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Abstract

The activities of OFSTED and its impact are ‘a matter of high public interest’
(Brunel University, 1999 p.3) constituting as they arguably do, the central
plank in governmental efforts to improve contemporary primary education.
However, after almost a decade since its introduction, and in spite of a
growing body of research into various aspects of the inspection process,
there is relatively little which actually points to sustained improvements in

either standards or classroom practice which can be directly attributed to

OFSTED.

This research project adopted a case study approach to investigate the
perceptions of those working in, and for, a sample of six Derbyshire primary
schools concerning the impact of the OFSTED process of inspection. Data
was gathered from headteachers, teachers, governors and classroom
assistants using' questionnaires, interviews and formal and informal site
visits. Other data sources, including inspection reports and contextual data
drawn from the sample schools were also Included, providing useful

information relating to each institution’s culture and context.

This qualitative study attempts to explore the overall impact of inspection on
the teaching and learning process and its relationship to school improvement
In the context of primary education. The findings from this project indicate
that the OFSTED system of inspection has only a limited positive impact
upon primary school practice. It also raises questions concerning the
anxieties and pressures felt by schools who experience ‘light touch’ short

inspections. Ultimately, the evidence from this study would suggest that, to



date, it remains difficult to justify the inspectorate’s validating objective of
Improvement through inspection’ and that, as a result, the positive impact of

Inspection upon primary schools remains questionable.
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Structure of the Study
This study consists of five chapters which have been divided into various
sections for ease of reference. It commences with an Introduction which
puts the study Into the contemporary context. It provides details of the
author's interest in the OFSTED system of school inspection which

precipitated the generation of the research focus and objectives.

Chapter one reviews, in some detail, the available literature concerning
OFSTED and inspection. It seeks to draw together several themes
contained within the work and research of a number of respected authors. It
provides a broad context; reference to the development of OFSTED and its
purposes and considers notions of accountability, validity and reliability. The
experience of the inspection process is considered prior to the impact of
iInspection on school and classroom improvement. The chapter concludes
with reference to the influence of OFSTED In the development, in many

primary schools, of ‘setting’ and subject specialization.

Chapter two describes the methodology used, providing detalls of the criteria
adopted for the selection of the six case study schools. The methods of data
collection and analysis are described, and details of the questionnaire
response rates and roles of the interviewees in their respective schools are

provided. The chapter concludes with the brief consideration of possible

improvements to the study.

Chapter three provides data relating to the six case study schools and

includes key information drawn from questionnaire responses; interviews



with headteachers, staff and governors; and data drawn from visits to the
schools and from their respective inspection reports. Quotations are used
from the various sources of information as necessary. The sample of
schools selected experienced ‘successful’ inspections, which is a central
feature of this study given the relative lack of research into the effect of

inspection upon primary schools providing a good, or at least satisfactory,

service as defined by OFSTED (Earley, 1998).

The ‘authentic voices’ of governors, teachers, headteachers and classroom
assistants within the case study schools are presented with appropriate
observations and conclusions. Their responses are included verbatim to

maintain their richness and flavour.

Chapter four is divided into four sections to reflect the findings from the
questionnaire distributed in the case study schools and interviews conducted
during the period of data collection. It reflects upon the findings of the
research in relation to the perceptions of the various stakeholders working
in, and for, the sample primary schools. Following a brief introduction, the

chapter is divided into the following sections:
e Practical Experiences of the Process and the Team;
o (lassroom and Observation Issues;
e General School Issues: and

e [he National Context.

Each section is concluded with a brief final commentary.



Chapter five concludes the thesis by presenting a summary of the main
questionnaire and interview findings, prior to considering several key themes
and implications for future research. The chapter ends with some final
thoughts concerning the original research questions and the evidence

gathered.



Introduction
There are likely to be few issues which excite more comment from those
engaged in education than the consideration of the relative merits of the
various methods of performance evaluation currently in use in schools.
Contemporary teachers and the institutions in which they work are audited
and evaluated in an array of ways (Lonsdale, Parsons, 1998, Cullingford,
1999) and the effectiveness of their methods and programmes have become
subject to greater public scrutiny than ever before. Certainly, the field of
education has become an area of endeavour in which evaluation and
assessment in terms of input, output, value-added, pupil outcomes and
value for money are increasingly emphasised. It is within this judgemental
context that the teaching and learning process is subject to external
consideration and objective scrutiny; its effectiveness and impact are
analysed and — to an increasing degree — are appraised and quantified.
Moreover, schools are encouraged to embark upon self-evaluation and self-
iInspection, with headteachers monitoring the classroom practice of their

teacher colleagues and the results of national assessment (Lowe, 1998).

It has been suggested that the OFSTED system of school inspection was
iIntroduced to regulate education in much the same way as the State has
sought to regulate other key professions and services (Brunel University
1999). In so doing, central government embarked upon a major shift in both
policy and activity which has resulted in the ‘marketisation’ of schools as a
means of forcing up educational standards. The State has thus sought to

define in practice its own notion of school improvement. Grace (1995 p. 21),



encapsulates this notion of education as a marketable product when he
argues that:
"A process of ideological transformation is occurring in English
soclety in which education Is regarded as a commodity; the
schools as a value-adding production unit; the headteacher as a
chief executive and managing director; the parents as
consumers; and the ultimate aim of the whole enterprise to
achieve a maximum value-added product which keeps the school
as near to the top of the league table of success as possible .....
Contemporary headteachers are therefore expected to ‘market
the school’, ‘deliver the curriculum’, and to ‘satisfy the
customers'.
Lonsdale and Parsons (1998) regard the contemporary inspection process
as a system of ‘checking up’, which has at its foundation the control of state
education. For them, OFSTED inspection is overly restrictive and is based
upon the fear of failure. Cullingford (1999) takes the notion of inspection as
an auditing, rather than developmental, process a little further in stating that,
“The holy grail of all inspection is a check-list that provides clear
answers; has something been achieved or not? Thus actions are
easier to measure than understandings, demonstrating the ability
to remember a fact easier to measure than thinking skills.” (p.2)
Both the Centre for the Evaluation of Public Practice (Brunel University,
1999) and Cullingford (1999) reflect upon the apparent ambiguity of freeing

schools from the control of local education authorities (L.E.A.s) through



financial delegation and the local management of schools (L.M.S.), whilst at

the same time, introducing tighter controls upon the curriculum delivered.

It could be argued that the degree of interest in the impact of contemporary
primary education has been motivated by a commonly expressed view that

today's schools frequently fail to provide an acceptable education for a

significant number of the nation’s children.

A number of writers (Battery, 1988; Lonsdale and Parsons, 1998; and Day
et al.,, 1999) express their reservations about the increase in bureaucracy
and ‘managerialism’ resulting from the pressure to systematize and
document all aspects of education. For them, there is clearly the danger that
teachers become de-professionalised or de-skilled in a context in which
orthodoxy is expressed in practical terms through the National Curriculum
and the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategies, and that this orthodoxy
Is ‘policed’ by the inspectorate through its judgemental and potentially

punitive system of inspection.

Lowe (1998) echoes concerns over the managerialist approach to leadership
In contemporary schools and refers to ‘the colonisation of school discourses’
in which educational institutions and the staffs working within them have little
time to enter into professional dialogue due to the need to introduce and
Implement initiative after initiative.  Southworth’s (1993) view of the

headteacher as the school’s ‘culture founder thus becomes threatened as



he, or she, struggles to implement a vision whilst being enmeshed in the

need to manage’ rather than ‘to lead'.

However, OFSTED’s view as to the necessity for a much more systematic,
deliberate and directed approach to the delivery of the primary curriculum is
emphasised In its “Review of Primary Schools in England and Wales,

1994 - 98" (1999), which reflects upon adverse comparisons in pupil

performance In mathematics and science with ‘many of our economic

counterparts'.

Numerous writers (for example: Fullan;, 1992 and Southworth, 1993) argue
that the implementation of change is more to do with the quality of
leadership than it is to do with external pressure, and that change,
development and improvement are necessarily linked with involvement and
ownership:
"Real change can only come as a result of the commitments of
poth minds and hearts of the total school community — teachers,
parents, students, administrators and school Dboard.”
(Sergiovanni, 1994 in Day et al., 1999 p. 2)
For Day et al. (1999), there is a definite tension between the need to meet
the pressures of externally imposed change and the headteacher's own
vision of school improvement. The fact that the OFSTED system of school
Inspection effectively ensures compliance with State policy adds to this

tension; whilst the rate of change and development in today’s schools has



made more complex the existence of competing and conflicting pressures to

Implement action plans .....

"Externally imposed changes challenge headteachers’ sense that

as leaders they have the ability to shape the school in line with

their vision and their style of working. Headteachers who are

used to being proactive rather than reactive have had to learn

how to deal with a more or less constant flow of initiatives. They

now have to demonstrate their leadership by: the selection of

which initiatives they take on; the relative support which they

provide for their implementation; their knowledge of how others

are tackling new initiatives and how well they can adapt initiatives

that are forced on them to their particular circumstances.” (p. 169)
Alexander, Rose and Woodhead (1992) emphasised the importance of
subject specialisation and direct whole class teaching or instruction as the
means by which pupil outcomes could be improved. With the latter as Her
Majesty's Chief Inspector of Schools (to December, 2000), the
‘deliberalisation’ of the primary school curriculum continued, set against a
backdrop of increasing acceptance of the need for an external view of what
schools provide for their pupils. Ferguson and Earley (1999) refer to the
broad acceptance of an ‘inspection culture’, but add a note of caution:

"Few would wish to deny the value of, and need for, an external

perspective; the key question is how can that perspective be

deployed for maximum benefit to secure institutional improvement

while reassuring the various stakeholders that schools are



accountable for the quality of education that they provide.” (1999,

p.26)
Concerns are expressed by some writers (e.g. Fitz-Gibbon, 1998) that the
process of inspection is neither valid nor reliable. A view that is expressed
succinctly by Day et al. (1999):

“The opinions of any individual (therefore) are inherently ‘biased’

by the position from which they have observed events ..” (p. 16)
Winkley (1999) uses the analogy of the inspector as ‘theatre critic’ to reflect
that what is observed is merely a snapshot of the reality. Judgement

therefore involves a degree of intuition which inevitably becomes part of the

process of evaluation .....

“In practice, as in all textual interpretations, the theory is mediated

through the minds of different inspectors.” (p. 36)
Lonsdale and Parsons (1998) reflect upon the ‘obsession’ of schools with
Inspection — an obsession which Is not fully repaid in terms of the final
report's usefulness as a focus for school development and improvement.
However, Ouston and Davies (1998) suggest that the pre-inspection period
of preparation, as well as the post-inspection follow-up, may be invaluable In
fostering school improvement activity. For Ferguson and Earley (1999), the
link between OFSTED inspection and school improvement is not a clearly
established one. They refer to a widespread reluctance amongst
headteachers to regard the pre-inspection period as a spur to action or a
chance to inject urgency into school development plans, since staff are ‘too
anxious and over-burdened for a year or more before an inspection Is due’

(p. 22). Indeed, their research was to lead them to conclude that:



"School improvements were often adversely affected in the

aftermath of an inspection to allow staff time to recover.” (p. 23)
Ferguson et al. (2000) even go so far as to suggest that the year during
which an inspection takes place may see an adverse impact upon the quality
of teaching and learning as staff put maximum effort into ensuring their
school Is 'seen in good light’. It is well documented that the process of
Inspection Is very stressful for teachers, headteachers and governors
(Brunel University, 1999; Lonsdale and Parsons, 1998). The Brunel
University (1999) study suggests that the pre-inspection period may actually
be ‘worse’ for schools than the inspection week itself. However, it may be
likely that the stress brought about by the challenge of an impending
Inspection will galvanise a staff, fostering a stronger sense of collaboration
and collegiality. The said study warns that schools may be drawn into
spending too much time ‘window dressing; whilst Ferguson and Earley
(1999) are concerned that the stress and exhaustion caused may actually

Impede progress along schools’ action and development plans.

A recurring theme in inspection reports is that of monitoring and evaluation.
The process requires that all aspects of school activity are monitored and
their impact upon pupil outcomes evaluated. This is, however, an area of
activity in which primary schools in particular are criticised. Day et al. (1999)
refer to the inherent difficulties experienced in small primary schools, in
which the roles of headteacher, teacher and curriculum manager are
frequently blurred. Lowe (1998) refers to a context of ‘manageral

surveillance’ which now exists in primary schools; but for OFSTED (1999b)

10



the link between monitoring and evaluation and school Improvement is a
fundamental one. Indeed, concerns are expressed by Her Majesty’s Chief
Inspector (OFSTED, 1999a) that school management in primary schools
remains weak in terms of its knowledge and awareness of actual classroom
practice:

“Too many headteachers do not really know what is happening in

the classrooms of their schools. They do not know because they

do not have a rigorous and systematic approach to standards and

evaluating the quality of teaching.” (p.18)
However, the same publication (OFSTED 1999a), does comment favourably
upon the overall quality of leadership and management to be found in
contemporary primary schools and refers to the improving use of the

plethora of data available to headteachers, senior managers and governors.

The fact that headteachers have become much more aware of measurable
outcomes of pupil and school performance may be beneficial and may be
directly attributable to OFSTED and the publication of results and reports.
However, Day et al. (1999) argue that school improvement, change and
development are about much more than systematic monitoring and data

analysis and, like others, draw a distinction between ‘managing and

leading’:

“‘Central ..... 's the way in which headteachers manage competing
values in simultaneously achieving internal focus, a balance of

high levels of concern with the welfare and support of staff with

11



Internal efficiency and tradition (a concern with maintaining

existing policies, practices and procedures) and external focus,

the pursuit of attainment in the context of change and innovation.

What makes (these) heads ..... effective is the recognition that it

IS teachers who bring about changes in achievement and how

they are led and managed is, therefore, critical.” (Day et al.,

1999:. p. 6)
Alexander, Rose and Woodhead (1992) emphasise the need to establish
fitness for purpose’ in classroom delivery; but the emphasis of the National
Curriculum in terms of its focus upon discrete subject coverage, in addition
to the structure imposed by the National Literacy and National Numeracy
Strategies, may well be pushing primary schools towards a practical
orthodoxy which is ‘policed’ by OFSTED through its inspection process.
This ‘orthodoxy’ was, in fact, welcomed by Woodhead in one of his Annual
Reports (HMCI on the academic year 1997/98):

“The structure of mathematics and literacy lessons, increasingly

being adopted in other subjects, encourages the teacher to work

with the whole class on a particular aspect of the subject, and

then the pupils to follow this up in groups of pupils with similar

attainment” (1999a, p.9).

Similarly, in its Review of Primary Education, OFSTED (1999b) welcomes
the movement of schools toward discrete subject teaching and direct
delivery to whole class groups. However, it is clear that small, and even

medium-sized primary schools, are likely to experience problems in terms of

12



the delivery of the diverse requirements of the National Curriculum and the
small numbers of staff they have to provide the recommended level of
expertise. Indeed, Day et al, (1999), refer to the limits on the natural
flexibility of small numbers of staff caused by the needs of extensive

curriculum coverage.

The Inspectorate’'s view of high quality teaching is quite clear; involving
much direct exposition and instruction of discrete subjects delivered at pace.
However, Ferguson and Earley (1999) caution against a single orthodox
view of good teaching when they argue that the .....

“OFSTED model of good practice i1s not the only possible

interpretation and that it holds ideological positions and makes

tacit assumptions with which others might disagree.” (p. 28)
Indeed, Kogan and Maden (1999) express their concern that schools
embracing OFSTED’s notions of practice, change and development may
well become overly dependent upon an inspectorate which is burgeoning in
both its power and political influence:

“We identify schools as being in danger of potential dependency

on OFSTED as the source of models of change and development

and standard setting ..... Too many schools engage OFSTED

passively. Thus, too strong an inspectorate can lead to

infantilism in what should be a confident and self-sufficient

profession.” (p. 27)

Fidler and Davies (1998) express the view that the inspection process may

lead to school improvement, although the Brunel University study (1999)

13



suggests that there must be less variability between the practice of individual
Inspectors and teams of inspectors if the process is to be regarded by
schools as a developmental one. For Fidler and Davies (1998), the
relationship established between the school and the Registered Inspector is
central to a positive experience. However, they reflect that the practical
experience of having been through the process once is of limited value in the

context of re-inspection, since teams of inspectors are inevitably different

from one inspection to the next.

A common complaint emanating from schools is the lack of professional

dialogue established between teachers, heads and teams of Inspectors
(N.U.T., 1998 and M.O.R.I.,, 1998). Moreover, even when feedback Is

provided, it is frequently of limited practical value. Indeed, Ferguson and

Earley (1999) reflect,

“Our case studies revealed that teachers had not normally been
told anything which caused them to alter their practice and few
could recall being given any substantial help or valuable advice or
insights.” (p. 24)
Ferguson et al. (2000) refer to comments made by the deputy headteacher
of a rural primary school to reflect the generally unsatisfactory feedback, as
perceived by teachers, provided by inspectors.
“They come in. They watch you. They make their decision. The

whole point is to help us to improve but if you don’t actually get to

talk to one or explain things or ask things then it's hard to see how

it can improve you.” (p. 48)

14



"Excellence in Schools” (D.f.E.E., 1997) and Wood (1998) emphasise the
Importance of L.E.A.s in supporting their schools in the drive toward
improvement. Given the inspectorate’s support of the ‘external’ view and its
contribution, there would appear to be an ambiguity inherent in a system
which chooses not to recognise the direct role of OFSTED itself in school
improvement. Ferguson and Earley (1999) argue that inspectors should ‘act

like consultants in industry’ (p. 25); whilst Lonsdale and Parsons (1998)

reflect that what schools are most likely to value is practical help and advice
to improve classroom practice and curriculum delivery. For them, there is a
fundamental imperviousness Iin the inspection system to professional
dialogue and that this Is geared against the best interests of headteachers,
teachers and schools. The writers argue thus:
‘It i1Is important that inspectors don't just say what iIs wrong and
walk away, they must be responsible for putting things right.” (p.
124)
The factual accuracy of pre-inspection data and of the reports following
OFSTED inspection are a source of concern to some educationalists (Fitz-
Gibbon, 1998: Brunel University, 1999; MORI survey, 1998; and N.U.T.
survey, 1998); whilst Cromey-Hawke (1998) is rather more positive,
suggesting that,
“Initial rejection, side-lining and resentment at perceived
misdirected state intrusion would appear to be moderating. In
many cases, OFSTED and inspection seem to be becoming
institutionalized within the teaching profession and to be

increasingly valued, albeit from a low starting base.” (p. 138)

15



However, the Brunel University study (1999) found that few teachers or
headteachers felt inspection had impacted significantly upon practice; whilst
Lonsdale and Parsons (1998) and Kogan and Maden (1999) argue that
iIssues raised by OFSTED are frequently identified by schools themselves.
The view that institutions are readily able to identify their own areas of

weakness IS not however supported by all writers (Earley, 1998).

The extent to which OFSTED and its system of inspection is having an
Impact upon classroom practice and on curriculum delivery would seem
debatable. The Brunel University study (1999) raises questions about the
existence of a direct link between inspection and improvements in national
standards in education. The OFSTED view that pupil performance is
enhanced by the direct teaching of discrete subjects by subject specialists Is
both plausible and logical, but in practice few primary schools — especially
smaller ones — have either the personnel or finance available to fund such
an approach to curriculum delivery. Similarly, though much is made by the
inspectorate of a direct causal link between ‘setting’ and pupil outcomes, the
evidence presently available to support this view is open to interpretation
and some debate, especially given the relative crudity of contemporary pupll

performance indicators.

Generation of Initial Idea
The research question evolved primarily from the range of competing and
conflicting views on the role of inspectors in schools, and the impact of the

process of inspection upon development and change in the primary phase to
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be found in the literature. My specific interest in this area of research
developed over several years and commenced with the publicity generated
by early inspections in primary schools in Derbyshire. Much interest was
generated in the local media with many column-inches of space in the local
press devoted to schools with few serious problems. In 1996 my own school
was Inspected by a local authority team — an experience which was found to
be both challenging and stressful. During the course of the inspection-week,
it became particularly apparent that teachers experienced a range of feelings
and emotions as a result of what was happening within their own
classrooms, departments and the school in general. For some, the
experience was validating; for others, rather less so. For all, it was a period

of anxiety and tension.

Discussions with colleagues from other schools revealed some quite marked
differences In the way the process was conducted and the effect it had on
their institutions and the individuals working within them. Some related their
experiences and views in the context of change and development iIn
classroom practice; others referred to the impact upon standards; whilst
others expressed their views in terms of the national situation. However, for
everyone involved, key issues underlying the very existence of OFSTED
inspection concerned the overall impact of the process in practical terms In

comparison to the stress and anxiety it generated both before and after the

event.
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This personal experience of OFSTED and a general academic interest in the

area provided the impetus to undertake research in this area.

Research Focus

There remains a relative lack of objective in-depth research into the practical
effects of the OFSTED system of school inspection (Earley, 1998). The
presumption seems to be that inspection must be good for education and for
schools, but there appears to be little real evidence to reflect that standards
are rising as a direct result of what iIs an overtly judgemental process.
Indeed, this lack of evidence may perhaps be best exemplified by the
availability of so limited a body of information which actually deals with the
impact of inspection on the teaching and learning situation in primary

schools, and on the views and perspectives of those working in them.

This study marks an attempt to make some contribution to the available
research concerning the effects of OFSTED inspection on primary
education. It considers some of the strengths and weaknesses of the
OFSTED process in real contexts, and ascertains views on the effects
inspection has on primary schools from those working within them. This
essentially qualitative study explores the overall impact of the OFSTED
system of school inspection, particularly on the teaching and learning
process and its relationship to school improvement in the context of primary

education.
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The Research Objectives

e Tloinvestigate the impact of the OFSTED system of school iInspection

on teaching and learning in a group of ‘successful’ primary schools of

various sizes.

» To explore the perceptions of those working within primary schools of
the impact of school inspection on teaching and learning.
e To examine the contribution of OFSTED inspection to school and
classroom improvement in the case study schools.
This qualitative study explored the overall impact of the OFSTED system of
school Inspection on the teaching and learning process and its relationship
to school improvement in the context of a group of Derbyshire primary

schools.

The following chapter considers a range of key issues which emerge from
the plethora of literature relating to the inspection of schools by OFSTED.
Although much of the literature available discusses themes concerning the
iInspection process in broad terms, the essential foci of this research are the
impact of inspection upon school improvement, and its effects upon the

teaching and learning process in primary schools and the perceptions of

those working within them.
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CHAPTER 1

The Literature Review

Introduction
This chapter reviews the literature relating to OFSTED inspection, its
iImpact upon practice and school improvement. A literature search was
conducted that included a full ERIC search and interrogation of other
research data-bases of direct relevance. In addition, government web-
sites and archives were explored to provide policy documents and
papers relating to OFSTED. The literature review therefore draws
upon the following sources:

e Papers

e Journal Articles

e Books

e Policy Documents

e Government Documents

e OFSTED papers and reports.

It was clear from this review that a great deal of information exists
concerning OFSTED but relatively little external, empirical evidence Is
available. Hence, this review draws mainly upon those empirical
studies that have explored the impact on, and outcomes of, OFSTED
on classroom and school improvement. Other references are included

because they provide the important historical context in which OFSTED
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emerged and contextual plus contemporary detail of the development

of inspection as a tool for improvement.

This literature review is structured in the following sections:
1. The Development of OFSTED: Three Phases
2. Purposes of OFSTED
3. Accountability, Reliability and Validity
4. The Experience of OFSTED
5. Inspection and School Improvement

6. Inspection and Classroom Improvement.

1. The Development of OFSTED: Three Phases

Until 1992 schools were inspected by two organizations — Her
Majesty's Inspectors (HMI) and Local Education Authority (LEA)
advisors and inspectors. The passing of the 1992 Education (schools)
Act signalled the dawn of a new era in school evaluation, the creation
of a non-ministerial government body responsible for school
iInspections in England and Wales. This new department, the Office for
Standards in Education, initiated a programme where every school In
England and Wales was to be inspected on a four-year cycle against

centrally defined criteria.
Although OFSTED has always claimed as its focus ‘improvement through

iInspection’, it can be argued that during the early years of its existence it

was primarily concerned with appraising and evaluating schools, reporting
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on the quality of standards of education provided without prescribing or

speculating on possible improvements. The Inspection handbook stated the

purpose of OFSTED as:

"An appraisal of the quality and standards of education in the
school ..... The function of the report is to evaluate, not prescribe

or speculate; reports must be as objective as possible.

(OFSTED, 1993: p.7)

This early stage of the OFSTED life cycle (1992 — 1995) could be described
as the ‘period of absolute public accountability’, where the main agenda was
to gain information about what was actually happening in the schools of
England and Wales, in the form of a long-term on-going audit. OFSTED had
the legal right to regular access to schools, with the consequence of bringing

these private institutions into the public eye.

The original framework was modified several times, before a revised
framework was introduced during the summer of 1996. This framework
indicated a shift in policy and signalled the beginning of a new stage In

OFSTED’s development - the ‘period of striving to improve’ (1996 — 1999).

Two major changes in emphasis can be identified. Firstly, the issue of
improvement’ became more prominent - the revised framework was initially
to ‘promote school improvement by identifying priorities for action’ (OFSTED,

1995b: p.2). And secondly, to assess the school's own capacity to manage
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the change process and review its own systems for institutional improvement
(Earley, Fidler and Quston, 1996: p.3). The term ‘striving’ may be used
because the desire for improvement was there from both schools and
OFSTED. However, ‘the climate’ was lacking. In many cases crucial
elements such as trust, mutual respect and the willingness to work together
collaboratively were missing from the relationship. It could be argued that
this stage of OFSTED’s development saw the first small shift away from the
top-down, pressurized and external model of development towards the
diametrically opposed bottom-up, supportive internally generated model for
development as described by MacBeath (1999). The publication of School

Evaluation Matters (OFSTED, 1998) may be cited as further evidence of this

shift in the purpose towards helping schools to improve for themselves.

The third, and current stage of OFSTED's development started with the
iIntroduction of the current inspection framework in January 2000. The
framework places an even greater importance on improvement and internal
development. This stage could be termed ‘the period of externally controlled
improvement’. There is still a strong element of external control in terms of
what actually constitutes improvement, since it may be that internal self-
review and development in many schools is in its infancy. However, there Is
movement towards a more balanced role combining issues of improvement
and accountability in more equal measures. The new handbook devotes a
whole chapter to self-evaluation and clearly states its commitment to internal

review and development:
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"OFSTED is committed to promoting self-evaluation as a key

aspect of the work of schools. Monitoring and evaluation are

essential to ..... improve the school’'s quality and raise the

achievements of its pupils.” (OFSTED, 1999: p.4)

This phase could also be described as an era of hope where relationship
building and a movement towards a more collaborative climate are more
frequently being attempted as subtle shifts in the purpose of OFSTED occur.
Indeed, evidence of this rather more collaborative climate may be clearly

seen In changes in the inspection process introduced from September 2001,
under the existing OFSTED framework (2000). These changes include:

e the provision, by Rgl’'s, to schools of copies of their intended
commentaries, either shortly before or at the beginning of the
Inspection; and

e a more contextual and sympathetic view of staffing situations In

schools being inspected.

The first of these changes offers the headteacher the opportunity to discuss
hypotheses set out in the inspection commentary, whilst the second,
expects inspectors to take account of practical staffing problems
experienced by schools. Clear examples of common staff-related problems
experienced by schools during an inspection include situations where relief
cover for absent staff may be difficult to obtain, and concerns surrounding

the observation of newly qualified teachers in the first weeks of their first

term In post.
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In a letter to the headteachers of the nation’s schools (24.1.2002), Her

Majesty’s Chief Inspector acknowledged the need for a more ‘positive’
inspection experience for schools, but stopped short of endorsing an

advisory role for inspectors:

“Inspection can be supportive without losing rigour and objectivity.
It Is a powerful aid to development for individual teachers and for
schools as a whole. It is what the best inspectors do now. It does

not mean inspectors turning into advisers.” (Letter to
headteachers of all schools subject to Section 10 Inspection —

Tomlinson, M. 24.1.2002)

Furthermore, a rather more ‘school friendly’ approach to inspection has been
promised (OFSTED, 2001: Improving Inspection, Improving Schools) which

iInvolves OFSTED concentrating upon the following in future inspections:

e the core subjects and a small sample of foundation subjects in the

large majority of schools;

e more appropriate Intervals between inspections, with the most
effective schools being inspected only once every six years;

e increasing the number of inspection teams Iinvolving serving
school staff; and

e improving the quality of, and time allocated for, post-observation

feedback to teachers.

Ferguson, Earley, Fidler and Ouston (2000) suggest a possible future

framework where two elements of the current system are finally teased apart



and separated. In their detailed proposals it is suggested that the school
and Local Education Authority are responsible for the ‘school self-
Inspection’, whilst OFSTED is responsible for the inspection for
accountability’. These two separate processes would both contribute to the
outcomes of the report. These proposals signal a significant step forward
and may indicate the first step towards a situation where schools regain
control of their own school improvement agenda, allowing OFSTED to
exclusively develop their public accountability role. Perhaps this could be

the dawning of a new era - the ‘period of internally controlled improvement’.

2. Purposes of OFSTED

The OFSTED system of inspection is essentially a process that seeks to
evaluate the performance of schools against a known set of criteria that are
unequivocally laid down In order to provide indicators against which, quality

and effectiveness may by quantified and judged.

OFSTED (1998a) explicitly stated its primary intention was that,
“Inspection should provide you (the school community) with an
independent assessment of what you need to know. how well
your school is doing, what its strengths and weaknesses are, and

what it needs to do to improve.” (p.5)
The means by which schools would be appraised were clearly established In

OFSTED’s original ‘Handbook’, published in 1992, with emphasis given to

four specific areas of function and performance:
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. the educational standards achieved:

. the quality of education provided:

11 the efficiency and effectiveness of the management of
resources; and

IV, the spiritual, moral, social and cultural development of the

puplls.

The system was thus established to appraise objectively educational
standards, and to observe and critique teacher and management

performance with a view to promoting school improvement by identifying

priorities for action.

However the impact of the establishment of the Office for Standards iIn
Education and its system of inspection are matters of considerable general,
as well as professional, debate. Indeed, a survey of over 7,000 parents
published in 1995 by the National Foundation for Educational Research
(NFER), revealed a fascinating range of views from:
“Schools with a very good reputation such as ours become
complacent and an outside view can highlight their strengths and
weaknesses and in this way go forward ...."

to

‘| get the impression that it caused the staff a lot of stress and

interrupted normal teaching.” (p.5)
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This would suggest that the benefits and advantages of the Inspection

process may not be universally accepted.

Yet within this context there lies a clear ambiguity as the State’s control of
the curriculum, its content and processes are set alongside a
decentralisation of power and resources as successive legislation has
effectively reduced the power of the local education authorities (LEAs). The

Centre for the Evaluation of Public Policy and Practice (Brunel University,
1999) emphasise this inherent ambiguity:
‘On the face of it the creation of a national inspectorate with
unprecedented power to evaluate all aspects of educational
activity within the public sector runs counter to the declared

iIntention to release energies by decentralisation.” (p.6)

For Lonsdale and Parsons (1998), inspection is essentially about checking
up and control:
e the stretched chain of responsibility — from national
government to school — and the purposely emasculated mediating
potential of the LEA make the exercise of school inspection one of

improvement through fear, an essentially disciplining role.’

(p.110)

The process is viewed as a non-negotiable accountability system which s
highly judgemental and can be punitive. Moreover, Lonsdale and Parsons

(1998) contend that the culture of the contemporary school has become one
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In which ‘policing’ is emphasised, with the surveillance of headteachers by
governors and the surveillance of teachers by heads. It would seem from all
this that the inspection process is itself both conditioning and defining
contemporary education, whilst central government established with clarity in
its primary schools — by way, for example, of the introduction and
implementation of the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategies — what is
to be regarded as quality in terms of teaching and learning. Lonsdale and
Parsons (1998), provide us with a clear view of an increasingly
disempowered profession emasculated by an auditing process which

conditions the shape of what is audited. For them, any notion of school

improvement is difficult to justify since there is no feeling of colleagueship

engendered by a process which throws up issues rather than solutions .....
“The arrangements established have sought primarily to
disempower and subordinate professionals, ‘police’ the work
being done and enable a punitive response to schools which the
market alone cannot deliver. Were improvement the prime goal,
colleagueship would be retained, dialogue would be on-going, and

the inspection process itself would offer ‘solutions’ rather than

‘issues’ and empower front-line professionals not induce fear.’

(p.114)

The government's Select Committee on ‘The Work of OFSTED' (1999),
however, argued that any debate on inspection should not be based upon a

supposed dichotomy between ‘audit’ and ‘advice’, and that inspectors could
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best contribute to school improvement by acting as catalysts for change and

development rather than providers of formal advice.

In his analysis of the factors facilitating or Inhibiting the successful
implementation of change in the classroom following inspection, Lowe

(1998) argued that the following factors were especially influential.

. staff willingness to act upon inspection findings and implement
change;

. the response of the headteacher and senior staff:

. the quality of action planning;

V. resourcing Iin relation to the areas found to be in need of
improvement;

V. the avallability and quality of LEA support and funding;

VI. staff perceptions of the conduct of the inspection process; and

Vil. the nature of the inspection recommendations.

It Is suggested that this has resulted in a much more systems-based and

managerialist approach to the leadership of schools by headteachers .....
“The various management-orientated initiatives promoted by
central government such as the local management of schools, the
trend to formulate school development plans, performance tables,
OFSTED inspection and, most recently, target-setting, appear to
have changed the beliefs which underpin schools discourses
towards those of a more managerialist nature. The process can

be viewed as the ‘colonisation of school discourses’. The main
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carrier in colonisation at the level of the school is the
headteacher and thus it is unsurprising that the trend towards

managerialist thinking seems to have had its greatest impact on

the headteacher and senior staff.” (p.103)

If Lowe’s (1998) view is correct, the influence of the headteacher upon
classroom practice may well be reduced as heads become more specifically
concerned with bureaucratic, organisational and management issues at the
expense of those relating to the teaching and learning process ....

"The effect of the decoupling of discourses about school

management from teaching and learning has been to minimise

the number of occasions when headteachers become involved in

questions of pedagogy.” (p.104)

This suggests a basic dichotomy which places on one hand, the school’s
ability to respond to inspection in terms of management and organisational

change and, on the other, the development of teaching and learning.

In his on-going study of seven comprehensive schools which describes the

iImplementation of different types of inspection recommendations, Lowe

(1998), thus reflects that:

e each school was a brew of managerial surveillance, subject
tradition, corporate culture, hierarchies, degrees of willingness to
act on inspection advice and adherence to the school's own

values. In spite of these different situations the schools had
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experienced less difficulty with the implementation of those
Inspection recommendations concerned with management,
administration and school documentation. Much less progress

had been made with transforming teaching and learning in line

with OFSTED's thinking.” (p.108)

A fundamental assumption has been made that competition between
schools, whose performance would be accurately and reliably quantified,
would drive up educational standards. Thus, the education marketplace
(Ferguson et al. 2000) would see the public better informed by the provision
of masses of indicative data, including league tables based on examination
performance and statutory assessment and inspection reports. All aspects

and areas of school activity would be subject to close and independent
scrutiny by OFSTED and the contemporary catchphrase would be

‘mprovement through inspection’.

However, the highly judgemental model adopted in England and Wales is far
from universally accepted by researchers and educationalists abroad and at
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