pupils are picked up for additional support and whether thresholds are too high/slow 


	
Check referral systems: are they simple, accessible, and consistently used by staff? 


	
Use data dashboards to identify at-risk pupils early (e.g. persistent absence alerts) 





4. Effective support, specialist consultation, and reasonable adjustments

What it looks like in practice:


	
External professionals (e.g. Child and Adolescent Mental Health Specialists or CAMHS, Speech and Language Therapists or SALT, and Education Psychologists or EPs) are brought in when needs are beyond the school’s expertise 


	
Advice from specialists is consistently implemented in classrooms 


	
Reasonable adjustments are visible to staff but not fellow pupils: e.g. seating arrangements, use of assistive tech, modified timetables 





How to prepare:


	
Keep records of referrals, specialist reports, and evidence of follow-up actions 


	
Train staff to interpret and apply specialist guidance 


	
Audit whether Equality Act and SEND Code of Practice duties (reasonable adjustments, graduated approach) are fully met 





5. Working closely with parents and valuing their knowledge

What it looks like in practice:


	
Parents are partners, not passive recipients: their insights are sought and used in planning support 


	
Communication is two-way, jargon-free, and regular 


	
Meetings with parents focus on solutions and aspirations, not just problems 





How to prepare:


	
Schedule structured conversations beyond parents’ evenings 


	
Evidence parental input in SEND reviews, support plans, or pastoral meetings 


	
Collect parent voice and show how it has influenced decisions 





6. Alternative provision: suitability, safety, and best interests

What it looks like in practice:


	
Placements are carefully chosen, quality-assured, and monitored 


	
School leaders visit providers regularly to check safeguarding, curriculum quality, and outcomes 


	
Pupils remain on roll, with reintegration plans where appropriate 





How to prepare:


	
Keep documentation of due diligence checks on AP providers 


	
Maintain ongoing progress reports from providers 


	
Be ready to evidence why AP was the right choice for a given pupil, with parent/pupil voice included 





7. Accessibility plan (Equality Act 2010 compliance)

What it looks like in practice:


	
The school has a published accessibility plan covering curriculum access, physical environment, and communication 


	
The plan is not a “paper exercise”: evidence shows adjustments are made and regularly reviewed 


	
Leaders monitor progress towards actions in the plan 
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