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CONTENT WARNING





Readers should be aware that sections of this book include content which may prompt distress in some people. It explores the trauma caused by workplace stress and the Ofsted inspection process, and mentions suicide and suicidal feelings.


If you or someone you know has been affected by the themes in this book, please call the Samaritans on 116 123.


For help worldwide, visit findahelpline.com





















‘Accountability has been the bugbear of human systems for millennia.’


Michael Fullen


‘Do not mislead me, do not be glad that I have got lost, do not shout out joyfully: ‘Look at him! He said he was going home, but there he is crawling into a bog!’ No, do not gloat, but give me your help and support.’


Leo Tolstoy
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FOREWORD BY LORD JIM KNIGHT





As a nation we spend billions on schools, and we should probably be spending more than we do. Most people agree that leaders of schools should be accountable for how that money is spent. That does not mean, however, that accountability should be fearful, degrading and disempowering. For too many people working in schools in England that is sadly their experience. It would be easy to lay the blame for this wholly at Ofsted’s door. That would be unfair and simplistic because the root of the problem is the interplay between inspection, regulation and accountability.


Much as assessment is a fundamental part of teaching, so inspection is a crucial part of the quality assurance of public services. We cannot help a child improve without knowing how well the child is doing; we cannot know how a service can improve without assessing how it is performing. What causes problems is when the culture around inspections is unsupportive and when the inspection outcomes are used too punitively.


The work I oversaw as Chair of the Beyond Ofsted inquiry taught me that it does not have to be that way. Most education jurisdictions around the world have not fallen into the English trap of snapshot judgements, naming and shaming in the media, and the de-professionalisation of teachers.


In England, we have an under-resourced inspectorate. As a result, schools report inconsistencies in the judgements because of a lack of time and expertise. This combines with using the poorest of the set of judgements to give a single word to describe the school – from outstanding to inadequate. The very word ‘judgement’ used to describe Ofsted outcomes tells you everything about the culture. The English school inspection is a snapshot of what inspectors see on the day and they judge accordingly. In many other jurisdictions, these inspections would be carried out by improvement partners who would then use their expertise to support the school with clear recommendations for improvement. This may also be accompanied by clear outcome measures in a ‘report card’.


These contrasting approaches reflect two different models of improvement. In England, it is one based on publicly calling out failings and thereby creating management behaviour that drives improvement through fear. The alternative is one of support and using external advice to add to management expertise and build better outcomes. These cultural problems with our inspection system then get hugely magnified in England by accountability and inspection.


Accountability to parents is important. All public services should be accountable to the users of those services as directly as possible. In England, we have pushed this accountability away from locally elected representatives to accountability through parental choice and per pupil funding. The obvious consequence is that a less-than-good single-word judgement from Ofsted often results in fewer pupils enrolling, as parents exercise choice. Revenue then falls, staffing is reduced, quality falls further as the leader is replaced and a vicious cycle can ensue.


This is bad enough, but in England the regulator then also steps in. These officials from the Department for Education will look to change who is responsible for the school at a governance level. Schools are taken away from local councils and made into academies in multi-academy trusts (MATs) or transferred to a different MAT. While this may bring in important improvement capacity, it does also bring significant further disruption.


This is a brutal system. It needn’t be like this. This book is an opportunity to start to think differently about accountability.


Could we improve accountability to parents by being more transparent about the outcomes from the school, but at a more granular level? The single-word summary tells us very little. Could parents be enabled to start to see how a school is doing for a child like theirs, with their child’s interests and aptitudes?


Could the regulator look beyond the single-word judgement to where the same school may be weak in some regards and strong in others? Could they facilitate improvement by connecting those who need help in aspects of the school with those that are strong in those same areas? Schools that are failing on all counts are rare, and surely, we could reserve the re-brokering powers to those extreme cases.


Finally, should we invest more time and resources in improving school governance generally? Governors are volunteers who need better support and training. They should be equipped with the skills to ask the right questions of school leaders and thereby prevent poor performance at an earlier stage than anything done by inspectors or regulators. Schools generate plenty of data, so surely it is not too much to ask for this to be consistently presented to governors in such a way that they can challenge schools appropriately.


School accountability is an urgent problem to solve. The approach in England is driving teachers and leaders out of the system and damaging the education of our children. I hope this book helps take the debate forward.


Jim Knight, Rt Hon Lord Knight of Weymouth






















PREFACE







WHO WE ARE


This book is a collaborative effort. It is brought to you from the team behind Headrest, all of whom have played a key role in the genesis and production of Beyond Belief. We’ll tell you more about what we do next, but first, these are the people, in addition to Andrew Morrish, who made it happen.




Pete Crockett


Pete is a former special school headteacher. He has also undertaken senior leadership roles in mainstream secondary schools. Pete is currently a serving governor of a special school. He has over 30 years of governor experience in mainstream and special-school settings. Since retiring, Pete has offered school-leadership supervision and coaching alongside his voluntary work. He is the author of Headrest’s annual Headteacher Wellbeing Reports. Pete is a founding member of Headrest.







Dr Kenny Frederick


Kenny is a retired secondary head, and is now an education consultant and coach. She has been working in education for more than 40 years as a teacher and headteacher. She is a chair of governors in two primary schools in East London. Kenny wrote a regular column in The Times Educational Supplement (TES) for a number of years when she was a serving head in London. She remains passionate about inclusion of staff as well as pupils, and about the wellbeing of both. Kenny has a doctorate in Teacher Rounds through Brunel University and is a founding member of Headrest.







Ros McMullen


Ros is a former CEO, executive principal and national leader in education supporting both primary and secondary schools. In 2019, she was presented with the Special Recognition Award from Forum Strategy by Tony Blair. Ros serves as a founding member of the think tank at the Headteachers’ Roundtable and writes and blogs regularly on educational issues. These days, she coaches executive leaders and facilitates on the National Professional Qualification for Executive Leadership (NPQEL), alongside her voluntary work. Ros is the cofounder, with Andrew Morrish, of Headrest.







Julie Price-Grimshaw


Julie Price-Grimshaw is a former university lecturer in education and joined Ofsted as Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI) in 2001. She left this role in 2007 but continued inspecting for Ofsted for another six years. She currently works as a school development adviser and external examiner for providers of initial teacher education. Julie joined Headrest post-pandemic and is our Ofsted specialist.










WHAT WE DO




Headrest (n.): A safety device designed to support the head.





Headrest is a voluntary organisation driven by collective goodwill. We are a group of former headteachers and CEOs, who during the pandemic in 2020, thought it would be a good idea to set up a free 24/7 wellbeing helpline so that headteachers could talk in confidence to someone who had sat in their chair. We receive no funding or income whatsoever. Headrest is not registered as a charity or at Companies House, and we receive no bursaries, grants or honorarium. We are fully independent and are not linked to or beholden to any organisation.


Writer and campaigner Melissa Benn (to whom we shall return in Chapter 3) wrote that ‘it’s a brilliant idea, and one that’s more thoughtful and in touch than anything the government might have come up with itself.’ (HeadrestUK.co.uk) We soon became swamped. Spurred on by the wholehearted support we were receiving, we muddled on and were quickly able to set up a dedicated website and freephone number thanks to the kind donations we received. (Headrest continues to receive no funding and we all volunteer our time. You can see the list of generous supporters on our website.)


When lockdown ended and life returned to ‘normal’, we assumed we wouldn’t be required. We were wrong. Surely there can be no other issue more stressful or damaging to mental health and wellbeing than an international pandemic. Again, we were wrong. In fact, year on year since then, the volume of calls has steadily increased. We weren’t particularly well equipped for this. As business models went, ours wasn’t up there with the best as we had no intention of ever getting busier or expanding. There was no long-term strategic plan, although we did produce an annual report based on the themes that emerged from the telephone calls.


There was, however, one issue that continued to linger as the key stressor for headteachers: accountability, and in particular Ofsted, and the debilitating effect it has on the wellbeing of school leaders.


Our annual reports (eruditely written by Pete) proved a popular snapshot of the current state of play and we soon found ourselves being approached by the national media for comment on the issues of the day. Our modest reach was such that in 2022 we were invited to join the advisory board of the National Education Union-commissioned Beyond Ofsted inquiry into the future of inspection. We jumped at the chance and you can read more about it in Chapter 22.


But in January 2023, it all changed. It was Friday the 13th. We took a call at Headrest from a particularly distressed headteacher. There was nothing new in that, as we were pretty used to it by then. But this one felt different as soon as it came in. As is often the case, the caller wanted to remain anonymous for fear of recrimination should their story get out (I’m using ‘they’ to further protect anonymity). This person needn’t have worried, for when the story did eventually break, its impact would prove to be devastating.


The caller was tearful and clearly agitated. They had been a headteacher for many years, and like the colleague they were calling about, their school was also performing well and had been for a long while. They too served a close-knit community and were well respected. And just like the headteacher colleague they were telling us about, they were worried that they’d be next.


Despite the caller’s obvious distress, they found it helpful to eulogise about a dear colleague who had just taken their own life because of the unfairness of a recent Ofsted inspection. The caller used the phrase ‘beyond belief’ when trying to describe and make sense of what had happened. Although they didn’t tell us the headteacher’s name, she was described in glowing terms as being one of the best they’d ever worked with and an inspiration to all who knew her. The caller told us how, unbelievably, her outstanding school had gone into special measures. The caller feared that their school would be next. This headteacher was ‘in the window’, you see. To those of you who have served as a headteacher, you will know only too well what this feels like. It can strike fear and irrational terror into even the most resolute and erstwhile of heads, for so demoralising and burdensome can the process be.


In the case of the caller, the pressures were too great to bear. Enough was enough. It was time to get out and to leave a job they loved. An experienced and talented headteacher was leaving the profession because they’d had enough of Ofsted.


Once the story broke, there was no going back. The genie was out of the bottle. For the first time, it brought it all home. This made it real for us. It also made it personal. Someone – a colleague of ours – had taken their own life as a result of simply doing a job they loved.


Ruth Perry’s story touched everyone. Her death sparked a national outcry, not just among those working in schools, but for parents and young people alike. It was a catalyst, and for the first time, Ofsted became mainstream news. The story was even covered by crime correspondents1 when the coroner served the Prevention of Future Deaths notice. I recall speaking to a number of journalists, media researchers and presenters at the time, all of whom were genuinely appalled and shocked at the situation. They absolutely had no idea that it was as bad as this in the education sector, particularly as it all seemed to emanate from the offices of the regulator.


It was so unnecessary. It was all so avoidable.







WHY THIS BOOK


Reporters would often ask me a simple question, which I struggled to answer: how, as a profession, did we allow it to come to this? I had no answer. It was, again, beyond belief.


I found myself thinking about this a lot. We discussed it frequently at Headrest. It was from this that the idea for the book emerged. As former heads, we were in a privileged position to be able to hear firsthand from hundreds of headteacher colleagues, up and down the country, what it was really like to be leading in schools. Melissa Benn continued to champion our cause, so much so that a piece in The Guardian in April 2021 received over 100,000 views in the first 24 hours. ‘“Some messages have been just sobbing”: phone line helps headteachers with burden of Covid’ said the headline. In many of those cases, the stressor continued to be Ofsted, whose belligerent intent to continue with its inspections as embattled schools emerged from the pandemic was beyond all belief. One day, we shall look back at this moment and the years that followed, and ask ourselves, what were we thinking?


This is why our book is important. Our hope is that it serves as a focal point for discussion and reflection, and that in so doing, it galvanises policymakers into action. There can be no excuses for not knowing the extent of the problem. It was important that the opinions of as many people as possible from across the sector could be heard – an anthology of voices. The book wouldn’t exist without the brave and concerted efforts of others, especially those currently working in schools. We have many people to thank for taking the time to write for us. Their words are unabridged, as it is important their voices are heard in full. You may not agree with them, but their integrity cannot be called into question. Their lived experience and wise insights bring a powerful dimension to the debate, one that we hope you find as provocative as you do soothing.
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INTRODUCTION







‘Most striking was the not the failure, but the failure to acknowledge our failure.’


Rory Stewart





It turns out that writing a book about accountability means writing a book about everything.


If we were to compile an ‘A–Z of Education’, accountability would most likely be sitting there, right at the top, looking down ominously on everything that follows. There’s not much that goes on in education that escapes its gaze. It casts a solemn cloud over everything. It seems, more than ever, those who work in schools are answerable for everything, from how we choose to sit our pupils in classrooms, to crime rates in the local community. Inevitably, it all comes back to schools, and people who work there must answer for it. In your school, that person is likely to be you.


Whether we like it or not, it feels as if we are under constant surveillance. Even as you read this sentence, you are probably feeling guilty. You are most likely thinking that you should be doing something else, like scrutinising that data or auditing those accounts. If you don’t do the task and you get caught out, someone will suffer the consequences. And yes, once again, it will probably be you.


We have become obsessed with performativity – cause and effect. Every action must have an opposite reaction, a consequence – one that can be justified, codified and quantified. If we can’t prove impact, then we shouldn’t be doing it. Everything we do has to be accounted for in terms of its impact on performance, whether it be buying classroom resources, fixing leaky buildings, rewarding staff or helping families after school. If we ‘perform’ well, then what we did was fine; there’s nothing to see here, move along please. If things go wrong, then we’ll pay for it; do not pass go.


Being held accountable is not the issue. We crave accountability, with all its rich trappings of rigour, scrutiny and intellect. Feedback reminds us we are doing okay and it brings us closure on all those amazing projects going on. It provides us with a sense of accomplishment, knowing that we are doing meaningful and purposeful things that add real value, even when times are tough. It drives us forward when choosing that difficult path, the one that’s a lot riskier. Through self-determination, we calculate that the rewards outweigh the risks, regardless of the flak that may come our way. As much as intrinsic motivation, such as pure interest, curiosity and desire, might get us through, extrinsic reward also has a part to play and it’s the precise moment of equilibrium between the two that drives us on. As we know from the work of Daniel Pink (2009), as humans we have an innate desire to want to get better at things (mastery), while at the same time serving others as civic leaders (purpose). The problem we have is that when it comes to holding ourselves to account and being accountable to others, we have seemingly lost control (autonomy). It’s no longer in our gift. Autonomy, mastery and purpose are all essential bastions of an accountability structure built on trust.


School leaders have no issue with inspection. School leaders have no issue with being told that things need to get better. Most importantly, school leaders have no issue with being answerable for all that goes on in their school. We all understand our salaries and schools are funded by the public, and we need to show the money is well spent. Critically, if we fail to meet minimum standards, the auditors and regulators need to let us know. We go to sleep at night, content in the knowledge that such checks and balances are in place, and that our staff and young people are safe. This is all part of a symbiotic and humane accountability framework. In other words, one that is purposeful, connected and aligned. It’s just that this is not how it feels in reality.


Somewhere along the way, we’ve crossed a line. The system we now find ourselves inside seems to have a lot less tolerance than it once had. Where previously we could take risks, blaze a trail and innovate, sadly, no more. The stakes are now far too high because someone – anyone – just might not like it. If we want to show others that we know how to perform, it’s best simply to conform. Know your place, stick to the script, follow the manual, give them what they want. There’s a lot to be said for cookie cutters these days.


At this point we ought to put our cards firmly on the table – a full confession. If we had our way, we’d scrap Ofsted tomorrow. We are not here to make the case for an external regulator as a tool for driving school improvement because it simply can’t be done, despite the best of intentions. We make no apologies for this view. We’ve been trying to bash that particular square peg into the round hole for nigh on three decades and still it won’t fit. Enough is enough, it’s time to concede defeat. It’s time to move on and seek other more ethical and cost-effective ways and means. It’s time to reclaim the agenda and to seek collaborative solutions that go beyond existing beliefs in order to fix the problem.


This is where we hope our book comes in. By drawing on the collective and lived experience of those people who find themselves right at the heart of the system – often at the receiving end of inspection – we aim to offer a real-time insight into what it looks and feels like to lead schools. We may not all agree with the contributors, indeed some of the views contained within may be slightly mischievous and deliberately provocative (I’ll leave you to decide), but that’s the whole point, for we need to go beyond the current set of anodyne and outdated beliefs that underpin the way we evaluate our worth. Beyond Belief is a book about taking back control so that those best placed to make intelligent judgements about the impact of our work can do so in a way that is meaningful and adds value. It’s a book full of hope.


There must be another way, a better way that is more wholesome and humane, a system that really does drive school improvement and that supports schools on their journey to greatness, whatever that might look like. Fundamentally, this book is about whether such a state exists, one where accountability can be low in stakes but high in intelligence, compassion and care.


We believe the answer is yes. The upside is that potential solutions are already out there. They’ve been there for decades, hiding in plain sight, but obvious to those who cared to look. There are many examples of how groups of schools and independent organisations have pulled together to provide a rigorous and robust approach to self-evaluation. These schools know how best to hold themselves and each other to account in a way that is meaningful, purposeful and worthwhile. We’ll learn about some of these in later chapters.


Before we set off, a word then on the structure of the book. It is constructed in three parts. The first section (Chapters 1 to 5) puts our current approach to accountability and inspection into context by tracing its roots right back to when it first emerged as an issue. We also explore what goes on in other countries and sectors so that we can learn from them. In the second section (Chapters 8 to 20), we take a closer look at what is happening in our schools at this very moment, focusing particularly on the impact accountability is having on our ability to do the job well, and on our wellbeing especially. In the final section, we go in search of the mythical inspection unicorn as we seek to find solutions on how best to fix the problem (Chapters 21 and 22). To do this, we need to push beyond existing beliefs, perhaps make a leap of faith, if we are to come close.


We start though with a rallying cry.
























CHAPTER 1:



A CALL TO ARMS





FEATURING CONTRIBUTIONS FROM RICHARD GERVER




‘Relax. No one else knows what they’re doing either.’


Ricky Gervais





I have a real problem with the word expert. The same goes for mastery. Whether it is my own imposter syndrome creeping in, or just plain old modesty, at no point have I – or will I ever – consider myself to be an expert leader. It’s just not in my nature to be so bold and I am very wary of leaders who claim to be experts.


One thing I have learnt as a leader is that, as soon as I have found a solution to a particular problem, that solution becomes irrelevant as soon as the context changes, which in schools happens on a weekly basis. Schools are not laboratories where variables can be controlled; they are not factories where the raw materials going in can be moulded in such a way that the product coming out is guaranteed to be as expected. What worked in one moment in time with specific pupils and staff might not work again in a different context. This is why airlifting an ‘expert’ headteacher into a school seldom works, because the context is different to the one in which they were previously successful. Too often, we see the Dunning–Kruger effect at play, whereby people with limited competence overestimate their abilities. Unfortunately, in all walks of life, hubris and mastery go hand in glove.


Thankfully, I’m with Steve Munby on this. I constantly remind myself of his excellent book, perfectly entitled Imperfect Leadership. The sub-title is even better: A book for leaders who know they don’t know everything. So, relax, says Ricky Gervais, for none of us really know what we are doing. At best, we are taking a punt – an educated guess based on heuristics and old-fashioned human judgement. On a good day, our punts work. Often, they don’t. It certainly helps to know lots of stuff, but when it comes to leading a school and stepping up into the spotlight, all bets are off.




Stepping into the spotlight


By Richard Gerver


When we dreamt of being school leaders, heads, executive heads or CEOs, I’m not sure many of us were driven by box ticking and making sure that our communities were simply compliant. We were driven by a set of values, by vision, by ambition for what could be and how it could be attained.


Leaders of our great democratic states often talk about the importance of the first 100 days in power after an election, that vital time when, as leaders, they can be at their most proactive, implementing their ideas and policies before the events of running a country overtake them, and they end up in reactive mode for the most part. I think the same is true for us as school leaders, whether it’s the first few weeks of a new school year or our first days in post.


It is so incredibly important that, as leaders, we look beyond the accountability systems, whether a report to governors or preparation for a visit from a school improvement officer, that drain us of our energy, ambition and sense of purpose, and that eat away at the culture we work so hard to forge and to cultivate. It’s equally important that we ensure those same pressures don’t bleed into the mindset of our colleagues.


Of course, accountability means different things to different people at different times – as this book explores – but I have always seen it in parallel to how and why we assess our students, the idea being that both summative and formative assessment are good ways to implement accountability. Summative accountability is often the most time consuming due to the work we do to share our outcomes with others. Of course it’s vital, but it can become all-consuming and what we learn from it tends to be reactive, whereas formative accountability is more about the process, the culture and the climate. It is proactive and developmental.


Over the last two decades, I have been able to spend a considerable amount of time working with a range of organisations, across almost all sectors: charitable, not for profit, sports, political and corporate. In that time, I have observed how they work with accountability, what it means to them and how they use it. It strikes me that most of the organisations I have observed fall in to one of two categories. Culturally, they have either traditional hierarchical structures focused far more on summative accountability, or more developmental evolutionary and flatter hierarchical structures focused more on formative accountability. I have come to define them as organisations that work under systems of assumed incompetence or systems of assumed excellence.


Systems of assumed incompetence


These are cultures where the belief is that people will only do their best if they are managed to do so and/or are highly incentivised. They are organisations where managers act almost exclusively as compliance officers, ensuring staff stick to their job descriptions, meet their targets and do what they are told. They are low-trust, fixed-outcome cultures borne out of the industrial age and the principles of scientific management first introduced by the American mechanical engineer Fredrick Wilmslow Taylor in 1911. They were used extensively and were successfully applied as the methodology to increase industrial efficiency and are based on four key principles:




	Select methods based on science, not ‘rule of thumb’. Rather than allowing each individual worker the freedom to use their own rule-of-thumb method to complete a task, instead use the scientific method to determine the single best way to do the job.



	Assign workers jobs based on their aptitudes. Instead of randomly assigning workers to any open job, assess which ones are most capable of each specific job and train them to work at peak efficiency.



	Monitor worker performance. Assess workers’ efficiency and provide additional instruction when necessary to guarantee they are working productively.



	Properly divide the workload between managers and workers. Managers should plan and train, while workers should implement what they’ve been trained to do.






When I first came across ‘Taylorism’, it strongly resonated with the way I felt our education system had been run from policy level down, even to an extent, to the way we filter young people through the system itself.


The system works if you are looking to create repetition in the industrial cycle with a focus on efficiency to increase productivity: increase productivity, improve output, improve profit, use profit to increase efficiency. This culture tends to be more reactive by nature, responding to events or developments once they have occurred; it is summative, because it assumes that little changes. This culture is the one that I believe traps so many of our leaders as it is still the pervasive culture we are taught to work in. It is why I think so many of our school staff feel so frustrated, exhausted and disenfranchised.


Systems of assumed excellence


These are cultures that I most commonly see in cutting-edge businesses and sectors, like technology and new media. They are organisations created in a different time, to meet the challenges of a different age. The philosophy underpinning their cultures is that they believe the people they hire are brilliant, highly engaged, committed and skilled. They want to use that talent to create new products, services and working methodologies, not simply to evidence that they are efficient. This means that management is far more focused on support for staff and teams, developing the right climate and environment to allow employees to be their best. The most effective way I have seen it defined is by the research Google did in 2012 to analyse what made their most successful teams so good. The headline findings were that these teams had the following attributes:




	Psychological safety – this refers to an individual’s perception of the consequences of taking a personal risk or to their belief that the team is a safe environment for risk taking, which will not be seen as ignorant, incompetent, negative or disruptive. In a team with high psychological safety, teammates feel safe to take risks around their team members. They feel confident that no one on the team will embarrass or punish anyone else for admitting a mistake, asking a question or offering a new idea.



	Dependability – on dependable teams, members reliably complete quality work on time (versus the opposite, whereby members shirk responsibilities).



	Structure and clarity – an individual’s understanding of job expectations, the process for fulfilling these expectations and the consequences of one’s performance are important for team effectiveness.



	Meaning – finding a sense of purpose in either the work itself or the output is important for team effectiveness. The meaning of work is personal and can vary for each individual, but may include for example, financial security, supporting family, helping the team succeed or self-expression.



	Impact – the result of the work, the subjective judgement that the work is making a difference, is important for teams. Seeing that one’s work is contributing to the organisation’s goals can help reveal impact.






In 2018, I interviewed the 2018 Nobel Prize winner for physics, Barry Barish. When he explained to me how he assembled his team of researchers, he said that qualifications were not enough and that he recruited people who ‘had the courage to challenge the beauty of the proof’ and who were ‘comfortable asking stupid questions’. This philosophy encourages a formative culture, one in which people can be far more proactive and less reactive.


As educational leaders, given the complexities of our roles and the responsibilities we carry both systemically and morally, I think that we need to deploy the best of both cultures, but to do so accountability should be far more focused on culture and approach rather than outcome. My research suggests that it is only when cultures of assumed excellence are prevalent that we see evidence of sustainable development and evolution, and high levels of professional confidence and of formative accountability.


Highly performing cultures are underpinned by trust, respect and a shared sense of purpose, which is why most of us chose education as a career in the first place, so the intrinsic motivation is already there. The challenge is how we go about rebalancing the environments we work in. This is something that I believe starts with our colleagues and our communities. Most of us have been raised, educated and have managed to operate in strong cultures of assumed incompetence, and while many don’t enjoy it, it is nevertheless familiar and so comfortable. It is an environment where we can always blame someone further up the hierarchical structure if things don’t go to plan. It is why so many of us, as school leaders, feel we are frequently performing on the back foot. Not only are we dealing with our own challenges, but we feel directly accountable for the challenges and problems of our colleagues too. How often have you been ready to pack up for the weekend, late on a Friday afternoon, when someone comes into your office, or phones, texts or emails, with a problem that ruins your weekend? They sign off by saying thank you, sharing has made them feel better, but for you …


The first step to creating a real culture of assumed excellence lies in developing a climate of psychological safety that means people will be more comfortable being accountable for their own challenges and responsibilities. They will begin voluntarily to step into the spotlight that often is focused on your office.


When I reflect on the highlights of my leadership, they so often mirror the moments I hold dear from my time in the classroom, when I saw others rise, gain confidence and take on a challenge for themselves. As leaders, it is the accountability that energises us, drives us on and helps us through the tough times. So, I urge you all to help others into the spotlight, to believe in their own excellence, to work together proactively and to be the culture that you are all accountable for.



























CHAPTER 2:



LESSONS FROM ABROAD





FEATURING CONTRIBUTIONS FROM MEENA WOOD




‘All of life is a dispute over taste and tasting.’


Friedrich Nietzsche





Ofsted is clear that its judgements are underpinned by ‘consistent and researched’ criteria (Ofsted, 2023). As a result, it has always maintained that the evidence base is thorough, rigorous and robust. Amanda Spielman (Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector from 2017 to 2023) frequently described Ofsted as a ‘force for improvement’. And yet, since its inception, Ofsted has consistently changed its mind as to what ‘consistent and researched’ looks like. I’ve lost count, but it feels very much as if we are on Inspection Framework 12.0, much like Apple continually launches iPhone iOS updates as it seeks to iron out the latest bugs and glitches. I do wonder when we will finally get it right with accountability and what we should be looking for and how. All this constant ‘new and improved formula’ messaging is becoming too tedious. One day, hopefully, Ofsted will make its mind up and get it right.


What’s reassuring, at least, is that the new Chief Inspector Sir Martyn Oliver has been critical of the current 2019 schedule, recognising that it’s far from being their ‘best ever yet’. On appointment in January 2024, he made it clear, for example, that there needs to be far greater focus on inclusion, standards and results. This is a good thing, but the very fact that it must be said, almost three decades on, reflects badly on all that has gone on before. How reliable and accurate, therefore, are previous inspection reports when inclusion has not been a sufficient focus? Does that mean we have some outstanding schools that are not as inclusive as they should be? If that’s the case, how can this be helpful to parents? It’s also unfair to those schools that are inclusive but have not been given the credit for it. If only one single school has been placed into a category for this, then it undermines the validity of the entire system.


Despite Ofsted now claiming that heads need to become more incentivised to become inclusive, as reported in the TES (Roberts, 2024), schools overall have been doing their level best to promote inclusion and improve standards for years. The problem in a high-stakes environment is that any incentive is likely to distort the system as schools seek to play the game (we’ll come on to these distortions in due course). As important as inclusion is as a perfectly valid accountability measure, it’s very difficult to pin down cause and effect and assign a value judgement to it. Judging how inclusive a school is requires great expertise and it’s not something I feel I could do in my own school with any reasonable degree of accuracy, let alone in someone else’s. Time, place and circumstance are everything.


Deciding how good things are in a school is a complex and highly subjective process. Heuristics, intuition and cognitive bias always come into play. Sadly so too does hubris. Distilling, synthesising and interpreting the evidence base requires great skill and caution and is a multifaceted event that cannot be rushed. No two experts will agree and any assertions are at best made on the balance of probability. ‘Beyond reasonable doubt’ comes nowhere near, which is why no one deserves to be found ‘guilty’.


So high then are the margins for error, wise leaders hedge their bets and err on the side of caution. We sit firmly on the bench. If we were on jury service we would most likely be split (and no way would we convict). We know from the research that when it comes to judging how good a lesson is, we may as well toss a coin. I recall this only too well from my time as an inspector attending annual training in the days when we judged lessons. In a room full of hundreds of inspectors, we would watch a video of a teacher in action. We were asked to complete evidence forms and to grade what we saw. Ofsted never provided us with an exemplar of what the ‘correct’ answer was because – as we know – there isn’t one. Anyone who claims to know is a charlatan. There would follow a show of hands as to who graded the lesson ‘inadequate’ through to ‘good’ and ‘outstanding’. To my annual despair, the room would be split four ways. No wonder 97 per cent of heads in a 2024 National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) report on the future of school accountability, say the one-word judgement needs to go. Factor in also that 85 per cent of heads believe that inspectors currently have insufficient experience to reliably inspect all schools, regardless of phase, size and type, the very fact that we still assign a grade to a single overall judgement seems preposterous.


We will return to this in the next chapter when we look at the history of inspection in England, so that we can see how we have ended up where we are now. Before that though, it would be helpful to see what other countries do when it comes to holding their schools to account. Surely, we are not the only country to do this; to grade our schools. Don’t other countries have similarly punitive approaches to inspection, with groups of strangers deciding how good schools are? Aren’t these countries also undecided about what it is they’re looking for, constantly changing the focus every few years when a new politician takes the reins?


Well, no, it seems not. You won’t be surprised to learn that we are out on a limb when it comes to accountability compared with our international counterparts. According to research (Jerrim, 2021) by University College London (UCL), when it comes to the pressures school leaders face as a consequence of accountability measures, England is an outlier compared with other schools across the world (based on Teaching and Learning International Survey, TALIS, and Program for International Student Assessment, PISA). We unenviably stand alone on an international ‘accountability scale’ that compares accountability and stress. In our schools, we are high on both counts and this is not good. We are by no means the only country to have high levels of accountability (New Zealand and the United States have similar systems), but ours is the only one where staff become so stressed as a result.


Here Meena Wood gives an international perspective on accountability, focusing on the lessons that can be learnt from how schools are inspected overseas.




Learning from national and international accountability frameworks


By Meena Wood


England has the highest stakes accountability system in the world but does not have necessarily the highest achieving schools. Following Covid, there has been much disruption to the education system in the UK, with rising numbers of children sporadically or persistently absenting themselves from schools and missing out on their learning. The UK curriculum since 2012 in primary and secondary is designed around acquiring and memorising ‘knowledge’ (largely through rote learning) with little or no focus on children acquiring the skills they genuinely need to access the knowledge. This means quite simply that those children and young people able to memorise knowledge in line with the Ofsted inspection framework stand a greater chance of passing exams than those who struggle to retain learning or cannot access learning on account of poor levels of literacy and special education needs, which may include dyslexia or ADHD. The absence of a genuine focus on developing skills for learning and attitudes to learning within the curriculum has resulted in many children and young people unable to sustain ‘catch-up’ in any learning they may have missed. Many in lessons are unable to even sustain genuine agency of their learning.


There has been much speculation but no analysis by either the DfE or Ofsted as to why, for instance, 1.8 million children are missing from school in 2024.


The role of an inspectorate should be to ensure that all children and young people access the curriculum and achieve outcomes in line with their potential, making at least good progress from their individual starting points. How this progress is defined is a moot point. Nevertheless, Ofsted has taken it upon itself since 2019, to task its inspectors to judge the ‘quality of education,’ by how effectively all children access knowledge, but importantly, without due consideration of children’s variable starting points. ‘Knowing more and remembering more’ and a sequenced curriculum are the mantra and driving force of the inspectorate with both primary and secondary schools being inspected in the same way. As all children are expected to reach the same benchmark in the normative SATs at 11 and GCSE assessments at 16, this results in at least one third of children routinely failing both. Furthermore, standards of children’s outcomes are not improving and the gap between disadvantaged pupils and their non-disadvantaged peers is the highest it has been since 2012. This begs the question on Ofsted’s values and the moral purpose of inspection in England.


Estyn (the Welsh inspectorate) and ETI (the Northern Ireland inspectorate) are both aiming to transform the way they work as inspectorates so that the emphasis is on low stakes, high accountability. Both inspectorates work with schools more developmentally. Some welcome features include Estyn no longer publishing a single summative grade but summarising the school as excellent, good or adequate according to the narrative ‘How well do providers help children to learn?’. The name of the headteacher and governing body details are not published.


Several international models can be identified that are more effective and developmental working in synergy with schools towards incremental improvements, through adding capacity to leadership. Notable amongst these are high performing OECD countries, such as Germany, Singapore, Taiwan, Finland and Estonia. All use inspection in some degree to help school leaders develop the capacity for self-improvement through self-evaluation, thus building and sustaining capacity across the system.


In these models, strategic governmental or localised support helps schools address the areas that may have been highlighted during inspection. Post-inspection, decoupling the school from local, and/or centralised professional development risks inconsistency and variability in the quality of the support provided. Therefore, a symbiotic relationship exists between accountability at school improvement level through school leadership and teaching capacity and inspection. In England, other than the department of education advisers, national leaders of education and national leaders of governance, freelance external advisers and consultants, school improvement partners (SIPS) are largely unaccredited and unregulated as an industry. Their impact is not yet formally evaluated for its value added to children’s learning and outcomes. Most SIPS work with schools to achieve the benchmark of ‘passing the Ofsted inspection’, through conferring greater familiarity with the Ofsted Education Inspection Framework (EIF). It is debatable then as to who quality assures and holds accountable the SIPS/external consultants; what KPIs they work towards and who regulates the amounts paid to them from public funds, that is intended for the greater good of the children?


By contrast, the Netherlands Education Inspectorate assesses all independent and public schools receiving public funds on a regular schedule. Inspections conducted every four years ensure that the schools’ funds are spent appropriately, the curriculum is in place for the required subjects, and the attainment targets are being met. The inspectorate reports are public, and a national report each year summarises findings on schools. A proportionate risk-assessment approach to inspection focuses on the three to four percent of low-performing schools who are required to develop improvement plans, with more intensive inspections if they do not improve. Continual low performance can result in the inspectorate withdrawing funding from schools. Conversely, the ministry has created incentives for high-performing schools by establishing an ‘excellent school’ designation with an increase in the number of schools applying for this designation.


Self-assessment lies at the heart of all schools in Hong Kong as they develop an improvement plan based on the government’s School Development and Accountability (SDA) framework. To complement the self-assessment process, the Education Bureau (EDB) carries out external school reviews (ESRs). Schools are generally chosen at random for ESRs and notified in advance. The ESR teams consist of three to four EDB officers and a practising educator. Immediately following the review, the ESR team provides an oral briefing to the school leader and teachers and submits a written report. A written response to the report within four weeks is required by the school outlining how it will carry out the recommendations. This interactive process between school and review team is a key feature that leads to the final report, with the school’s response. This is required to be made available to parents and other members of the school community. In addition to ESRs, the EDB conducts focus inspections, to better inform its policies, such as teaching and learning in specific subject areas. This is similar to the thematic surveys conducted by Ofsted prior to 2019 and much valued by the English education sector. The EDB’s Regional Education Offices (REO) help schools implement improvement strategies in response to feedback from the external school review process. Therefore, the support that schools get post review is sustained through the REOs, and not subject to external consultants.


Germany and Taiwan use inspection-led systems to identify and support low performing schools. In the case of Germany, the federal states that conduct inspections operate a low-stakes system with reports not shared beyond the school. Instead, the reports are used by the school as a tool for genuine school improvement to improve their performance (Dedering, 2018). This confers agency on school leaders to lead on their school improvement, rather than an over-dependence on external advisers. In Taiwan, the Ministry of Education inspects upper secondary schools and intervenes with those judged to be low performing through an evaluation of school management and school leadership practices. An on-site counselling group comprising university professors and experienced principals, coaches, work with leaders of low-performing schools for one year. A follow-up evaluation is conducted the following year to monitor improvements in school outcomes. Schools that are rated as ‘in observation’ in any aspect of the evaluations work in synergy with school inspectors from the local Bureau of Education to improve. Inspection then becomes developmental rather than judgemental for schools needing support. If a school does not improve, there are additional follow-up inspections focused on specific areas of weakness.


In South Korea, schools are evaluated annually by inspectors overseen by the metropolitan/provincial education offices with standards set through the Ministry of Education. Interestingly, although local governments can select inspectors, most rely on experienced teachers and school leaders. School evaluations review teaching and learning practices, curriculum, and student needs. The Ministry of Education has recently added school-based performance awards in which top-performing schools receive bonuses. School reviews are not used punitively; rather, struggling schools are given advice and guidance on how to improve with reports reported publicly. Low-performing schools are monitored regularly to see if the improvement plans result in higher levels of student learning.


In fact, in all these three countries, it is notable that there is an expectation that school reports will be used by schools to inform their own self-evaluation towards building internal leadership capacity.


The Singapore model is successful precisely because it evaluates accountability, followed by systematic professional support and incentives at whole school level and teacher level, both of which are formally linked through the Cluster Superintendent’s role.


Singapore’s Ministry of Education works closely with schools on improvements through geographic school clusters led by Cluster Superintendents. These are responsible for identifying professional development training needs, facilitating collaboration between schools, ensuring the practices of the top performing schools are shared across the cluster. The ministry annually awards schools that demonstrate outstanding achievement in a single year or over a period of years. The highest award, the School Excellence Award, is much sought after and given to one school every year. All schools conduct annual self-evaluations of their practices and outcomes using the ministry-developed school excellence model, which includes nine performance criteria, followed by improvement plans. Additionally, each school is visited by a ministry-led team of evaluators once every six years; the team typically includes consultants from the ministry and respected educators, such as university professors and successful school leaders. The visit is intended to validate the self-evaluation, provide feedback to the school, and offer support for improvement. The school accountability model is centralised as is teacher accountability. The latter is driven by supervisors deploying an Enhanced Performance Management System (EPMS) for annual teacher evaluations based self-appraisal based on 16 different competencies, including their work in the classroom and their interaction with the greater school community. Notably, the evaluations contain qualitative written feedback as opposed to numeric scores and are used by teachers to inform their professional development plans. A ‘current estimated potential’ for each teacher using the EPMS results is constructed and shared with the teacher to help them articulate their career goals. Incentives include rewards based on EPMS results, including honours and salary bonuses, as well as awards and recognition at the national level.


Mourshed et al (2010) proposed a positive link between high-performing systems and greater autonomy for schools and teachers in curricula and pedagogy. Singapore and Estonia both have education systems that have moved away from rote learning and committed to inquiry-based approaches to education (Scott et al, 2018, Wood and Haddon, 2021). In Singapore’s case this has led to their ‘teach less, learn more’ strategy. This is reflected in the way the evaluation reviews are conducted with an emphasis on the impact of teaching on learning, rather than teaching or teacher. The number of learning outcomes in the national curriculum has subsequently been reduced so that teachers can focus on laying a strong foundation of knowledge and skills involving inquiry-based processes. This reflects a shift that ‘teaching to the test’ do not prepare young people for economies that require innovative skills (Scott et al, 2018). Incidentally, Singapore stands out among OECD countries for its low percentage of low-performing students and high percentage of high-performing students, including a very high percentage of top-performing students with low socioeconomic status. Ten percent of disadvantaged students in Singapore are in the top-performing group compared to an OECD average of three percent.


In Estonia, the strategy for lifelong learning has led to a focus on developing interdisciplinary skills such as creativity and entrepreneurship (Lees, 2016). In line with the markedly different curriculum, Estonia has moved from a regular cycle of inspections to a more commensurate risk-based approach (for example, triggered by low results or as the result of complaints). Finland and Estonia both place emphasis on digital skills in their curricula which, in Finland, have been particularly emphasised in the new curricula. The autonomy accorded to schools in these countries in relation to how the curricula is shaped is carried through to national school improvement processes. When low-performing schools are identified through self-evaluation in Estonia and Finland, they formulate, implement and evaluate school improvement activities through their school development plans and these are monitored locally.


One of the biggest changes to the 2019 Ofsted inspection framework was the decision to not take into consideration external and internal pupil performance data as part of the evidence base for judging improvements. This absence of data scrutiny was initially seen as a positive move to tackle the obsession generated by Ofsted inspection that some schools had with the collation of ‘performance data’, and the impact this had on teacher workload. Instead ‘accountability’ for school improvement was interpreted by inspectors by arriving at the ‘quality of education judgement’ through a scrutiny of the curriculum and how this was implemented, with an expectation that the curriculum design would be in line with Ofsted’s guidance both for primary and secondary schools. This in turn was influenced by a strong belief in cognitive science and the power of pupils’ memory in retaining knowledge. This was certainly a case of ‘throwing out the baby with the bath water’. Since 2019, there has been little focus on pupil outcomes, so evidence collected by inspectors may or may not be referenced. The evidence base, at best, is based on non-validated data submitted by the school in its SIP or SEF during inspection, or at worst, no quantitative data is sought by inspectors to verify what they see through lesson visits. This has raised concerns that by not having valid data, inspectors are unable to focus on all pupils’ outcomes. This broad-brush approach has led to an invisible but significant body of pupils. For instance, those that are disadvantaged, with EAL needs, those with a low reading age or SEND needs, those who may be constantly suspended, excluded or persistently absent. It might even include pupils who are exceptionally able and not fulfilling their potential. In other words, inspection, without a forensic review by both the school and the inspectors of how ‘pupil groups’ such as these progress and achieve, ends up being neither equitable nor egalitarian in its remit.


England’s inspectorate with its emphasis on a prescribed curriculum model, does not allow for school autonomy in the design and delivery of its curriculum and assessment systems. This means that school leaders are powerless to select what might be more appropriate to each school’s unique context and pupil profile. The United Arab Emirates inspectorate in Dubai, on the other hand, must inspect nineteen different national-based curricula across its international schools including, of course, the (English) national curriculum. Therefore, the KHDA inspectorate has devised a flexible inspection framework that places learners (rather than a prescribed curriculum model) at the heart of the inspection process. External and internal assessment outcomes and data about the learners are used by the schools and the inspectorate as part of the accountability framework and self-evaluation. This is submitted along to the Ministry of Education for validation before yearly inspections. The assertions and metrics are then referenced during inspection and through lesson observations. A clear focus on the learning, outcomes and standards of all ‘pupil groups’ during inspection means the data can be authenticated even further by evaluating how pupils learn in situ. Inspectors also review pupils’ work for the progress they make over the course of time, backed up by internal assessment data, thereby identifying underachieving ‘pupil cohorts’ and individuals. This process importantly arrives at judgements regarding the appropriateness of curriculum and assessment processes for all pupils.


The core values and vision of inspection are driven by the government’s strapline: ‘Inclusion, innovation and school self-evaluation’. Underlying this is the respect for education and the UAE Vision 2021 that ‘…education is a fundamental element for the development of a nation and the best investment in its youth…. more than any other time, we need to boost innovation among young people, build nurturing environments in our society, and encourage our schools and universities to equip our youth with skills in research and discovery methodologies.’


This is a country that has a diverse range of learners and the highest growing numbers of international schools globally. Leadership capacity is measured and judged through the school’s ability to know itself – its strengths and areas for development and how well it interprets the outcomes and progress indicators on all pupil groups so that all receive a high-quality education. It is believed this is essential for social equity, as this is a constituent element of lifelong learning. The concept and practice of inclusive education is therefore central in the accountability framework of the KHDA inspectorate and one of its core beliefs. Inclusive education in this framework is judged as the process through which schools develop systems, classrooms, programmes and activities so that all students can learn, develop and participate together.


The UAE has expressed a determination towards an ‘inclusive, barrier-free, rights-based society’ that promotes, protects and ensures the success of all pupil groups. The impact of inclusion is evaluated through the learning experiences of all children through the curriculum, learning environment and school community. It is especially incumbent on inspectors to focus on the following groups: boys and girls, Emirati students, lower and higher attaining students, students with special educational needs, students with particular gifts or talents, students for whom the language of instruction is an additional language, students whose first language is Arabic, including children in the early years.


Within this framework, inspectors judge governors and senior leaders as they have a responsibility to facilitate and develop an inclusive culture, attitudes and practice within their schools. Particular groups of students are given greater scrutiny as they may require access to specialist provision, and it is believed are at the highest risk of experiencing educational exclusion or marginalisation.


The evidence sought by inspectors is a proactive school that identifies barriers which restrict students’ achievement, participation, and learning, and will take action to remove obstacles which could lead to educational exclusion. This includes the effectiveness of identification procedures, appropriateness of curriculum modification systems, impact of specific intervention or personal support mechanisms, use of feedback from monitoring and assessment processes. There is an expectation that part of the evidence focuses on consulting with students, professionals, parents, carers and the wider community. Provision for students with special educational needs is integrated into every aspect of the KHDA framework and is not a separate judgement. Students with special education needs are referred to in a positive inclusive way as ‘students of determination’.


Schools are expected through their self-evaluation to evaluate the quality of provision for these students through considering selected performance standards and indicators. It is interesting to note that a similar integrated inclusive approach to inspection is used in Singapore with yearly professional development mandatory for all teachers in creating adaptive teaching approaches for SEND pupils.


The second key strand of inspection is driven by the Emirates National Innovation Strategy. This sets the context for ‘innovation’ and ‘innovative leadership’ for delivering a programme of economic development and progress, stimulating creativity, and growing a distinct set of skills and capabilities across the nation to achieve the UAE Vision 2021 and ‘innovation ecosystem’. Inspectors interpret innovations in: the way schools are owned, organised and managed; curriculum design models; teaching and learning approaches, for instance, how learning technologies are used; classroom design including virtual spaces; assessment; timetabling; partnerships to promote effective learning and engagement in the economy; and the ways in which teachers and leaders are recruited, trained, developed and rewarded. These innovations can be small or large, recognisable, or entirely new and different. For instance, the establishment of ‘learning corridors’ where teaching assistants or teachers work with small groups of pupils on targeted areas, using digital, smart board, flip chart or white board resources. The belief is that ‘innovation’ is driven by a commitment to excellence and continuous improvement; based on curiosity, the willingness to take risks and to experiment to test assumptions. Innovation is based on questioning and challenging the status quo and on recognising opportunity and taking advantage of it. During school inspections, there is a strong focus on the school’s vision and interpretation of innovation as found in the inspection framework.


‘Social responsibility and innovation skills


Elements Community involvement, volunteering and social contribution Work ethic, innovation, enterprise and entrepreneurship Environmental awareness and action’


The final third strand is accurate self-evaluation in common with all the other international models reviewed here. This is considered a pre-requisite for school improvement and inspection. Without it, it is believed school leaders, governors and proprietors do not have a realistic view of their school’s strengths and weaknesses. This means that action for improvement is unlikely to address the most important issues or lead to improved outcomes for students. Inspectors expect a forward-looking self-evaluation that is about change and improvement, whether gradual or transformational. It is based on professional reflection, challenge and support. It involves taking considered decisions about actions that result in clear benefits for students.


The purpose of self-evaluation is not just because an inspection is imminent but should reflect an ongoing process that all schools engage in regularly throughout the year to assist all stakeholders in the journey of continuous improvement. The inspectorate has a distinct focus on learning through self-evaluation as it is believed that this is the core business of a school and the leaders, teachers and students who form the learning community:


At the heart of school self-evaluation are three questions flagged up by the inspectorate:




	How are we doing?



	How well should we be doing?



	What will we do to improve?






The KHDA inspection framework sets out a blueprint for self-evaluation aligned to the performance standards and elements of the framework. This is an important tool used by schools to implement their own quality assurance and is used by Inspectors as a starting point for the inspection evidence base. In this way schools are encouraged to undertake carefully considered, reflective self-evaluation year on year that takes account of both qualitative and quantitative evidence. Inspectors focus on impact in each of the six performance standards.




	Students’ achievement



	Teaching and assessment



	Curriculum including adapting curriculum



	Protection, care, guidance and support of students



	Leadership and management, including self-evaluation






The most detailed performance standards are the sections devoted to students’ achievement (progress, learning skills and attainment), personal development social responsibility, innovative and enterprise skills). These two key outcomes – students’ achievement and students’ personal development – are the key measures of school effectiveness and form the basis for the first two standards. The next four standards focus on which factors determine school effectiveness: the quality of teaching, curriculum, care and leadership.


Each standard focuses on the impact for students and signposts clear exemplars of the expectations and evidence that inspectors look for in relation to each judgement. This is a transparent process whereby schools can use these exemplars as comparators when evaluating students’ academic outcomes and their personal, physical, social and emotional development.


Learning skills (extract from KHDA Framework)


Students’ engagement in, and responsibility for, their own learning


1.3.2 Students’ interactions, collaboration and communication skills


1.3.3 Application of learning to the world and making connections between areas of learning


1.3.4 Innovation, enterprise, enquiry, research, critical thinking and use of learning technologies


Students are enthusiastic and take responsibility for their own learning in sustained ways. They focus well and reflect on their learning to evaluate their strengths and weaknesses accurately. They take targeted actions to improve. Students have positive attitudes toward learning and can work for short periods without their teachers’ intervention. They may be passive learners but they know what they have learnt and how to improve their work.


Summary


A review of international models of accountability must acknowledge that contextual socioeconomic and cultural factors contributing to success in other countries’ accountability and inspection systems may not transfer with equal success to England, (Courtney, 2018; Davoli and Entorf, 2018; Dimmock and Tan, 2016). There are questions as to how these models might translate to England’s many vested interests and stakeholders, given a significantly fragmented educational landscape of state, free-standing schools, and multi-academy trusts.


A notable key strength across the international systems is a multi-layered approach to accountability. This is in distinct contrast to the English system with its heavy reliance on one inspectorate that prescribes how and what schools deliver as education. In 2023 this inspectorate is riddled with inconsistency and high levels of variability and, most importantly, can be a punitive process driven by high-stakes judgements.


Regardless of whether their school improvement systems are based on inspections and/or self-evaluation, the countries referenced here, and in the DfE review (Greatbatch and Tate 2019), invariably place a strong emphasis on developing leadership capacity. This is implemented through school-to-school collaboration and peer-to-peer support. How these are organised may vary, but all the systems are designed to facilitate engagement between low-performing schools and teachers and high performing school leaders and schools who have experienced addressing similar challenges. In addition, a proportionate risk-based approach to inspection in some countries ensures that the follow up support and monitoring systems are intensive, up until the school is no longer judged to be low performing.


In these international school improvement systems, the responsibilities and accountabilities of different stakeholders within them are clearly delineated in relation to support and accountability – these include an inspectorate, peer school support, central and local government. There is a strong argument to be made for greater coherence and alignment between different school improvement initiatives and different stakeholders in England’s diverse school improvement system. In this way, all involved form a centralised accountability framework. These might include DfE regional directors, Ofsted, MAT school improvement directors and teams as well as ‘school improvement’ consultants. Greater accountability for MATs would also create shared responsibility and greater scrutiny of how their academies are led, managed and supported at the top level. This would be one way of ensuring that headteachers are not solely to blame for less than favourable inspection outcomes. Ensuring that all the roles are fully accountable and ‘joined up’ would lead to greater synergy between stakeholders and a greater focus on equity in outcomes and quality of education for all pupils (Gilbert, 2017; Cruddas, 2018). ‘….A consolidation of authority and decision making in the intervention space in order to bring about clearer alignment and transparency in the form of published frameworks for decision-making…DfE should consider the creation of a single intervention actor’ (Cruddas, 2018).


A feature common to many of the more successful education systems is an inspection framework that is not prescriptive in how education is delivered but is centred on learners, the quality and equity of their education and outcomes. A good example of this is the KHDA framework deployed in the UAE which focuses on education’s role in developing learners’ attributes and attitudes to learning. The experience of the countries in this chapter suggests that inspection systems that are the most effective in improving teaching and learning begin with a way for schools to have the autonomy to examine and measure their own school practices – all of which have a strong focus on the impact of education on student outcomes and wellbeing. They rely on excellent educators as inspectors who are trained carefully to provide accurate judgements and provide detailed reports that point the way for schools to improve. In addition, in many cases, a multilayered approach means that inspection does not happen in isolation but is backed up by professional centralised support and peer school collaborations.


Models of school improvement are not uniquely driven by inspection regimes. The best models aim to provide a better alternative through prioritising the interests of children and young people. One of the key findings in this review is an inspectorate within an accountability framework usually underpinned by a central long-term strategic vision and values sustained for the good of society. In these cases, the inspection framework does not become a short-term political football, subject to the personal inclinations of a lead HMCI, or a governmental administration, as is the case in England. In the best examples, both the school and the teaching staff gain from centralised or localised professional development and support, as well as incentives that encourage continuous improvements.


Inspection and accountability systems by themselves do not improve schools; schools need the capacity to implement the recommendations. Countries are increasingly moving to build school capacity by requiring schools to conduct self-evaluations and convening centralised teams to develop improvement plans. In line with international best practice, school inspections place a firm emphasis on the need for schools to become more familiar and confident with the processes of self-evaluation and improvement planning.


A combination of quantitative and qualitative data used both by the school and the inspectorate results in a model that creates an inclusive approach to inspection as the focus is on all pupil groups. In addition, this approach is enabling for leaders who must take greater autonomy and accountability for continuous school improvement. For valid and reliable analysis on how well the quality of education in a school meets the needs of all pupils in its local community and the progress they make, the metrics used should include on entry school choice, pupils’ profiles and starting points, attendance and exclusions, pupils’ achievement, as well as destination data, including, exclusions.


OECD’s evidence (2011) from PISA results suggests that when school autonomy and accountability are intelligently combined, they tend to be associated with better pupil performance. The best inspection systems show that accountability can contribute to genuine improvements in school performance and outcomes for children and young people and not just create one-word measures. Is this not the ultimate aim of an education system?



























CHAPTER 3:



BEHOLD THE PANACEA





FEATURING CONTRIBUTIONS FROM SIR ALASDAIR MACDONALD AND MELISSA BENN




‘Observing and understanding are two different things.’


Mary E. Pearson





It’s interesting that Meena Wood, in the previous chapter, asks us to question the ultimate aim of an education system. She is right to do so. It does seem odd that the purpose of schooling has never been addressed in England. This could be why we find it so difficult to agree on what it is we should be looking for when deciding if what we are doing in schools is any good. It’s hard to know if we are making a difference if we don’t know why we are trying to achieve.


Many have constantly called for a long-term plan for education, going right back to when state education first began in 1870. Prior to that, schools were set up specifically to meet the needs of the local community, often in areas of high deprivation; back then their purpose and intent was clear. Likewise, for church schools whose influence and vested interests were well known. So successful were they, that they paved the way for a national roll out of state schools (where it was free to attend) to educate the masses. This involved the creation of a system of school boards (which from 1902 became local authorities). Off these schools went with great gusto, some better than others, often land grabbing in the process. Many became flag bearers for the working classes, making a huge difference in their impoverished communities. Others were less scrupulous and were plundering the cash, flaunting the regulations as they attempted to game the system for their own benefit. If only some bright soul had had the conviction to reign everyone in, to sit round a table to try to agree collectively an integrated way forward.


Fast forward 130 years or so and you would have thought that by now we’d have learnt our lesson. Alas not, for it seems we are still no closer to agreeing a long-term vision for our schools. The stark reality is that we are probably never likely to, as result of all the different interests and complex layers of accountability interwoven across and throughout the current system. As parliaments and Secretaries of State came and went, we lost sight of the purpose of schooling, if indeed, we ever had grasp of it in the first place. The vision both locally and centrally has become so overlayed that as Brighouse and Waters (2021) once said, ‘it all ends in tiers’.


When it comes to agreeing a long-term vision, according to the Foundation for Education Development (FED) there is widespread consensus on the matter. A ‘10-year plan for education should be developed which is evidence based and fit for purpose. It should be guided by an overarching mission – much like the concept of ‘flourishing’ that the OECD has identified as being key to a quality education.’ (FED, 2023) In its annual consultation report, FED goes further, arguing for a new approach to education planning, ensuring that it is ‘fit for purpose and shaped by those with lived experience of the system’. More importantly, and this strikes at the heart of one of the key weaknesses of the current inspection regime, ‘it should properly reflect the country, understanding that one size does not fit all and be adaptable to the different needs of society, the economy and across the regions’.


Local variations in funding, intake, poverty levels and aspirations make a cookie-cutter approach almost impossible. It would be unwise to compare the quality of two hospitals if the only metric were mortality rate (assuming that the purpose of health care is to keep people alive). Consultants and health experts could be operating in identical ways in two similar hospitals, but in one patients might be experiencing high levels of poverty and deprivation and, in the other, none at all. Does that make the medical skills and care provision less effective in one than the other, given the local context? Schools in many ways are no different, which is why, in an unequal society, we need a more nuanced approach to deciding how good our schools are. This is especially true when the school – the curriculum in particular – becomes the medicine to cure all society’s ills, whether we need it or not.


Writing together, Sir Alasdair MacDonald and Melissa Benn argue exactly that; there is only so much that schools can do in a complex and unequal society. Tarring all schools with the same hypocritical accountability brush is entirely unhelpful when the role of schooling is unclear in a diverse society. Schools alone cannot be expected to do everything. Schools are complicated places. Knowing what goes on in them is one thing; understanding their impact on society is another. The former does not reveal the latter. We must not conflate the two.




The limits of school-based solutions in an unequal society


By Sir Alasdair MacDonald and Melissa Benn


Hardly a week goes by without the media or a politician focusing on a topical problem whose solution is seen to be the responsibility of schools and which should be added to the school curriculum. This can cover a wide range of subjects from financial education to teeth cleaning, from gender identity to drug abuse. Meanwhile, there is huge time pressure on the actual curriculum that schools have to deliver and on which they are judged. This curriculum is narrower now than it has been since the 1950s, concentrating on English, maths and science to the virtual exclusion at GCSE of whole areas of learning, in particular the creative and technology subjects. If we add to this, the fact that schools are increasingly the last service standing for many families, due to the cuts in other children’s services, have the demands we make on our schools and their leaders become unrealistic?
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